Foreign Teachers in Japan

Harold E. Palmer’s
by Richa

The name ‘Harold E. Palmer’—which has
great resonance for many Japanese teachers of
English—is known by very few native speaker
English teachers currently in Japan. This sad
fact, symptomatic of a general lack of histori-
cal awareness in western ELT (English Lan-
guage Teaching) circles, is particularly regret-
table since Palmer’'s most productive years
(1922-36) were spent in this country. His work
here was ultimately to have lasting, Fif
though generally unacknowledged
post-war effects on ELT not only in
Japan but also worldwide.

In the photograph, Palmer is sit-
ting on the deck of the Shizuoka |
Maru, at some point during his ini-
tial sea voyage to Japan. He has
given up his lectureship at Univer-
sity College London (UCL) to serve
as'Linguistic Adviser’ to the Monbu-
sho for a period of three years, with a remit to
develop suggestions for the reform of English
teaching in Japanese secondary schools. In ret-
rospect, some of Palmer’s initial expectations
seem to have been unrealistically high. What,
then, is he thinking as the Shizuoka Maru nears
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Japan?

Certainly, he is looking forward to a ‘cultural
adventure’ in an exotic setting which has fas-
cinated him since childhood. At the same time,
he believes that he has much to contribute. He
feels flattered to have been head-hunted for his
modern views on language teaching, and
expects a ready audience for his ideas among
Japanese teachers of English.

However, if Palmer had left Japan after
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Expectations (1922)
rd C. Smith

three years, his impact would probably have
been negligible. He first had to get used to
Japan and the Japanese education system, learn
the language, listen to and build alliances with
and among teachers, see his way through cul-
ture shock (one result of ‘orientalist’ preconcep-
tions) and cope with the dawning realization
that his ‘scientific’ conception of language
teaching was »not as imiversally welcome as he
-+« had expected. Palmer’s intrinsic
interest in Japan, coupled with his
idealism and a certain pride in
fulfilling his mission, was probably
what kept him here. At the same
time, the ‘real’ work of adapting his
ideas fo Japan was only to start in
earnest when he began to temper his
initial high hopes and start to work
‘within the system’. Instead of leav-
ing as planned, then, he stayed on

E. Palmer
for another eleven years, devoting considerably
more attention than initially to the develop-
ment of methods and materials specifically for
the Japanese secondary school context.

These days many ALTs come to Japan with
similar to those of Palmer
(though with less expertise), but have to leave
the JET Program(me) after three years, just
when they may be starting to become effective.
Like Palmer, some will wish to stay on, to

expectations

complete their own ‘mission’. I wonder—could
a place not be found for such committed, rela-
tively acculturated ALTs, as a place was once
found for Harold E. Palmer?
(CRFEHMEFEREBHIE)
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The Secret of Medley’s Success

by Richard C. Smith

Austin W. Medley (1875-1940) taught Eng-
lish from 1906 to 1938 at the Tokyo ‘For-
eign Language School’(FLS), which—as
Tokyo University of Foreign Studies
(TUFS) —is currently celebrating its hun-
dredth year of independent existence. Thirty-
five years after his death, Medley was still
remembered with affection and respect by
former students: in 1975 a group of them
(including Ogawa Yoshio and i |
Iwasaki Tamihei, two of the best- |
known figures in post-war ELT -
and English Studies, respectively) ;
compiled a book of reminiscences ; -
and arranged for a memorial tab- b
let to be placed on his grave in °
Chiswick, London. These gestures
show how popular and influential
Medley had been as a teacher.
Indeed, he was—according to a
vounger colleague at FLS, A. S. Hornby
—‘undoubtedly the best-known foreign
teacher of English in Japan’ when he retired
in 1938. Other teachers, both Japanese and
foreign, had frequently visited his classes,
‘anxious to learn from him and study the
methods by which he was achieving such
remarkable results’.

