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More and more international students come to Japan to study. Data shows that they tend to face learning 
related difficulties. Our study’s goal was to determine whether or not the English and Japanese hybrid class 
has created a multilingual and multicultural learning environment. Pre-instructional and post-instructional 
surveys were taken by the students taking the class, and the data was compared between high achievers and 
non-high achievers, and between Japanese students and international students. The results show that high 
achievers and non-high achievers, and Japanese students and international students all had positive perceptions 
of the class contents and instruction in Japanese and English. These findings tell us that the English and 
Japanese hybrid class provided meaningful and purposeful opportunities for creating a multilingual and mul-
ticultural learning environment for all groups and students. This was achieved by contextualizing relevant and 
appropriate topics and themes, such as social and cultural characteristics and issues of Japan and utilizing the 
target languages of English and Japanese for hybrid instruction.

Keywords: multilingual, multicultural, hybrid, Japanese, English, EFL

1. Introduction

Despite the effort of the Japanese government to improve the English proficiency of 
students, a survey in 2016 covering 12,850 public junior and high schools in Japan re-
vealed that 36.1 percent of the students had achieved an English proficiency equivalent 
to Grade 3 or higher on the Eiken Test in Practical English Proficiency, which was down 
0.5 point from the previous year and well below the government’s goal of 50 percent 
(Aoki 2017). The Eiken test, which comprises seven levels, with Grade 5 being the 
lowest, is widely used in Japan for official certification of English-language ability. What 
is more disappointing is the low English language ability of freshmen college students 
who just graduated from high school. Their English language ability does not get any 
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better after studying English as required subjects in junior and high school for eight years. 
In her study, Fushino (2011) argues that despite several years of enrollment in oral com-
munication classes in junior and senior high school, many students continue to hesitate 
to communicate in English in university classrooms. This explains why the English-speak-
ing ability of people in Japan is one of the lowest in Asian countries (ETS 2011). In the 
study of Kyaw (2017) comparing the English language ability of Myanmar students and 
Japanese students, she cited literature stating that even Myanmar students had higher 
TOEFL iBT scores in reading, writing and listening. Specifically, her own findings showed 
that Myanmar students are better English writers than Japanese students. Given these 
recent literature reviews, the English language issues in Japanese schools seem to be 
becoming larger. With the recent trend of more foreign students coming to Japan, we 
will see more challenging tasks ahead for language teachers, curriculum planners and 
school administrators. To help address the issues, the Japanese government reportedly has 
encouraged universities to hire more English-speaking professors and increase the number 
of Japanese language classes for foreign students. However, we believe that a sound 
language policy, that serves as a guide to developing a sound language curriculum, which 
is the focus of our study, is important because it ensures that all learners, regardless of 
language and cultural background, develop the knowledge, skills and attributes they will 
need if they are to flourish in life, learning and work, now and in the future in this era 
of globalization. The following sections explains multilingualism and multiculturalism in 
Japan. 

2. Background of the study

2.1. Multilingual and multicultural classrooms in Japan

It has been pointed out that international students face learning related difficulties 
when they come to Japan to study. Currently in 2018, there were about 267,042 interna-
tional students, including those enrolled in Japanese language institutes (JASSO 2018). 
This number is low compared with the number of international students studying in the 
United States and the United Kingdom, but Japan is considered as the top destination in 
Asia. A survey conducted by Ikeguchi (2012), which included 100 Chinese students in 
several Japanese universities regarding their learning adjustment problems revealed that 
a majority believed that the Japanese language is difficult to understand and use (81%). 
The respondents (77%) also said that Japanese classes were not interesting and enjoyable. 
In a recent ethnographic study conducted by Lee (2017) involving four international 
students from Vietnam, Philippines, Brazil, and China, data shows the participants’ diffi-
culties in communicating with native speakers, understanding lectures, and writing essays 
in Japanese. With more international students coming to Japan to study, we expect addi-
tional and similar challenges in the classrooms to happen. It is the goal of our project 
to develop a curriculum which will provide a multilingual and multicultural learning 
environment beneficial for both Japanese and foreign students. The first part of the pro-
ject was the development of the hybrid language materials which we tested on a group 
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of Japanese and foreign students. The section that follows explains the hybrid language 
materials that we developed.

