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Japan is in the middle of an English language boom. That boom
is reflected in the staggering number of contradicting opinions and
study methods brought to the attention of the public by the mass
media, Those opinions have entered the general consciousness and
are often discussed as fact. However, the majority of the
information presented by the mass media is marketing: by
definition designed to make a profit, any improvements to your
English are secondary. I believe this barrage of marketing is a
potential hindrance to students of English. To counter this trend, a
simple, realistic reexamination of English and English study,
specifically study undertaken in Japan, is necessary.

First, English pronunciation, intonation and grammar are all
difficult. Not necessarily more difficult than Japanese, but certainly
difficult in their own right. However, the unspoken but often
implied notion that Japanese are at a racial disadvantage, that
English is harder for them than for people of other nationalities is
only partially true. True, as long as you live in Japan English
conversation ability is not necessary, nor are you likely to have
opportunities to spcak English. This is a scrious hurdle that English
language students in other countries might not face, putting
Japanese at a disadvantage. Morcover, the seven years of
mandatory English study in Japan teach to English Language tests,
and are not designed to enhance conversation. While that study
provides a useful grammatical base on which to build conversation
ability, it will not provide that ability in itself. Other country's
educational systems may focus more on practical use of English,
again leaving Japanese at somewhat of a disadvantage. However,
after having acknowledged these difficulties, it is important to note
that Japanese do not face any genetic disadvantages. Nothing about
physically “being Japanese” limits English ability. Only cultural
disadvantages hinder the Japancse, disadvantages that can be
overcome through perseverance- thankfully a common trait among
Japanese people.

Mastering conversational English will tuke a minimum of several
vears. It will take a great deal of energy, bordering on mania.
Without specific personal motivation and goals it maybe difficult to
maintain high levels of enthusiasm. Thus, students who begin
studying English because it is currently popular to do so, or
because "English is the lingua franca of the world” may find these
reasons too vague and impersonal to serve.

Your final goal is of equal importance. Do you want to speak with
foreigners? If your goal is simply to speak with foreigners, then
why English? Citizens of Toyohashi, where 1 in 35 citizens is
Brazilian, would be served much better by Portuguese than
English,

Many English students state that their goal is “only”
conversational English. This is an understandable desire, as
conversing in a foreign language is a rewarding activity. However,
it displays a good deal of misunderstanding about what
conversational level language ability is. Conversation is to language
as matches are to sports. While most of us may be able to pass a
soccer ball back and forth that does not imply we can successfully
participate in a soccer game.

The path to English mastery is long and difficult, but it does not
have to be complex. Turning a deaf ear to the pleadings of the
English industry, clearly deciding your goals and motivations,
developing a realistic understanding of the difficulties of English
study in Japan and finally, constant perseverance are the most
important keys to mastering the English language.
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