Searching for the Best Medium of Instruction:
Japanese University Students’ Views on
English-Only Instruction in EAP Courses

Masakazu Mishima

Abstract: This exploratory research examined the perceptions of freshman EFL
students about English-only instruction in English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
courses offered at a suburban private university in Japan. An attitudinal survey
containing 12 questions was administered to 44 students in order to elicit their
responses in relation to the following topics: 1. English language learning
motivation, 2. strengths and weaknesses of English-only instruction, 3. student
perceived impact of English-only instruction on their English language learning, 4.
necessity of English-only classes, and 5. preferred forms of Japanese language
support. The results show that participants consider English-only instruction is
necessary and particularly conducive to developing their listening skills. However,
they also expressed the need for instructional support in Japanese as they
experienced a variety of difficulty in classes conducted in English-only where the
use of Japanese is institutionally discouraged. The findings suggest that the
institutionally sanctioned English-only policy may put less proficient students at a
disadvantage especially when the contents of classes are cognitively challenging.
Based on the findings, the study discusses the potential ways in which the Japanese
language can be used as an additional resource to facilitate English language
instruction.
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Introduction

A shift to a more communicatively oriented teaching in recent years has led many
universities to enact an English-only policy in their respective English language teaching
programs (McMillan & Rivers, 2010). This policy is widely supported under the belief
that the constant use of L2 would maximizes the target language input and facilitates the
effective acquisition of the target language (Cook, 2001; Ford, 2009; Kim & Elder, 2005;
Macaro, 2001; Stephens, 2006; Stroch & Wiggleworth, 2003). However, Hawkins (2015)
voiced her concern for the unquestioned acceptance and practice of English-only
instruction in the context of Japanese higher education and argued that there is no solid
empirical evidence supporting the superiority of the target language only instruction
over other instructional approach, which involves the use of students’ L1 in the



classroom (LE. dual-language instruction). In fact, many research studies reported that
the use of L1 in the language classroom can be highly beneficial for both the instructor
and learner (Atkinson, 1987; Butzkamn, 1998; Auerbach, 1993; Carson & Kashihara,
2012; Critchley, 2003; Ferguson, 2009; Macaro, 2009; Tian & Macaro, 2012; Turnbull &
Arnett, 2002; Stephens, 2006).

Against the contextual backdrop presented above, an important question to be
raised is whether or not English-only instruction deserves the privileged status to the
point of being institutionally encouraged to implement as part of curriculum standards.
In order to gain a further insight into this issue, the present research was conducted at
a university in Japan where some of its English language classes employ what Macaro
(2001) calls, the virtual position wherein the use of students’ L1 is strictly prohibited and
English is the only medium of instruction. While the previous research study in this
thread examined teachers’ beliefs in regard to an English-only policy (McMillan &
Rivers, 2010), there have been virtually no research studies which examined students’
perspectives toward EAP classes taught only in English. Hence, the present study
attempted to examine students’ views on English-only medium of instruction in order to
consider if the English-only policy promoted at the university can justify its pedagogical
role from the viewpoints of the recipients of educational service—the student.

Method

Data collection
An attitudinal survey in Japanese (see Appendix) was administered to students in

two freshman EAP English classes which used English as the only medium of
instruction. The survey contained 12 different items including, 10 close-ended questions
and two open-ended questions. These questions were primarily intended to elicit
participants’ responses in terms of the following topics:

1. Motivation for English language learning

2. Strengths of English-only instruction

3. Weaknesses of English-only instruction

4. Necessity of English-only instruction

5. Roles of L1 in English language learning

Data analysis

Participants’ responses to close-ended questions were analyzed through frequency
analysis. Then, responses to text-response questions were open-coded to summatively
represent their comments, while minimizing data attrition (Yin, 2003). This open-coding
analysis led to the development of thematic categories which summarize participants’
comments under common threads. In this process, identical comments were excluded.



For the presentation of results, representative comments!' from participants were
translated from Japanese to English after all participants’ comments were categorized
and classified.

Participants

Basic demographic information. A total of 44 freshman students responded to
the survey. Table 1 summarizes the sex and study majors represented by the
respondents. As can be seen in Table 1, participants’ sex was evenly distributed (I.E.,
Male=22, Female=22), and the number of Business Management majors (#=23) slightly
exceeded the number of Law majors (#=21).