2.2. Hybrid language materials

The purpose of the Japanese Civilization classes where the hybrid language materials 
were used was to examine Japan from social and cultural perspectives, such as daily 
customs, social problems, religion, and history.  In these classes, we logically but flexibly 
discuss various issues and concerns, trying to find possible directions that the nation 
should take both domestically and globally. The material goals are 1) Learn the social 
and cultural characteristics and issues of Japan through various unique topics, 2) Acquire 
knowledge via both Japanese and English, 3) Understand the content and develop stu-
dents’ thinking through listening, speaking, reading and writing activities, 4) Collect in-
formation beyond the textbook, using other sources, and 5) Work with other students in 
order to achieve their own learning goals. 

We designed the materials in such a way that we observed what Howard & Major 
(2004) believed to be informed guidelines for designing effective English language teach-
ing materials. These guidelines are not only applicable to English but also other languag-
es, such as in the case of Japanese. One guideline is that language teaching materials 
should be contextualized. This means keeping to the fore during the design stages the 
objectives of the curriculum, syllabus or scheme within the designer’s institution. Also, 
it is important to contextualize the experiences, realities and first languages of the learn-
ers. Lastly, materials should be contextualized to topics and themes that provide mean-
ingful, purposeful uses for the target language. These should be chosen on the basis of 
their relevance and appropriateness for the intended learners, to ensure personal engage-
ment and to provide motivation for dipping further into the materials. The second guide-
line is that materials should provide situations where learners need to interact with each 
other regularly in a manner that reflects the type of interactions they will engage in 
outside of the classroom. The third guideline is that language teaching materials should 
encourage learners to develop learning skills and strategies. These learning skills and 
strategies will enable them to become independent learners. The fourth guideline is that 
language teaching materials should have appropriate instructions. Effective instructions 
means writing them in language that is appropriate for the target learners, and using the 
correct metalanguage can assist with making instructions more concise and efficient.
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3. Our study

In our study, we compared high achievers with non-high achievers, and Japanese 
students with international students with respect to the following research questions.

1. What are students’ expectations of the English/Japanese hybrid class?
2. What are students’ perceptions of the English/Japanese hybrid class before taking it?
3. What are students’ perceptions of the English/Japanese hybrid class after taking it?

Figure 1. Sample hybrid language materials
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4. Method

4.1. Participants

A total of thirty-two students who took a Japanese Civilization class participated in 
the pre-instructional survey. Twenty-one were high achievers, eleven were non-high 
achievers, eighteen were international students, and fourteen were Japanese students. In 
the post-instructional survey in the same class, a total of thirty-eight students served as 
participants. Twenty-four were high achievers, fourteen were non-high achievers, nineteen 
were international students, and the other nineteen were Japanese students. The partici-
pants’ groupings of high-achievers and non-high achievers are based on the grade that 
they received in the class. Students with a grade of 90% and higher were classified as 
high-achievers while those with a grade of 80% and below were classified as non-high 
achievers. International students were from China, Korea, the Philippines, Indonesia and 
Vietnam. 

4.2. Research instruments

We utilized pre- and post-instructional surveys to gather the data for this study. The 
pre-instructional survey was administered before the start of the class in the 2017 fall 
semester, while the post-instructional survey was given at the end the class in that same 
semester.

5. Results

 1. What are students’ expectations of the English/Japanese hybrid class? 

Table 1: Reasons for taking the English/Japanese hybrid class: high-achievers and non-high 
achievers, Japanese and international students

High- 
achievers 

Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students

Int’l 
students

Interested in contents 15 (71%) 8 (73%)   9 (64%) 14 (78%)
Can learn both in Japanese and English  4 (19%) 2 (18%)   2 (14%)  4 (22%)
Want to interact with international 
students arstudents   7 (33%) 0 (0%)   7 (50%)  0 (0%)

Want to interact with Japanese students 15 (71%) 2 (18%)   0 (0%) 14 (78%)
Follow others  5 (24%) 2 (18%)   0 (0%)  7 (39%)
Overseas experience/preparation
preparation  0 (0%) 1 (9%)   1 (7%)  0 (0%)

Other  3 (14%) 5 (45%)   0 (0%)  0 (0%)
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As seen in Table 1, the majority of both high-achievers (71%) and non-high achievers 
(73%) said that being interested in the contents of the hybrid class was the reason why 
they took the class. On the other hand, there are two reasons where both groups differed 
greatly. 33% of high-achievers wanted to interact with international students, while none 
of the non-high achievers were interested in such interactions. The same is true for in-
teracting with Japanese students. 71% of high-achievers wanted to interact with the Jap-
anese, but only 18% of the non-high achievers were interested in such interactions.

