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Working with Silence in the Second Language
Classroom

Heather DOIRON

Abstract

One of the challenges experienced by many EFL teachers in Japan stems from the lack of student-
initiated output. Among the research conducted by James King, silence in the Japanese EFL classroom
may be influenced by psychological, sociological, and educational factors (2011). As Japan continues
to strive to improve English education, often, there is little attention paid to the lack of English that is
necessary for day to day activity in Japan. In hopes of increasing English proficiency in Japan, attention
should be given to the scaffolding of lessons, in order to provide students an opportunity to notice and
internalize language learning.

In November of 2018, Japan ranked 49th out of 88 countries in the English Proficiency Index!
(Fujiwara, 2018). This fact baffles many EFL instructors in Japan, especially in light of the country’s
continued efforts to reform and improve EFL instruction (Torikai, 2018). To help better understand EFL
acquisition in Japan, Silence in the Second Language Classroom by James King provides insight into
Japan’s EFL dilemma and concludes that “EFL instruction in Japan needs to place a premium on [student]
oral participation” (p. 3).

This paper is organized as follows: First, I will briefly comment on psychological, sociological,
and educational points included in King’s research. Then I will comment on the issues of noticing and

scaffolding and why both are important in the Japanese EFL classroom.
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Psychological, Sociological, and Educational factors

King draws on research based on 48 hours of observations involving 900 students from 30 different
Japanese university classes. Among the topics covered, King suggests several psychological, sociological,
and educational factors that potentially explain the meaning of silence in the Japanese EFL classroom.

Psychological

King cites a study by Vogel, based on the differences between Western and Japanese new-mother
behavior in regards to mother-child communication. Whereas the Western mother begins talking to the
newborn immediately, the Japenese mother-child relationship involves much less verbal communication.
Early on, Japanese mothers try to sense under what specific circumstances their newborn babies cry and
then try to minimize the crying to just a few seconds (Vogel, 1963). Japanese psychoanalyst, Takeo Doi,
used the Japanese term amae which he defined as “to depend or presume upon another’s benevolence”
(1986, p. 121). King expands on amae by drawing on the work of Erhman and Dornyei (1998), which
suggests that often strong mother-child relationships transfer to dependency on teachers and other
figures of authority. While King is hesitant to make a strong connection between amae and silence in the
Japanese EFL classroom, the author contends that “many [ Japanese] learners are socialized into a state of
hypersensitivity to those around them from a very early age, and this excessive awareness of others does
indeed lead to verbal reticence in public situations” (p. 48).

Sociological

Referring to sociological factors, King expands on topics such as the lasting effects of Confucianism
on Japanese culture. The author explains in detail how pressures to conform in Japanese society may
evolve as a form of harmony and loyalty, which could potentially develop into a refusal to participate in
the classroom. While “Being one of the gang” is often a term used to identify boisterous Western student
behavior, King points out that a traditional notion of Japanese culture is that “those who do not speak
much are positively regarded for being both wise and cultured” (p. 42). Through student interviews based
on learner perspectives, the author clearly illustrates a student’s conscious decision to remain silent:

I worry about what the people around me think of me. If I made a mistake with a simple task- like

everybody- um e:verybody knows the answer so say there are twenty-five students and if I make a

mistake when all of those twenty-five people know the answer, then they would think ‘Ah::, this guy

is stu:pid.” ((laughs)) ... I worry about my pronunciation, and the combination of words, if they’re in
the right order or not ... 1 don’t have confidence in my answer, then I really don’t like what people

around me might be thinking of me (..)and that’s embarrassing (p. 114).
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Educational

King addresses the predominance of teacher-centered instruction in Japanese EFL classes and reports
that in one classroom observation the teacher conducted over 96 % of the talk during the class. The study
further suggests that student comprehension of teacher talk resulted in 30—40 % of comprehensible input
(p. 246). King’s recommendation to appropriately adjust teacher discourse to EFL levels, as well as to
decrease teacher talk time and increase student participation, should be nothing new to the veteran EFL
instructor and should be well advised to aspiring EFL teachers who may wish to work in Japan.

For any EFL practitioner in Japan, it comes as no shock that King uses the term “disengagement”
no less than five times to describe student activity in the classroom. The author’s research reveals that
over 20% of student’s time was consumed by being off task and disengaged from the learning process
(p- 95). Through interviews with students and teachers, the idea of non-engagement is clearly illustrated
by a student comment on English class as “now is the chance to sleep ... it’ll probably be alright” (p.
139). This student’s attitude toward sleeping in class is surprisingly a behavior sometimes condoned by
Japanese teachers. This is further confirmed by King who states that “I recorded in my research notes one
conversation with a senior Japanese professor who informed me (not entirely in jest) that he was quite
content for students to sleep while he taught them because slumbering learners tended to cause him fewer

classroom management problems than the conscious ones” (pp. 139-140)!

Discussion

King’s research certainly brings to light cultural issues that often bewilder foreign EFL instructors in
Japan. Nevertheless, King clearly states that ““ ... the stereotype of the silent Japanese learner needs to be
approached with caution because one’s performances of silence tend to be highly context-dependent and
may not hold true across settings” (p. 149).