Table 1
Participants’ Sex and Majors
Frequency
Male Female Total
Law 11 10 21
Business Management 11 12 23
Total 22 22 44

English language proficiency. In regard to English language proficiency,
participants received on average a total score of 400 on the TOEIC Listening and
Reading test within the six-month period. As additional information, all participants were
regarded as intermediate-level students at the university given their test scores on the
TOEIC.

Results

English-only instruction and student motivation for English language learning

Table 2 presents a summary of participants’ responses to the question:

Q. Do you think English-only instruction facilitates your motivation for English

language learning?

As shown in Table 2, approximately 60% of students considered that English-only
instruction had a positive impact on their motivation for English language learning.
However, about one third of the responses is accounted for by “Not sure,” which
suggests that some students were not entirely certain if English-only instruction was
conducive to their language learning motivation. It is also important to note that six
students or approximately 14% of responses expressed a clear “No,” to the said question.

1 Representative comments refer to responses provided by at least 35 participants (approximately 80% of
participants) or above. Thus, each representative comment indicates a recurrent theme in a majority of
participants’ responses.



Table 2
English-Only Instruction and Student Motivation

Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent
Very much 6 13.6 13.6
Yes 20 455 59.1
Response Not sure 12 27.3 86.4
No 6 13.6 100.0
Total 44 100.0

Strengths of English-only instruction

As mentioned earlier, participants’ textual responses were open-coded to
summatively represent their responses. As the result, 11 different threads of comments
were identified. Table 3 below presents participants’ perceived benefits of English-only
instruction:

Table 3
Strengths of English-Only Instruction in EAP courses Representative Comments

—

It is good for listening skill improvement.

You cannot rely on Japanese so it helps me to get used to the English speaking environment.
It is good for speaking skill improvement.

It raises my awareness to the importance of the English language.

It is a good avenue for trying out what I have learned in other English classes.
It forces me to be attentive to lectures.

It forces me to think and speak in English.

It helps me to work together with my classmates.

It helps students realize how poor their English is.

It is more practical.

I can learn how to use words in different contexts.
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—

Referring to Table 3, it is perhaps not surprising that participants mentioned that
English-only instruction helped them develop communicative language skills: listening
and/or speaking as these were the typical areas of focus in classes taught only in
English.

Participants also positively valued the unique opportunity that English-only
classes can bring to them—*“It is a good avenue for trying out what I have learned in
other English classes,” or “It helps me to work together with my classmates” (Table 3).
In addition, participants viewed somewhat forcible nature of English-only instruction—
students were also expected to use English at all times—as a good driving force to make
them “attentive to lectures,” or “think and speak in English.”

Weaknesses of English-only instruction

The previous section has presented the strengths of English-only classes as
perceived by participants. This section, in contrast, presents what participants perceived



as the weaknesses of English-only instruction. Table 4 presents 11 comments in regard
to the weaknesses of English-only instruction.

Table 4
Weaknesses of English-Only Instruction in EAP courses Representative Comments

—

My English is not good enough to understand what the instructor is saying.

There is no value for those who cannot understand anything in English.

There is a clear gap between students who can understand English and those who cannot.
It hurts my motivation especially when I cannot understand.

There are times that I don’t understand what we are doing in class.

Classes just continue on even when I don’t understand.

It doesn’t help develop vocabulary knowledge as much.

I want to ask questions especially when I'm lost, but I just don’t know how.

When I ask questions, I can’t understand responses from the instructor.

There is a possibility of being left stranded especially if you are not good at English.

I don’t think there is any value for students whose TOEIC score is below 500 because it is too
hard.
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—

As Table 4 shows, participants’ responses highlight their concerns associated
with English-only instruction. For instance, participants expressed difficulty in keeping
up with lectures, understanding English, and asking questions in English. One of the
comments also indicated the potential mismatch between students’ level of English
proficiency and English-only instruction, “I don’t think there is any value...” (Table 4).
Considering that a majority of participants were at the level of 400 on the TOEIC, it
could be the case that their English proficiency is not sufficient enough to study
academic English in the English-only environment without a significant challenge.

Necessity of English-only instruction

Table 6 presents participants’ responses in regard to the necessity of English-only
instruction. Participants responded to the question:

Q. Do you think that English-only instruction is necessary?

As presented in Table 6, a vast majority of participants (89%) believe that English-
only instruction is necessary.