The Table also shows that the majority of both Japanese students (64%) and interna-
tional students (78%) said that being interested in the contents of the hybrid class was 
the reason why they took the class. There are three reasons for taking the English/Japa-
nese hybrid class where both groups differed greatly. A total of 50% of Japanese students 
wanted to interact with international students, but no international student was interested 
in interacting with their fellow international students. A total of 78% of international 
students wanted to interact with Japanese students, but none of the Japanese students felt 
likewise with Japanese classmates.

Table 2: Expectations of taking English/Japanese hybrid class: high-achievers and non-high 
achievers, Japanese students and international students

High- 
achievers 

Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students

Int’l students

Learn about Japan 16 (76%) 11 (100%) 12 (86) 15 (83%)
Improve Japanese skills  6 (29%)  6 (55%)  3 (21%)  9 (50%)
Improve English skills  3 (14%)  1 (9%)  4 (29%)  0 (0%)
Interact with international students  6 (29%)  2 (18%)  6 (43%)  1 (6%)
Interact with Japanese students 11 (52%)  1 (9%)  2 (14%) 15 (83%)
Other  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%)

As far as expectations of taking the English and Japanese hybrid class were concerned, 
the majority of high-achievers (76%) and all non-high achievers (100%) chose learning 
about Japan (Table 2). Non-high achievers (55%) and high-achievers (29%) differed great-
ly in their responses concerning improving Japanese skills. There was also a significant 
difference in their response as to wanting to interact with Japanese students (high-achiev-
ers: 52%, non-high achievers: 9%).

The data also shows that 83% of international students and 86% of Japanese students 
cited learning about Japan as their primary expectation. They greatly differed in the fol-
lowing expectations, namely: improving Japanese skills (international students: 50%, Jap-
anese students: 21%), wanting to interact with Japanese students (international students: 
83%, Japanese students: 14%), and wanting to interact with international students (inter-
national students: 6%, Japanese students: 43%).
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Table 3: Perceptions of taking the English/Japanese hybrid class before taking the class: 
high-achievers and non-high achievers, Japanese students and international students 

High-achievers Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students Int’l students

Good 19 (90%) 5 (45%) 9 (64%) 15 (83%)
Prefer Japanese only  1 (5%) 4 (36%) 2 (14%)  3 (17%)
Prefer English only  0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)  0 (0%)
I’m not sure  0 (5%) 2 (18%) 3 (21%)  0 (0%)

Table 3 reveals that high-achievers and non-high achievers differed greatly in their 
response about using the English/Japanese instruction hybrid class, with 90% of 
high-achievers and only 45% of non-high achievers believing it is good.

The data also shows that the majority of international students (83%) and Japanese 
students (64%) had a good perception of the use of instruction in the English/Japanese 
in hybrid class.  

Table 4: Knowledge about Japan

High-achievers Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students Int’l students

Improvement 15 (62%) 12 (86%) 16 (84%) 11 (58%)
Slight improvement  9 (38%)  2 (14%)  3 (16%)  8 (42%)
No improvement  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%)

After taking the hybrid class, 62% of high-achievers and the majority of the non-high 
achievers (86%) believed that they improved their knowledge about Japan (Table 4). The 
same is true for Japanese students and international students. Regardless of grades, the 
majority of Japanese students (84%) and more than half of international students (58%) 
thought that their knowledge about Japan improved after taking the class.