However, unlike Harold Palmer (see my
last essay, and next month’s), Medley was
no ‘methodologist’. Without formal training,
his ‘special gift’ for teaching (Ogawa Yo-
shio) had emerged out of hard experience,
as a 1931 letter in the personal files of Susie
Medley testifies: ‘When I started teaching,
the first 6 months were hell and I thought I

Austin W.

should never get used to it’. Hornby notes

~ how Medley developed his approach princi-

pally by ‘seeking to gain an understanding
of the mental processes of his pupils’, while
several of his former students, in their own
tributes, recall especially the concentrated,
individualized attention they had received
both inside and outside class.

Hornby continues: ‘[Medley] had that vir-
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: tue which is placed above most
¢ other virtues in Japan, the virtue
of sincerity. His pupils knew that
. he wanted them to learn, that he
was worried if they did not learn.
They always had his sympathy in
their difficulties—a sympathy that
very often took a practical form
when illness, poverty or other
5 causes made difficult the continua-
Medley tion of their studies’.

Medley’s ‘approach’, then, was idiosyn-
cratic and humanistic, deriving from a sin-
cere desire to help his students and an abil-
ity—developed on the basis of long experi-
ence in Japan—correctly to identify their
psychological as well as linguistic needs.
After thirty-one years he left Japan with the
following words: ‘If you ask me why I have
stayed here so long, the answer is a very
simple one—that I have found great happi-
ness here; that I liked the country and the
people, and I hope and believe they liked
me, and found in me a friend whom they
could trust. What is the secret of this?
Nothing but human kindness’.
(ERAEFEKFEBER)
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Why Go Back to Palmer?

by Richard

Over the last fifty years a powerful ELT
industry has grown up in the UK and the
USA, and methods, materials, resource
books, university-based expertise and teacher
associations have proliferated. Japanese aca-
demics, officials and teacher educators, like
those in many countries, have tended to
look to the latest theories in the west for
inspiration, ushering in, for example, ideas
from Oral Approach (in the late
1950s and 1960s), and more recent-
ly Communicative Language
Teaching. Since 1987, the JET Pro-
gram(me) has brought increasing
numbers of foreign teachers to
Japan, and looks set to continue
to do so, if only to make possible
the latest ‘major reform’ in Japan:
the introduction of English teach-
ing into elementary education
early in the coming century.

It is important to look back as well as
forward if we are to disentangle the reality
(honne) from the rhetoric (fatemae) of ELT
‘reformy’ in Japan. A good, and honest place
to start, for example, might be with the
realization that — fundamentally — very little
has changed in the way English is typically
taught in the school system since Harold E.
Palmer arrived here on his own reforming
mission in 1922. But if so little has changed,
why remember Palmer at all?

One answer might be that if even Palmer,
whose at least partially Japan-inspired ideas
underlay so much post-war ELT thinking in
the west, nevertheless failed to have a large-
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scale impact on English education in Japan
itself, there may be little hope in the pres-
ent and the future for less localized, more
‘advanced’ approaches (unadapted ideas from
Communicative Language Teaching, for
example). Rather than looking automatically
to the west for inspiration, it might be
worth re-evaluating traditional teaching prac-
tices. Why have imported methods and per-

- sonnel so consistently failed to
replace these with ‘something bet-
| ter’?
| Secondly, Palmer’s work in
| Japan is worth recalling for more
| positive reasons. During his four-
| teen years here he did succeed in
founding and nurturing an active
research institute / teachers’ asso-
ciation in Tokyo, at a time when
almost no serious thought was
given to English as a foreign language
teaching anywhere else in the world.
Palmer’s Institute survived the war as
‘IRLT’ (goken), and has continued to inspire
Japanese teachers interested in ‘reform from
within’. Building on Palmer’s ideas, IRLT
members have managed to resist and at the
same time offer practical alternatives to the
importation of the latest western fashions.

If teachers could be further encouraged to
develop the best in their own context, cur-
rent practices and history, might Japan not
find itself once again ‘at the centre’ of
appropriate reform in the coming century?

