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Abstract

This study aims to clarify the following things in the M University freshmen
English program. The four research questions seek to answer; 1) English proficiency
expected by students, 2) actual English proficiency, 3) goals and expectations for
English learning, 4) benefits of proficiency-based class. The study showed the
following results. First, M University freshmen wished to attain a level of abilities
between TOEIC 500 and 600 points (which corresponds the level between STEP Grade
2 and Grade Pre-1). Second, there was a discrepancy between English proficiency
expected by the freshmen and their actual English proficiency. Third, the freshmen
tended to choose ‘to get English qualifications’ and ‘to get a job’ as goals of English
learning and tended to choose ‘English conversation’ and ‘knowledge of grammar,
pronunciation and vocabulary’ as expectation for class. Last, about 70% of freshmen
supported proficiency-based class system. ‘Easy and fun to learn English’ was most

frequently chosen as its benefits.
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1. Introduction

English is a global language and the most successful language ever (Crystal,

1997). Mastery of English language has been deemed one of key competences to be

successful in the age of globalization.
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One of great expectations for Japanese universities is to produce students who
can use English successfully in the global communities of business, society, and
research (Ministry of Education, 2002). According to iBT (internet-Based TOEFL)
score summary in 2011, the average score of the Japanese test takers (69) ranked the
second lowest among 30 countries in Asian region 1). The iBT data shows a crisis of
English education in Japan.

Enhancing the English proficiency of students is an urgent task for Japanese
universities. Small class sizes and proficiency-based classes for English education is
the widely accepted method in ESL classes overseas. However, some Japanese
universities are doubtful about the outcome of proficiency-based English class as there
is a tendency to prefer uniform education.

In 2011, M University made attempts to use the same series of textbooks and to
place students according to English proficiency. Three levels INTRO /BASIC / PLUS,
“English Quest ” textbooks were used in ‘Basic English I’ and ‘Basic English IT classes
for all freshmen to unify educational goals, content and assessment. In April, just
before the freshman English classes began, an English placement test (STEP English
proficiency test, Type C) was administered to assign students to proficiency-based class.
After completion of first semester of 2011, a questionnaire (17 questions) was
distributed to all freshmen of M University to evaluate the freshman English program
at M University.

This study aims to answer the following research questions.
1) What is the English proficiency expected by M University freshmen?
2) What is the English proficiency of M University freshman?
3) What are the expectations of M University freshmen for learning English?

4) What are the benefits of English proficiency-based class at M University?

2. Previous studies
2.1 Measurement of achieved English proficiency in class
Many Japanese universities use TOEIC scores to measure the English proficiency

of students. Research groups have recently started to consider new assessment
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frameworks suitable for the Japanese learners of English. For example, TOEIC
published the Can-Do guide which specifically describes what test takers within
respective score range can actually do in listening and reading (Educational Testing
Service, 2000). Makino (2012) has been working on designing the Japanese standard
of English proficiency; CEFR-J, adapted from internationally accepted Common
European Framework of Reference with six levels ranging from lowest Al to highest
C2 (Council of Europe, 2001). Yet, TOEIC and CEFR are ‘English proficiency tests” “to
measure people’s ability in a language regardless of any training they may have had”
(Hughes, 2004, p.11) so that they are often not related to achieved English proficiency
in class. There is no reliable assessment method to measure English ability gained in
regular university English classes. In addition, Can-Do guide and CEFR-J are

measured by self-assessment, which may cause a lack of reliability.

2.2 Expected English proficiency for the Japanese university students

The Ministry of Education (2002) proposed an action plan which prompted the
Japanese universities to “produce the Japanese who can use English”. According to
the action plan, English teachers are expected to score either TOEIC 730 points,
paper-based TOEFL 550 points or STEP (Eiken) Grade Pre-1. The rationale for
English proficiency expected by the Ministry of Education is that international
students are generally required to score over iBT 80 (paper-based TOEFL 550) or over
IELTS 6.0 in order to enroll in university undergraduate courses in English-speaking
countries. That means, the Japanese university students seem to need to achieve a
level of ability greater than TOEFL 550, or TOEFL 550, TOEIC 730, and STEP Grade

Prel, if they want to successfully compete with people from other countries.