Table 5: Confidence in English

High-achievers Non-high achievers Japanese students Int’l students

Gain  6 (25%) 0 (0%) 2 (11%)  4 (21%)
Small gain 14 (58%) 9 (64%) 9 (47%) 14 (74%)
No gain  4 (17%) 5 (36%) 8 (42%)  1 (5%)

Table 5 shows that high-achievers felt more confident about the use of English (Gained: 
25%, Gained a little: 58%) than non-high achievers (Gained: 0, Gained a little: 64%).  
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Also, the international students (Gained: 21%, Gained a little: 74%) gained more confi-
dence in English than the Japanese students (Gained: 11%, Gained a little: 47%) did.

Table 6: Confidence in Japanese

High-achievers Non-high achievers Japanese 
students Int’l students

Gain  7 (29%) 5 (36%) 4 (21%)  8 (42%)
Small gain 15 (62%) 5 (36%) 9 (47%) 11 (58%)
No gain  2 (8%) 4 (29%) 6 (32%)  0 (0%)

As far as confidence in Japanese is concerned, only 29% of high-achievers thought 
they gained confidence, while 62% believed that they only gained ‘a little’ (Table 6). On 
the other hand, non-high achievers were split in their responses (Gained: 36%, Gained 
a little: 36%). Regardless of grades, many international students (47%) and Japanese 
students (58%) gained a little confidence in Japanese. While many international students 
thought that they gained confidence in Japanese (42%), many Japanese students believed 
that they did not gain confidence in Japanese (32%).

Table 7: Understanding of various cultures

High-achievers Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students Int’l students

Improvement 17 (71%) 8 (57%) 12 (63%) 13 (68%)
Slight improvement  7 (29%) 4 (29%)  5 (26%)  6 (32%)
No improvement  0 (0%) 2 (14%)  2 (11%)  0 (0%)

Table 7 shows that generally students regardless of grades and nationality groups felt 
that the class deepened their understanding of various cultures (High-achievers: 71%, 
non-high achievers: 57%, Japanese students: 68%, International students: 68%), but the 
tendency was observed more among students who are high-achievers (71%).

Table 8: Instructional material

High- 
achievers 

Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students Int’l students

Easy to understand 15 (62%) 13 (93%) 15 (79%) 13 (68%)
Relatively easy to understand  9 (38%)  0 (0%)  3 (16%)  6 (32%)
Hard to understand  0 (0%)  1 (7%)  1 (5%)  0 (0%)
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Table 8 shows that generally participants found the instructional materials easy to 
understand ((High-achievers: 62%, non-high achievers: 93%, Japanese students: 79%, 
International students: 68%). It is worth noting that many high achievers (38%) and in-
ternational students (32%) found the instructional materials relatively easy to understand.

Table 9: Instruction in Japanese

High- 
achievers 

Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students Int’l students

Easy to understand 21 (88%) 13 (93%) 19 (100%) 15 (79%)
Relatively easy to understand  3 (12%)  1 (7%)  0 (0%)  4 (21%)
Hard to understand  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%)

The data in Table 9 shows that both high-achievers (88%) and non-high achievers 
(93%) found the instruction in Japanese language easy to understand. All Japanese stu-
dents (100%) found the instruction in Japanese language easy to understand, and the 
majority of international students (79%) agreed as well.

Table 10: Instruction in English

High- 
achievers 

Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students Int’l students

Easy to understand 15 (62%) 3 (21%)  6 (32%) 12 (63%)
Relatively easy to understand  9 (38%) 9 (64%) 11 (58%)  7 (37%)
Hard to understand  0 (0%) 2 (14%)  2 (11%)  0 (0%)

As far as instruction in English are concerned, more than half of the high-achievers 
(62%) and international students (63%) thought that the instruction in English was easy 
to understand (Table 1-10). On the other hand, more than half of the non-high achievers 
(64%) and Japanese students (58%) believed that instruction in English was only rela-
tively easy to understand.

Table 11: Comments and opinions about the use of English and Japanese

High- 
achievers 

Non-high 
achievers

Japanese 
students Int’l students

Positive about the use of E/J 23 (96%) 10 (71%) 16 (84%) 17 (89%)
Preferred using Japanese only  1 (4%)  4 (29%)  3 (16%)  2 (11%)
Positive about the use of E/J 23 (96%) 10 (71%) 16 (84%) 17 (89%)
Preferred using English only  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%)  0 (0%)
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The data in Table 11 shows that almost all high-achievers were positive about English 
and Japanese instruction (96%) compared to non-high achievers (71%). On the other 
hand, Japanese students (84%) and international students (89%) were also positive about 
the use of English and Japanese in the class. One third of the non-high achievers (29%) 
preferred the class being conducted in Japanese only. No students wanted English only 
instruction. 