(HESEBAEIHT)
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What Hornby Took Home
by Richard C. Smith

As I implied in last month’s essay, the traffic on teaching methodology in the new journal
of ELT ideas has not always been one-way, defined a ‘Situational Approach’ to language
from west to east, and the career of A.S. Horn- teaching which was to form the bedrock of
by (1878 -1978) indicates clearly that ideas British ELT up to (and, it could be said, even
developed by teachers in Japan can be of value beyond) the relatively recent ‘communicative
elsewhere in the world. Indeed, some of the cen- revolution’. In a nutshell, situational language
tral planks of ‘ELT’ as we now know it were ‘teaching involved the oral presentation of new
established in post-war Britain by Hornby, on patterns and lexical items to students, with the
the basis of ideas he had been exposed to and aid of pictures, objects, actions and/or para-
had himself helped to develop phrase, in advance of work with a
between 1924 and 1941 as a member text and speaking/writing practice
of Palmer’s research institute, IRET, on its basis. In its essentials, this
approach was largely derived from
the ‘reformed methods’ which had
been developed within IRET prior to

in Japan.

Having worked for ten years as a
teacher in Kyushu (at what is now
Oita University), Hornby moved to
Tokyo and became editor of IRET’s
Bulletin after Palmer’s departure in
1936. Aside from this work and uni-

the war.

The influence from Japan — a
recently defeated nation— on ‘British
ELT’ was inadequately acknowledged

A. S. Hornby

versity teaching, Hornby concen- in the immediate aftermath to World
trated on compiling the Advanced Learner’s Dic- War II, and remains under-appreciated in the
tionary for which he is now, perhaps, best- west to this day. It cannot be said that Hornby

known. This was published (with a different actively disguised the influence of Palmer and
title) by IRET/Kaitakusha in 1942, but Hornby IRET on his post-war work; indeed, he
had by then been interned, and, although he continued to refer to Palmer’s inspirational role
was allowed to return to England later in the until the end of his career. Nevertheless, the
year, he did not himself see a bound copy until roots of the new ‘British’ ELT enterprise in pre-
after the war. Photographically reproduced by war IRET work in Japan were, by and large,
Oxford University Press in 1948, this dictionary conveniently forgotten by the British Council
was subsequently re-exported all over the world. and U. K. publishers. Foreign teachers working
Two years previously, as ‘Linguistic Adviser’ to in Japan and other countries outside the estab-
the British Council, Hornby had successfully lished ‘centres’ of English language teaching
founded the influential journal English Language will, perhaps, take heart from this hidden his-
Teaching (now ELT Journal), clearly modelling tory: indeed, we might (still) have as much to
this on IRET’s own Bulletin. Hornby edited offer the ‘centre’ as it (still) has to offer usl

ELT for several years, and his many articles GEE - v x U v 7 KSR
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The ELEC Specialists’ Conference (1956)
by Richard C. Smizh

A. S. Hornby made a brief return visit to
Tokyo in 1956 to attend a ‘Specialists’ Con-
ference’ sponsored by the Rockefeller Foun-
dation under the auspices of an ‘English
Language Exploratory Committee’ (ELEC).
Soon afterwards, Hornby wrote (in a letter
to Palmer’s daughter): ‘American influences
are strong now ... Fries, of the University of
Michigan, is the new star’. Speaking along-
side Hornby had been two new-
comers to Japan—Charles C. Fries
(1887 - 1967), head of the Michigan
English Language Institute and
Freeman Twaddell, a professor at
Brown University. Rockefeller had
placed faith particularly in Fries
to bring about nothing less than
‘the transformation of English lan-
guage teaching methods through-
out Japan'.

Hornby’s sense that IRET/IRLT work
was soon to be overtaken by new ‘scientific’
ideas emanating from America was
confirmed by Rockefeller’s representative in
Japan, who confided to his employer: ‘Fries
and Twaddell so impressed the Japanese
that Palmer and Hornby were overshadowed
completely’. The final recommendations of
the Conference were marked, in particular,
by the ideas of Fries, originator of the Oral
Approach (the ‘Michigan Method’) and
prophet of the new academic discipline of
applied linguistics. Thus, teachers were en-
Couraged to study up-to-date linguistics and
engage in ‘oral practice with materials pre-
pared according to scientific principles’

Charles C. Fries

(those of contrastive analysis).