2.3 Motivation and goals of English learning

Some studies have shown that instrumental motivation for the Japanese learners
of English prompted them to learn English eagerly. For example, the study (Kimura,
Nakata & Okumura, 2001) showed that in an EFL situation where learning English

was not strongly needed, instrumental motivation such as passing the entrance
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examination was the main factor to study English. Similarly, Tokeshi’s study (2007)
showed that the students chose as goals for studying English, getting a job (highest

percentage) and getting English qualifications (second highest).

2.4 English proficiency-based classes

There is still a debate over whether proficiency-based English classes are
beneficial for university students. According to a survey of 208 universities conducted
by Sugimori (2003), 63.0% of universities adopted English proficiency-based class
system and 34.1% of universities did not for some reason. Normally ESL classes
overseas place students in classes according to English placement test scores.
Hughes (2004) argues that “No one placement test will work for every institution”
(p.16). Adopting a placement test needs to be carefully considered to achieve

educational goals.

3. Method
3.1 Participants
In 2011, freshman English classes at M University included 9 classes from the
Faculty of International Studies, 4 classes from the Department of Sport and Wellness
and 3 classes from the Department of Nursing. Normal class size of freshman
English classes at M University was about 30 and the students were placed according
to the placement test scores. The freshman took Basic English I&II classes or English
Communication I &II classes depending on assigned classes twice in a week for 16
weeks from April to August, 2011. M University as a public school ranks the average
academic level nationwide and more than half of the students were from the
prefectures other than Okinawa Prefecture.
Four hundred ninety three freshmen from two faculties took an English
placement test early in April, 2011.
Three hundred thirty-four freshman at M University answered the questionnaire.
Nine hundred ninety-nine students who took English classes in the first semester

and the second semester, 2011 were examined to see if there was a big difference of
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grades between the students assigned to low-level of classes and those assigned to

high-level of classes.

3.2 Procedure

The STEP (Eiken) English proficiency Type C test was administered to all
freshmen to place students in English classes before the freshman English classes
started. The STEP English proficiency Type C test includes 50 written questions (35
minutes) and 30 listening questions (20 minutes). The Type C test intends to
measure test takers corresponding to a level of abilities ranging from STEP Grade 4 to
STEP Grade Pre-2.

About 94% (N=449) of the questionnaire was collected in freshman English
classes by 3 full-time lecturers and 6 part-time lectures in July, 2011. The
questionnaire designed by the writer inquired English learning background, length of
English learning outside of class, goals and expectations of English learning,
perceptions on proficiency-based class, satisfaction or dissatisfaction for English class,
expected English level, and Language Learning Center (refer to appendix 1). A part
of the questionnaire results was used to achieve research purposes of this study.

The grades of the freshman English classes were gained from the M University
Liberal Arts Annual Report published in 2011.

3.3 Analysis
A comparison between the questionnaire results of 2006 and those of 2011 was

partially attempted to see changes in five years.

3.4 Ethics

The questionnaire results were already reported in M University faculty
development meeting held in September, 2011. Specific English class was not shown
to keep confidentiality of the data and not to harm education of M University by using
the date gained from the 2011 M University Liberal Arts Annual Report. The data
gained from the English placement test, which were reported in M University faculty

development meeting held in September, 2011, were limited to show marked features
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of test scores, and the best attempt was made not to unveil detailed results of the

placement test.

4. Results and analysis
The results of questionnaire, placement test and student’s grades are reported

and analyzed in this section.

4.1 Expected English proficiency in TOEIC and STEP (Eiken)

According to the Ministry of Education’s action plan (2002) “producing the
Japanese who can use English” mentioned above, expected English proficiency which
is competent enough to use English successfully is TOEIC 730 points, TOEFL 550
points or passing STEP (Eiken) Grade Pre-1. Table 1 shows TOEIC scores expected
by the students and Table 2 shows STEP (Eiken) grades expected by the students.
According to Table 1, the results indicate that TOEIC 600 points was chosen most
frequently (27.3%) by the students, excluding “none” (33.0%), TOEIC 500 points

(17.8%) ranks the second.

