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The Use of Letters in Japanese Elementary School
English Education:

A Questionnaire Survey for Teachers in Aichi Prefecture

IKEDA, Chika and HIROSE, Keiko

The present study examines the beliefs and practices about the use of
letters in elementary English classes by 334 teachers from Aichi Prefecture.
A questionnaire survey was administered just three months before the official
introduction of ‘Foreign Language Activities’ in Japanese elementary schools
in the academic year 2011. The questionnaire was designed to elicit teachers’
beliefs and reported practices about letter instruction, as well as what they
expected of the in-service and pre-service teacher training. The results
showed that alphabet letters were presented to pupils in 57.2% of the
respondents’ English classes, but there was a wide variety in their use. For
example, 49.2% of the teachers who used letters only visually presented them
to pupils without any focused instruction. Other ways mentioned were
attracting pupils’ attention to letters as clues for pronouncing words, writing
the spelling of words on the blackboard either with their meaning in Japanese
or with their phonetic description with katakana characters, or encouraging
pupils to copy word spellings necessary for activities to make greeting cards.
The results also showed that the respondents differed in their interpretations
of the use of letters as “supplementary tools for oral communication”
according to the Course of Study. These findings implied that the lack of
explicit guidelines for the use of letters in ‘Foreign Language Activities’
might have led to the diverse attitudes toward the introduction of alphabet
letters into elementary school English teaching. Finally, practical implications
were drawn including the necessity of more teacher training opportunities so
that teachers would develop more knowledge about the practical
methodology for using letters in ‘Foreign Language Activities’ as well as the
roles of alphabet letters in the process of children’s English learning.
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