Over the ensuing years, Fries and Twad-
dell made further visits to Japan, attempting
— together with ELEC — to spread the Qral
Approach via new materials, lectures and
teacher training seminars. The underlying,
unquestioned assumption was that what had
worked in Michigan should be equally appli-
cable in Japanese secondary schools: the
superior new methods and mate-
rials would be enough on their
own to overcome any obstacles.

The Oral Approach gained
adherents among Japanese
teachers in the 1960s, but the
efforts of ELEC to bring about
wholesale change were ultimately
no more successful than those of
IRET before the war. Like IRET,
however, ELEC has survived, and its now
largely autonomous teachers’ association
remains a force for innovation in the
Japanese context. Lynn Earl Henrichsen, in
his history of ELEC’s early years, has
identified a lack of offical (Ministry of Edu-
cation) support as one of the most
significant factors limiting ELEC’s overall
success. However, another of his conclusions
may be even more apposite: ‘Non-Japanese
who wish to see reforms take place in
Japanese ELT would do well to join and
support ... indigenous movements’, rather,
that is, than trust in the inevitable superior-
ity of an imported approach, however
rational and ‘scientific’ it might appear.

(GRE « 7 U v 7 KA
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Looking back, and forward
by Richard C. Smith

In this series of essays I've paid most atten-
tion to Harold E. Palmer, since among foreign
teachers he probably has the greatest claim to
having ‘made a difference’ to English education
in Japan. However, I've implied that Palmer’s
ideas, as mediated in part by A. S. Hornby,
were ultimately more influential outside Japan
than inside. On a more modest scale, A. W.
Medley showed how adaptation to one’s sur-
roundings can enable foreign teachers to be
successful with their students and colleagues.
Palmer, too, learned to modify his initial
approach, but in the second half of the twenti-
eth century a relatively top-down conception of
‘applied linguistics’ took hold, and progressive
teachers in Japan were strongly influenced by
developments in western contexts. Thus, Char-
les C. Fries’s ‘Oral Approach’ has given way to
‘Communicative Language Teaching’ (CLT),
both of these having been developed originally
for other, quite different settings.

Visits by foreign ‘experts’ unfamilier with
Japan played a role in the propagation of both
approaches but in the case of CLT an additional
factor has been the influx of Assistant English
Teachers (AETs), who now have their own

- history of more than 20 years (they existed

before the JET Program(me) started—indeed,
I still have fond memories of my first job as an
AET in Gunma, 1984-86). The great increase in
numbers of AETs since 1987 has been justified
officially in terms of their expected contribution
to the promotion of CLT and ‘internationaliza-
tion’. Indeed in the latter area AETs seem to
have repaid the investment (both in local and
school communities, and, in many cases, on

returning to their home countries as friends of
Japan). CLT, though has not prevailed over
more entrenched teaching practices, nor—if we
consider the history of previous foreign
‘imports’—does this seem likely to occur. Un-
fortunately, not only AETs but also quite a few
Japanese academics, officials and teachers have
tended simply to assume that this western
approach must be valid in Japanese secondary
schools, ignoring contextual factors such as
possible educational (non-utilitarian) goals of
English study, lack of exposure to English
outside the classroom, large class size, typical
patterns of classroom interaction, generally
monolingual composition of the student body,
underlying strengths and weaknesses of
Japanese teachers, lack of time for teacher
development or extra materials preparation,
and ‘washback’ from examinations.

In such circumstances, and in summary of
these six essays, my conclusion has to be that it
is Japanese secondary school teachers them-
selves, not relative ‘outsider’ (including aca-
demics, officials, foreign teachers, visiting
experts and AETs) who hold the key to appro-
priate improvement in FEnglish education.
Japanese teachers need to be, and can be better
encouraged to effect ‘change from within'.

I would, then, like to dedicate this last essay
to all the secondary school teachers and
student-teachers I gained so much from getting
to know in Japan—the future is in your hands!

(FEE - v 2 Vv 7 KRB

The English Teachers’ Magazine March 2000 5