Table 1: Expected scores in TOEIC (Question 15-1)

400 pts | 500 pts | 600 pts | 700 pts | more None Total
than
800pts
Faculty of 15 42 86 35 5 74 257
International
studies
Faculty of Human 17 39 38 14 14 76 198
Health Sciences
Total 32 81 124 49 19 150 455
(7.0%) | (17.8%) | (27.3%) | (10.8%) | (4.2%) | (33.0%) | (100%)
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Table 2 shows that the largest group (34.4%) was to pass Grade 2 and the second
largest group (19.1%) was to pass Grade Pre-1. According to ETS (2010), STEP Grade
2 is equivalent to TOEIC 517 points and STEP Grade Pre-1 is equivalent to TOEIC 732
points. The results indicate that M University students wished to score TOEIC points
between 500 and 600 which approximately correspond to the level between STEP
Grade 2 and Grade Pre-1. The results of Table 1 and Table 2 indicate English
proficiency expected by M University students. Next, the gap between the level which

the students wanted to attain and actual English level will be discussed.

Table 2: Expected grades in STEP (Eiken) (Question 15-2)

Grade Grade
Grade 3 Grade 2 Grade 1 None Total

pre-2 pre-1

Faculty of
International 16 24 96 65 16 54 271
Studies
Faculty of Human
14 16 59 21 8 62 180
Health Sciences
30 40 155 86 24 116 451
Total

6.5%) | (8.9%) | (34.4%) | (19.1%) | (5.3%) | (25.7%) | (100%)

4.2 Learning background of participants

Tokeshi’s study (2007) showed that number of English classes taken in senior high
schools was positively correlated to the English proficiency of university freshmen.
According to Table 3, the results gained from the questionnaire conducted both in 2006
and in 2011 show big differences. M University had only one faculty in 2006, so the
questionnaire in 2011 added to the results from the Department of Sports and
Wellness and the Department of Nursing. As shown in Table 3, the largest group in
2006 was the students who took 4 hours in a week in senior high schools. The 2011
questionnaire results show that the students who took more than 5 hours per week

form the largest group. This seems to indicate that the freshmen in 2011 had higher

English proficiency than those in 2006.
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Table 3: Average number of hours of English in senior high school (Question 3)

Number of hours 1hour 2hours 3hours 4hours 5 hours more than 5 hours total
_facully ———
Faculty of International 19 45 69 103 43 55 334
Studies (2006) (6.7%)  (13.5%) (20.7%) (30.8%) (12.9%) (16.5%) (100%)
Faculty of International 12 26 25 51 54 102 270
Studies (2011) (4.4%) (9.6%) (9.3%)  (18.9%) (20.0%) (37.8%) (100%)
Department of Sports 3 3 17 16 13 47 99
and Wellness (2011)  (3.0%) (3.0%)  (17.2%) (16.2%) (13.1%) (475%)  (100%)
Department of 4 6 8 15 15 32 80
Nursing (2011) (5%) (7.5%) (10.0%)  (18.8%) (18.8%) (40.0%) (100%)

4.3 The English proficiency of M University students

This section explains English proficiency of M university students measured by
STEP (Eiken).

In support of the questionnaire results shown in Table 3, the results of the
placement test conducted early in April, 2011 showed that the biggest group (about
40%) of English level was equivalent to STEP (Eiken) Grade 3, which was higher than
the results of 2006 placement test. STEP Grade 3 level is equivalent to the level
corresponding to junior high school 3rd year or senior high school 1st year students.
University students are expected to have academic English proficiency equivalent to
the level of Grade Pre-2 or Grade 2 in order to have discussion, to read technical books,
to write essays and to understand the lectures in English. According to the results of
the 2011 placement test, about 30% of freshman had the English proficiency which was
equivalent to the level higher than STEP Grade Pre-2, Grade 2 or higher, and about
70% of freshmen had the English proficiency below STEP Grade Pre-2. The results
suggest that about 70% of M University freshmen didn’t have English proficiency
which they needed to acquire in high schools. It is evident that there is a great

discrepancy between the English proficiency shown by the results and the one expected
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by the Ministry of Education (2002).

4.4 Goals and expectations for English learning

Table 4 shows a comparison between the results of the questionnaire in 2011
(freshmen from the Faculty of International Studies and the Faculty of Human Health
Sciences) and those of questionnaire in 2006 (freshmen from the Faculty of

International Studies) regarding goals of studying English.