Table 6
Necessity of English-Only Instruction
Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent
I think so 39 88.6 88.6
I don’t think so 2 4.5 93.2
Response  Not sure 3 6.8 100.0
Total 44 100.0

Although participants clearly valued the role of English-only instruction in their



learning and considered that this type of instruction is necessary, their responses do not
seem to indicate English-only instruction is more effective in learning English compared
to other English classes where Japanese, or English and Japanese are used as the
medium of instruction (see Table 7). Table 7 below summarizes participants’ responses
to the question:

Q. Do you believe that English-only instruction is more effective in learning
English compared to Japanese, or Japanese and English as a medium of

instruction?
Table 7
English-Only Instruction and Its Impact on English Language Learning
Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent

I think so 21 47.7 47.7
I don’t think so 5 11.3 59.0

Response Nyt sure 18 41.0 100.0
Total 44 100.0

As can be seen in Table 7, participants’ responses are clearly divided.
Approximately a half of students answered, “I think so,” confirming that they believed
that English-only instruction is more effective. However, about 41% of students had a
mixed attitude and 11% of responses indicated a definitive no.

The role of L1 in English language learning

Three questions in the survey elicited participants’ responses directly relevant to
the potential use of the Japanese language in English-only classes. Table 8 shows that
more than 50% of students indicated they needed some form of support in Japanese in
their English-only EAP courses. Additional 11% indicated “Very much needed.” About
20% of students responded, “Not sure.” Students who selected “Not really needed”
amounted to approximately 14%. Only one participant responded, “not needed at all.”

Table 8
Necessity of Instructional Support in Japanese
Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent
Very much needed 5 114 114
Needed 24 54.5 65.9
Not sure 8 18.2 84.1
Response Not really needed 6 13.6 97.7
Not needed at all 1 2.3 100.0
Total 44 100.0

Table 9 presents participants’ responses in regard to their preferred medium of



instruction for English language learning. 50% of students indicated their preference for
EAP classes taught in Japanese, and about 36% responded a combination of classes
taught only in English and only in Japanese was desirable. In contrast, approximately
14% of students showed preference toward English-only instruction.

Table 9
Preferred Medium of Instruction in EAP courses
Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent
English-only and 16 36.4 36.4
Japanese-only classes
Response Japanese-only classes 22 50.0 86.4

English-only classes 6 13.6 100.0
Total 44 100.0

The last of the three survey questions concerning the medium of instruction
elicited participants’ opinions about types of Japanese intervention they would desire in
the English-only EAP classroom. Participants selected their responses from four
different forms of Japanese instructional support. These forms were described in the
survey as follows:

Form 1: Use materials with explanations and translations in Japanese.
Form 2: Give lectures in both Japanese and English.
Form 3: Use Japanese and English only when explaining the specifics of homework and
other assignments, but everything else should be in English.
Form 4: Instructors use Japanese only when replying to student e-mails.
In addition, participants were allowed to write individual responses when none of the
forms above accurately represented their opinions.

Table 10 shows a summary of participants’ desired forms of Japanese intervention
in English classes. Since participants were allowed to choose more than one option, the
total number of responses exceeded the actual number of participants. Be noted that
percentage values shown are a ratio against the total number of participants, but not of
responses.

Table 10
Desired Forms of Instructional Support in Japanese
Frequency Percent
Form 1 21 47.7
Form 2 15 34.1
Form 3 23 52.3
Response Form 4 11 25.0
Other 2 4.3
Total 72 N/A
Respondent Total 44 100.0




The most popular form of Japanese instructional support was Form 3 (52%)
followed by Form 1 (48%), and Form 2 (34%). The least popular form was Form 4 (25%).
Two students chose “Other” (4%), but both of them mentioned that there is no need for
any Japanese language support. While there were varying responses as to which forms
of instructional support in Japanese were desirable in EAP classes, what is clear is that
almost all participants wished to have some form of intervention in Japanese except for
the two participants who clearly indicated no Japanese language intervention would be
needed.

