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The status quo and challenges faced by English education at elementary school
in Japan and Korea -Focus on educational policies-

Eun-jin KIM

Today English has positioned itself as a global language, and opportunities to use
English are gradually increasing whereas the world be.comes ever smaller day-by-day. Based
on a South Korean precedent, this article examined the status quo and challenges faced by
English education at elementary school, both here in Japan and South Korea, with special
focus on educational policies. The changes in educational policies pertaining to English in
both counties are outlined in terms of concrete measures that have been implemented. In
addition, policies regarding teacher training are also studied to discuss future challenges
faced by English education at elementary school level.

In South Korea English has been a required subject for all grades in elementary school
since 2011. The administration of President Lee Myung-bak has made it an imperative to
promote reform in English education. From 2013, all English classes in elementary, junior
high and senior high school will be conducted in English exclusively. Their English education
is based on a national strategy that nurturing human resources with foreign language
capability, English in particular, is essential for the enhancement of international
competitiveness. This is very different from the situation in Japan. »

In Japan English activities started in 2011 for 5th and 6th graders in elementary school.
The purpose of this policy was to familiarize children with English and whet their appetite for
the language so that they would begin making active use of it as a means of communication.
Since English education will continue through junior high school, however, collaboration with
junior high school has to be taken into consideration. To that end, policy responses such as the
institutionalised establishment of high quality teacher training programs, the regular
dispatch of ALT (Assistant Language Teacher) and curricular consistency have been required.
English education in elementary school level is still in its fledgling stage in Japan. What we
need to do is take time to accumulate hands-on experience while conducting in-depth
discussions on how to overcome diverse challenges. Doing so will serve to establish the
cornerstone of a new English education in Japan.

Since this article concentrated on educational policies based on the status quo and the
various challenges facing English education at elementary school level in Japan and South
Korea, issues such as how English is taught at school, whether teaching methods are living
up to policy expectations, or whether goals set for English education have been achieved, are

all left for further discussion. A concrete study of these issues will be made at a later date.