Table 4: Goals of studying English (Question 8)

Faculty of International Studies & Faculty of International Studies
Faculty of Human Health Sciences (2011) N=683 (2006) N=488

To get a job 109 (16.0%) 127 (26 0%)

To get English qualifications 149 (21.8%) 115 (23.6%)

To live in English-speaking countries 72 (10.5%) 46 (9.4%)

To work overseas 82 (12.0%) 45 (9.2%)

To engage in research 36 (5.3%) 46 (9.4%)

To study in English-speaking countries 57 (8.3%) 32 (6.6%)

None 198 (29.0%) 123 (25.2%)

Total 683 (100%) 488 (100%)

The above results of the 2011 questionnaire show that ‘to get English
qualifications’ (21.8%) ranks the first, and ‘to get a job’ (16.0%) ranks the second.
There were no big changes about the results of two questionnaires as top two goals
were ‘to get a job’ and ‘to get English qualifications’. The results indicate that the
freshmen both in 2011 and 2006 tended to have instrumental motivation (Gardner and
Lambert, 1972) which refers to a wish to benefit from learning English in enhanced
quality of life and business in the future. However, about one fourth of students
indicated “none” (29.0% in 2011, 25.2% in 2006) for goals of learning English. It is
assumed that a part of the freshmen was not interested in achieving learning goals

other than getting grades from the required freshman English classes.
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Table 5: Expectations for English class at university

Faculty of International Studies & Faculty of International Studies
Faculty of Human Health Sciences (2011) N=999 (2006) N=726
English conversation 365 (36.7%) 279 (38.4%)
Mastery of major field of study 92 (9.2%) 45 (6.2%)
Understanding people and history of 59 (5.9%) 54 (7.4%)

English-speaking countries

Knowledge of grammar, pronunciation, 207 (20.8%) 155 (21.3%)

and vocabulary

Skills of interpreting and translation 95 (9.5%) 60 (8.3%)
Preparation for studying abroad 68 (6.9%) 39 (5.4%)
Writing business correspondence 33 (3.3%) 41 (5.6%)
and email

Rapid and extensive reading 77 (7.7%) 53 (7.3%)

Table 5 shows a comparison between the results of the 2011 questionnaire and
those of 2006 questionnaire. As shown in Table 4, two questionnaires show similar
results. Two questionnaire results show that the freshmen were most interested in
‘English conversation’ (36.7% in 2011, 38.4% in 2006). There has been a strong
argument that the Japanese need to enhance communicative ability in English to
compete with other developed countries. However, after five year passed since 2006,
the results seem to suggest that the freshmen in 2011 had a strong lack of
communicative ability in English. The next highly chosen expectation for English
class from two questionnaires is ‘knowledge of grammar, pronunciation, and
vocabulary. In addition to a strong need for communicative ability in English, the
freshmen showed a lack of basic linguistic knowledge which needed to be mastered in
high schools. This result supports the evidence shown in section 4.4 that a large part
of M University freshmen did not master English proficiency expected for university

students.
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4.5 Perceptions and grades in proficiency-based class

There is still a big debate about whether or not English class at Japanese
universities should be assigned according to English proficiency, although it is the
accepted fact in ESL language classes overseas that small classes and
proficiency-based classes are effective to learn English as a foreign/second language.
As shown in Sugimori’s study (2003) in section 2.4, about two thirds of Japanese
universities adopted proficiency-based English class system and about one third of
universities did not adopt the system. There seems to be a speculation about the
advantages of proficiency-based English class system among the faculties of many
Japanese universities. This section attempts to reveal students’ perceptions on
proficiency-based class and to show how proficiency-based class system affected the
grades of the freshman English classes.

Table 6, according to the 2011 questionnaire, shows perceptions on
proficiency-based class system adopted by M University. Choices from 1 to 3 are
positive attitudes toward proficiency-based class system and choices from 4 to 6 are
negative attitudes toward proficiency-based class system. The results indicate that a
large ratio (72.5%) of the students (total of 1, 2 and 3) support proficiency-based class
system. The results also suggest that major strengths of level-based class are “easy”
and “fun” to learn English. On the other hand, 18.2 % of the students (total of 4, 5
and 6) showed negative attitudes toward the system. Especially the result showing
that 11.3 % of the students chose “English proficiency doesn’t improve when assigned
to proficiency-based class” should be considered in further inquiry to see whether their

opinions were related to textbook, teacher, curriculum, or learning environments.