6. Results

One interesting finding worth noting is the interest in the contents of the hybrid lan-
guage class presented by all groups. Regardless of grades (high achievers and non-high 
achievers) and nationality groups (Japanese and international), generally, the participants 
indicated they were interested in the contents as the reason and expectation for taking 
the class. These reasons and expectations were supported by their positive perceptions of 
the contents after taking the class. They believed that their knowledge about Japan and 
understanding of various cultures improved. They also found the topics interesting and 
instructional materials easy to understand. By utilizing topics such as Japan’s life customs, 
social problems, religion and history, we were able to integrate one of the language 
material design guidelines, which Howard and Major (2004) suggested, namely that ma-
terials should be contextualized to topics and themes that provide meaningful, purposeful 
uses for the target language. We also made sure that the hybrid materials were relevant 
and appropriate for the students, which ensured personal engagement and provided them 
with motivation for dipping further in the materials.

Regarding the use of English and Japanese as medium of instruction, it’s worth noting, 
too, that high achievers were consistent in their positive perceptions before and after 
taking the class. Non-high achievers were split with their perceptions before taking the 
class but became more positive with their perceptions afterwards.

Both Japanese and international students had positive perceptions before and after 
taking the course. We can argue that the hybrid class had positive impact especially on 
the perceptions of non-high achievers.

7. Conclusions and recommendations

Based on the findings, we can conclude that the hybrid class had a positive impact 
on the perceptions of high achievers and non-high achievers as well as Japanese and 
international students as far as class contents and instruction in Japanese and English 
were concerned. By contextualizing to relevant and appropriate topics and themes, such 
as social and cultural characteristics and issues of Japan, and utilizing both English and 
Japanese during instruction, the hybrid language materials provided meaningful and pur-
poseful uses for creating a multilingual and multicultural learning environment regardless 
of students’ grades and nationalities. This multilingual and multicultural supportive envi-
ronment enhanced and enriched the reasons and expectations of the participants to take 
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the hybrid language class. Materials should stimulate interaction and active language use 
among learners, meaning language-teaching materials should provide situations where 
learners need to interact with each other regularly in a manner that reflects the type of 
interactions they will engage in outside of the classroom. For future research on hybrid 
language materials or any language materials, post survey questionnaires should integrate 
these items.

References

Aoki, M. (2017, April 6). Japan’ latest English-proficiency scores disappoint. The Japan Times. https://www.
Japan times.co.jp/news/2017/04/06/national/japans-latest-english-proficiency-scores-disappoint/#.Wx-
3Qvq2B0UE. (Accessed 2018-06-10.)

Educational Testing Service. (2011). Test and score data summary for internet-based paper-based Tests. http:// 
www.ets.org/Media/Research/pdf/TOEFLSUM-2010.-pdf. (Accessed 2018-05-20.)

Fushino, K. (2011). Students’ reactions to a group project in a university English-as-a-foreign-language class 
for cultural under- standing. Intercultural Education, 22, 301-316.

Howard, Jocelyn & Major, Jae. 2004. Guidelines for designing effective English language teaching materials. 
The TESOLANZ Journal 12. 50-58.

Ikeguchi, Cecilia. 2012. Internationalization of education and culture adjustment: The case of Chinese students 
in Japan. Intercultural Communication Studies 21(2). 170-184.

Japan Student Services Organization (JASSO). 2014, March 25. International students in Japan in 2013. http://
www.jasso.go.jp/statistics/intl_student/data13_e.html. (Accessed 2018-05-20.)

Kyaw, H.O. (2017). Comparing English Learning of University Students in Japan and Myanmar. A Master’s 
thesis submitted to Osaka Jogakuin University Graduate School of International Collaboration and Coex-
istence in the 21st Century.

Lee, Ju Seong. 2017. Challenges of international students in a Japanese university: Ethnographic perspectives. 
Journal of International Students 7(1). 73-93.