Of the several recommendations addressed on how to improve pre-tertiary EFL instruction in Japan,
King suggests “that educators plan sufficient time within lessons for students to actually speak in the
target language” (p. 169). While Japanese EFL student output is crucially important, King does not draw
enough attention to the Japanese EFL student’s limited opportunities to practice English outside of the
classroom (Matsuoka and Evans, 2004; Olagboyega, 2011). According to Schmidt’s work on noticing,
“people learn about the things that they attend to and do not learn much about the things they do not attend
to” (2010). Unlike an ESL student in Canada who most likely uses English to deal with daily needs, most

Japanese EFL students do not need English in Japan to attend to the necessities of everyday life. This lack
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of opportunity for L2 practice, makes it difficult for Japanese EFL students to see how “English works”.

Noticing

King highlights Swain’s work (1995) on noticing/triggering, which suggests that learners who speak
in their L2 are prompted to recognize their linguistic problems consciously. Swain’s data, which draws
from a Canadian French immersion setting, is a dramatically different context than the journey from
Japanese to English. Considering that Canada’s official languages are French and English, it could be
assumed that in most cases, Canadian French immersion students would have far more opportunity to
notice French in everyday situations (i.e. back of cereal boxes), unlike the typical Japanese EFL student
who possibly may not even encounter any meaningful English outside the EFL classroom. Swain’s
research does support the significance of “speaking and writing as methods for L2 students to stretch
language skills and potentially solve their own linguistic limitations through internalization (1998, pp.
126-127)”. L2 student output is essential, but equally important for many Japanese L2 students, is the
incorporation of scaffolded lessons which integrate the four language skills and help students recognize
and make connections between spoken, heard, read, and written English.

Scaffolding

As confirmed by Grabe (2009) “one major L2 issue is students’ more limited language knowledge in
the L2 and the need for greater scaffolding with language support” (p. 192). As a veteran EFL practitioner
in Japan, an activity which students seemed to find helpful, stemmed from scaffolded interactive lessons
based on graded reader materials. The term scaffolding, which is seminal in the writing of Vygotsky and

further addressed by Bruner, is best explained as follows:

Bruner (1978) believed that for learning to take place, appropriate social interactional frameworks
must be provided. In the case of the young child learning language, the instructional component
consists of the caregiver (normally the mother) providing a framework to allow the child to learn.
To do this, the caregiver should always be one step ahead of the child (Vygotsky’s zone of proximal
development), and by using contexts that are extremely familiar and routinized the caregiver can

facilitate the child’s learning (Foley, 1994, p. 101)

While Japanese tertiary EFL students are not children, the lack of opportunity to notice English
in everyday settings, and the fact that learning English is just one part of their very busy lives, makes
a good case for EFL classes to be instructed in a step-by-step scaffolding manner. In order to supply

ample opportunity for noticing, scaffolding provides the necessary step by step process in which language
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learning material can be reused and reinforced.

Method

In the case of a graded reader-share for a beginner level Japanese EFL class, all that is required are
materials similar to the graded reader series, Building Blocks (levels 1-3) (Shearon et al., 2012).

Step 1: Dictation: A: What is the name of your book? B: Is it simple or difficult? C: What's it about?

Step 2: Allow students to choose from several graded readers (beginner level 300400 word count)

Step 3: Have students read their self-selected books.

Step 4: Have students answer the questions in the dictation.

Step 5: Using the dictation questions, have students share their book with a partner.

Step 6: Then have students read their partner’s books.

Step 7: Have students return the books to the original reader.

Step 8: Repeat the process with another partner.

Note: As to which graded readers and time allotments best suit this activity, it is advised and teachers

use discretion and make decisions based on what best suits the students.

The scaffolding provides the necessary opportunity to notice how English works and facilitates
reinforcement of basic language skills. According to Graves et al., “reinforcement of learned materials
that provide students with repeated exposures to words, concepts and skills has been long known to be
effective for strengthening learning; and ... benefits the EFL students with little exposure to English”
(2013, p. 32). As students take part in the reading-sharing steps, scaffolding replaces teacher instruction.
Group interaction which involves the same task (reading and sharing) for everyone is easy to do, easy to
ascertain and further reinforces the process by allowing students to learn from each other in a student-
centered atmosphere. The graded readers provide material that facilitates easy language input and output.

Student feedback following a graded reader-share included comments that indicated a sense of
accomplishment based on being able to read and talk about books in English as well as a feeling of a new

sense of comradery with classmates. (Doiron, Personal communication, 2019).

Conclusion

Silence in the Second Language Classroom encourages reflection on psychological, sociological, and
educational issues that may potentially explain some of the meaning behind the voluntary quietness often

found in the Japanese EFL classroom. As Japan continues to try to build a higher proficiency in English,
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King’s work on silence provides a foundation that warrants further exploration. Perhaps future research
could also include the importance of noticing as well as the use of scaffolding in regards to increasing

student output in Japanese EFL classes.

Note

1 The EF English Proficiency Index (EF EPI) attempts to rank countries by the average level of English language

skills amongst those adults who took the EF test. https://www.ef.com/wwen/epi/
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