Table 6:Perceptions on proficiency-based class (selected maximum of 3 choices)

(Question 6)

1. Easy to understand class as it fits own level 205 (35.2%)
2. Fun to learn English as class fits own level 181(31.0%)
3. Useful to learn English as class fit own level 37(6.3%)
4. Can get higher grade when assigned to low level of class 21(3.6%)
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5. English class assigning should follow freshman seminar class 19(3.3%)

6. English proficiency doesn’t improve 66 (11.3%)

when assigned to proficiency-based class

7. Not applicable to the above all 54 (9.3%)

Total 583 (100%)

Table 7 below indicates the distribution of the grades gained from in ‘Basic
English I and ‘Basic English IT’ after the time of completion (March, 2012) of one year
freshman English program. The data was gained from the M University Liberal Arts
Annual Report. The grades gained from ‘English Communication I’ and ‘English
Communication II” were not utilized as there was strong variation of grades depending
on the teachers. The grades were categorized according to level of the students.
High level of students include top three classes from the Faculty of International
Studies and top two classes from the Faculty of Human Health Sciences.
Intermediate level of the students include three classes in the middle level from the
Faculty of International Studies and three classes in the middle level from the Faculty
of Human Health Sciences. Low level of students include three classes in low level
from the Faculty of International Studies and two classes in low level from the Faculty
of Human Health Sciences. All efforts were made not to specify class, teacher and
student and only to pursue the purposes of this study.

The results show that high level and intermediate level of students gained higher
grades than low level of students. 58.9% of high level of students gained ‘Shu’
(highest grade) and ‘Yu' (second highest grade) and 62.8% of intermediate level of
students gained ‘Shu’ or ‘Yu’, as compared to the result that 47.4% of low level of
students gained ‘Shu’ or Yu'. On the other hand, 29.3% of low level of students
gained ‘Ka’ (lowest grade for credit), or ‘Fuka’ (fail), as compared to the evidence that
13.8 % of high level of class gained ‘Ka’ or ‘Fuka’ and 16.8% of intermediate level of
classes gained ‘Ka’ or ‘Fuka’. The results indicate that high and intermediate levels of
students tended to gain high grades, and low level of students tended to gain low

grades. Therefore, the results of Table 7 seem to deny the claim shown in Table 6
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that 11.3 % of students chose “English proficiency doesn’t improve when assigned to
proficiency-based class”. On the whole the results from Table 6 and Table 7 show

positive effects of proficiency-based class on English learning.

Table 7: Distribution of grades in ‘Basic English class I&II’ (which students took either

in 1st semester and 2nd semester)

Shu (A) | Yu (B Ryo (C) | Ka (D) | Fuka (E) Total
High level of | 22.0% 36.9% 27.2% 11.2% 2.6% 100%
students
Intermediate level | 24.8% 37.5% | 20.9% 14.5% 2.3% 100%
of students
Low level of | 24.4% 23.0% 23.3% | 24.4% 4.9% 100%
students
Total 23.9% 32.3% 23.4% | 17.0% 3.3% 100%

5. Conclusion

This paper concludes with summary of the results gained from the
questionnaires, the placement test and the grades.

First, English proficiency most expected by M University freshmen is the levels of
TOEIC scores between 500 and 600 which is equivalent to the levels between STEP
Grade 2 and Grade Pre-1.

Second, about 30% of freshmen had English proficiency equivalent to the levels
between STEP Grade Pre-2 and Grade 2, or higher. About 70% of the freshmen had
the English proficiency which was below the level expected at university education.

Third, the goals for English learning most frequently chosen by the freshmen
were ‘to get English qualifications’ and ‘to get a job’. The students tended to attain
goals related to their benefits and enhanced quality of life in the future.

Fourth, the freshmen were most interested in English conversation and
knowledge of grammar, pronunciation and vocabulary. The results indicate the

student’s interests in English learning as well as a lack of English communicative
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ability and basic English linguistic knowledge.

Lastly, about 70% of the freshmen supported proficiency-based class system
adopted by M University. The benefits most frequently chosen for proficiency-based
classes were ‘easy and fun to learn English’. The grades in the proficiency-based
classes also supported positive effects of the placement system showing that higher
level of freshman performed better than lower level of freshmen.

Overall, there was a big discrepancy between the English proficiency expected by
the freshmen or the Ministry of Education and the actual English proficiency shown by

the placement test.

Note
1) Average iBT scores of neighboring countries are as follows; South Korea (78), China

(77), Taiwan (77)
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