
Junior & Senior High School

ability—determines their grouping, so
ability levels vary widely within class-
es.  There are other issues involved
as well.  While far from having defini-
tive 'answers' to these issues, there
are several things I've found to be
helpful in my own experience, which
are discussed in the sections below.

Getting to know the students
First and foremost for me is relation-

ship building. It could be argued that, as
English teachers, our job is restricted to
the teaching of English. Especially with
trade high school students, however, if
there is no relationship, no learning is
going to take place.  That is, at least no
learning in the way we are hoping.
Obviously, most of this relationship
building could occur in English, but
Japanese is sometimes necessary. It is
important to get to know the kids as
well as possible, including outside of
the classroom. They need to know we
care. 

Setting expectations
It's also important for the students

to know we have expectations for
them; we expect they will be able to
speak some communicative English.
Through junior high school there is no
requirement to actually study, as each
student will move onto the next grade
or level regardless of how well they do.
I have found many of my students
have given up on English, convinced
they can't do it. They come into high
school with this perception, not even
being able to do simple greetings after
three years of junior high school study.
It is often assumed my class will be the
same and many try to make it clear to
me they are a lost cause. I don't give
in. I expect improvement, and they will
work until it happens. I find that, when
there are expectations, most students
are able to do far more than they were
willing to admit or previously believed. 

On testing I expect 60%, no less.
The school requirement for credit is
30%, but my students have to retake
their tests, with changes obviously
made to the retests, until they can get
60%. I do not have the authority to
change the level needed for credit, a
level almost any student can achieve,
but by setting a minimum retest level,

I let the students know that I expect
something from them. I make sure
they know there is not a single student
in the class who, if they tried, could
not get the minimum passing score.

Goal setting
Another important factor for stu-

dents is having a goal. Most of my stu-
dents, having given up on English, have
no goals for themselves in regards to
English learning. Thus, setting up a sys-
tem for them to establish their own
goals, and making the goals of each les-
son explicit, are important factors in
maintaining focus and motivation. The
students need to feel they are accom-
plishing something and have a purpose.

I start the beginning of each year
with a goal sheet for each student. Each
one needs to decide something they
would like to accomplish. At first many
students are not sure what to do, as
they are not used to the proactive set-
ting of goals. Some students do choose
not to participate, but by emphasizing
the goals of each lesson as well and
writing them on the blackboard at the
beginning of each lesson, they often
begin to feel a sense of accomplish-
ment, a sense they are moving forward.

A learning diary
While I also have the students keep

a diary for their summer and winter
homework assignments, keeping a
learning diary for myself is important,
especially with this level of student.
More so than higher level academic stu-
dents, students at this level need guid-
ance, but with more than 40 students in
a class, it is hard to keep track of or
notice what works for each group and
each student on an individual level.
The keeping of a diary is one way to
remember and to become aware of
trends we might not notice otherwise.

Self-expression in English
One thing I have noticed about jun-

ior high school English classes, at least
in Yamagata, is very little time is spent
with students expressing themselves in
meaningful English of their own.
English is something manipulated for-
mally, rather than something owned
and used on a personal level. The
focus also tends to be on mistakes

rather than expression. Most of my stu-
dents have never created something of
their own in English before. Thus, I
spend a lot of time and energy giving
them opportunities to create their own
meaningful English. Each student writes
a little diary, even if very simple, for
their summer and winter homework.
Going over these diaries takes a lot of
time, but anytime the students are cre-
ating something of their own, it will
take more time for the teacher to look
over than simply circling correct
answers. I think this is maybe one rea-
son such projects appear rare. Student
diaries, or journals, also allow an
opportunity for dialogue with the
teacher. The teacher can write com-
ments, responding to the student’s writ-
ing, and the student can then use these
comments as a springboard for later
entries. The unit on email in the text-
book as well, for example, requires
each student to write me an email mes-
sage. I would personally like to do an
internet web blog, but most of my stu-
dents do not have internet access out-
side of their cellular phones, and the
school does not have a setup available
for the culinary course students to use
computers at school in such numbers;
the computer labs are usually reserved
for the information systems students. 

Use their trade
One nice thing about a trade

course is that the students have some-
thing they are interested in and desir-
ing to study. One way to increase
motivation is to include contents direct-
ly related to their course of study. For
culinary students, for example, I do
recipes and cooking in English, along
with focusing on English needed for
service situations. My course is
required to have a grammar compo-
nent as well, however, in a similar way
to general studies courses, so this con-
tent has to act as supplemental.

Popular media
I use many movies and music

with my classes as well. I find the
Spiderman films to work quite well
in my situation. With my students we
do use the subtitles, but I have found 
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