Discussion

The importance of L1 use in English language learning

The results of the present research show that students value English-only medium
of instruction and consider EAP classes taught only in English are necessary. However,
the results also suggest that students need some form of instructional support in
Japanese rather than strictly English-only. The university at which the present research
was conducted promotes the virtual position (Macaro, 2001) by mandating the use of
English as the only medium of instruction for its EAP classes. Under this curriculum-
level demand, instructors are unable to help students in Japanese even when such
intervention is regarded as the best course of action. In addition, teachers who use
Japanese to help students when the occasion demands may feel “undue guilt” for
reflectively responding to the students’ needs, as Hawkins (2015) argued:

Teachers and institutions espousing such a view [English-only policy] undermine
language learning progress by engendering undue guilt for responsive and
responsible teaching, inhibiting creative pedagogy, and discouraging teachers from
acting as realistic bi/multilingual role models (p.30).

It is also important to note that the virtual position is the strongest form of English
language instruction in which the use of students’ L1 is typically considered deficit
(Cook, 2001). However, there is little empirical support for the superior effectiveness of
English-only instruction compared to less strong forms of instruction where some types
of L1 interventions are allowed or even encouraged (Auerback, 1993; Critchley, 2003;
Macaro, 2009). In fact, a number of research studies show the benefits of L1 use in the
language classroom especially for students who are less proficient and less motivated
(DiCamilla & Anton, 2012, McMillan & Turnbull; Swain & Lapkin, 2013). For instance,
the use of student L1 reduces student anxiety (Carson & Kashihara, 2012). It significantly
improves “the flow of interaction” in the language classroom (Hosoda, 2000, p.89).

Studying academic contents in the English-only classroom

It appears that many participants considered that their English proficiency were
not sufficient enough to study academic contents in an English-only classroom. For
example, students expressed their insufficient English language proficiency—“I don’t
think there is any value for students whose TOEIC scores are below 500.” Similar to



many other universities in Japan, the university where the research was conducted
uniformly uses the TOEIC reading and listening test as a means to gauge students’
English proficiency and place them in varying levels of English-only classes despite the
fact that the TOEIC test is not a general English proficiency test. Furthermore, the test
is not designed to measure examinees’ English speaking and/or writing proficiency.

Although ETS claims the TOEIC is a valid and reliable measurement of English
communicative skills based on two ETS funded studies (Willson, 1993; Woodford, 1982),
independently conducted studies reported that productive skills are not well represented
by the TOEIC (Cunningham, 2002; Hirai, 2002). These studies have shown that TOEIC
listening and reading scores may not accurately reflect English communicative ability of
test takers. Despite this limitation of the TOEIC listening and reading test, the test
scores were used to place participants in the EAP classes in which they were required
to discuss academic contents, write essays, and give presentations in English—the focus
of the classes were on speaking and writing. If the TOEIC is not an accurate measurement
of communicative ability of students, the use of the TOEIC as a placement test may
increase a chance of misplacement of students. Coupled with this potential issue, the
specific demands of EAP courses may have been the reason why many participants in
the present study expressed the need for instructional support in Japanese.

Pedagogical Implications

Considering the results and findings presented, curriculum developers and other
relevant stakeholders in Japanese higher education may well need to revisit how their
English-only policies are implemented and consider a possibility for a more nuanced
approach to offering English-only classes. This is certainly not to say that English-only
instruction is universally problematic, but it can be when universities place the
institutional demand of English-only instruction irrespective of students’ levels of
English language proficiency and of the nature of contents taught in the English-only
classroom.

On a side note, it is important to recognize that the ideology of English-only does
not reflect the increasingly accepted multilingual perspective in second language
studies—students’ L1 is not baggage but it can be a significant asset for language
learning. If Japanese higher education institutions continue to support the virtual
position, it should be justified by presenting sound pedagogical justifications and
empirical support as Auerbach (2016) rightly pointed out that “this taken-for-granted
insistence on using only English was rooted in regimes of ideology rather than in
evidence-based findings regarding its effectiveness for English acquisition” (p.1), or
English-only may be regarded as convenient “promotional tactics” (Hawkins, 2015, p.31).



Limitations

One major limitation of the study is its apparent lack of generalizability given the
small sample size and that the study was institution-based. In addition, student
participants were all from EAP courses. Therefore, the findings reported may be
relevant only to EAP courses but not to other courses taught in English. Furthermore,
how EAP courses are taught may well differ from one instructor to another. While
classes offered at the university use a unified syllabus and the data were collected from
students in two different sections of the EAP course taught by the same instructor, this
does not necessarily mean that all EAP classes are taught in the exact same manner. A
further study should be conducted to examine if the students’ views presented in this
paper and findings reported apply to a wider population in the context of Japanese
higher education.
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