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Abstract 

This paper will attempt to reveal the English abilities most beneficial to Japanese university 

graduates, and how universities can best help students gain these abilities.  This paper will cover 

primary, secondary, and tertiary education goals for English acquisition as well as employer 

expectations and student motivations.  It will also touch on the current trends within Japan 

related to foreign labor and inbound tourism, and how the trends may impact Japanese 

employees in the near future.  This paper will culminate in recommendations for universities 

seeking to implement or revise a student-focused English education program. 
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1. English targets for Japanese university graduates under MEXT 

The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) is the national 

government organization responsible for making educational curriculum policies in primary and 

secondary schools in Japan (Leong & Ng, 2016).  In recent years, MEXT has worked to 

strengthen its English program and to emphasize the role of speaking within the four core 

English skills (speaking, listening, reading, writing) (Hasegawa, 2017).  

In 2014, MEXT began to implement its “English Education Reform Plan corresponding to 

Globalization”, which aims to be in full effect by the 2020 Tokyo Olympics (MEXT, 2014).  The 
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reform has students studying from an earlier age and is meant to help students more fluently 

communicate with English speakers.   

The program puts additional pressure on high school students hoping to enter university.  As 

Mitchell’s study states, high school L2 learners now not only need to study grammar and test-

taking strategies, but also develop active communication skills (Mitchell, 2017). 

In order to enforce its goal, MEXT plans to introduce changes to the government-run 

National Center Test for University Admissions in 2020.  It will employ the use of external 

exams as well as assess spoken English (Mainichi Japan, 2016). 

MEXT has also issued official guidelines for university entrance exams to push them to 

assess the “four core skills”.  It encourages universities to use external English examinations 

such as the TOEFL® (ETS, 2018).  

Indeed, many universities have been using English assessment tests provided by private 

companies in their entrance exams.  Around 43% of national universities, 26% of public 

universities, and 46% percent of private universities (43% overall), “used or planned to use 

privately run exams, such as the Eiken English proficiency test, TOEFL and GTEC, in the 2015 

academic year” (Mainichi Japan, 2016). 

While MEXT has issued guidelines for university entrance exams, it does not issue official 

guidelines for tertiary [university] education.  There are some government programs that a 

limited number of universities choose to adhere to, such as the “Top Global University Project”, 

but there is no official, independent organization that checks English education content or goals 

across all Japanese universities (Hasegawa 2017).  As such, it is important for universities to 

develop their program in a way that builds on the skills of students graduating from MEXT’s 

reformed system, and that prepares them for their career search and employment.  
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2. Personal expectations and motivations of university students regarding English 

acquisition by graduation 

In order to consider what changes should be made to English courses in Japanese universities, 

it is essential to determine the content that is most beneficial to students. Regarding university 

students’ motivation of learning English, we should pay attention to what Dörnyei (2001) calls 

“instrumental values” - skills and values related to practical benefits – in this case, the benefits 

learners can get from the mastery of English. Such benefits include: earning extra money; getting 

a promotion or better opportunities to move up the social ladder; pursuing further studies which 

require English; improving social position; pursuing hobbies and other activities which require 

English (Dörnyei, 2001, p. 56).  If the acquisition of such values is of primary importance to 

university students and graduates, an emphasis on ESP (English for Special Purposes) courses 

over general English courses can be suggested. 

While most universities in Japan offer general English as a required subject for first year 

students, ESP courses (if they exist) are usually integrated in the second or third year academic 

curriculum, and are usually not required subjects. As ESP courses are highly content-based, it 

may be necessary to use specialists in the specific field as instructors or course consultants.  

The benefits of using content-based instruction in English classes are supported by many 

scholars. For example, Kasper’s research (1997) on the effects of content-based courses linked to 

mainstream courses in academic settings showed that for the students of intermediate English 

proficiency, content-based instruction in their English class enhances their performance in the 

class, helps to facilitate the subsequent performance in other mainstream university courses, and 

increases the likelihood of earning a degree (Kasper 1997, p. 309).  
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Research by Song (2006) also shows that the students enrolled in content-linked English 

programs achieved better grades in that course and performed better in subsequent English 

courses. Song’s content-linked courses' ESL students had higher English proficiency test pass 

rates as well as higher graduation and retention rates than non-content-linked ESL students 

(Song, 2006, p.420). 

On the other hand, if students do not have English ability sufficient for ESP courses, 

instructors may need to reduce specific content and increase general English content. 

 

3. Increased immigration and tourism likely to increase need for English speaking staff 

Many work-oriented English education materials and programs in Japan focus on cross-

border communication and overseas work.  While these skills are essential, an emerging trend in 

Japan of increased immigration and tourism may force universities to include additional related 

skills in their programs such as how to work alongside foreigners or with foreign customers.  

In December 2018, Japan’s parliament passed an immigration law which should permit 

around 345,000 new “semiskilled” immigrant workers to enter the country over just the 

following 5 years (Denyer & Kashiwagi, 2018).  This change allows foreign workers to obtain 

visas for a wider variety of professions (Mainichi Japan, 2019).  It was reported that as of Oct. 31 

2018, there were 1.46 million foreign workers in Japan, up 14% from the previous year.  With 

the recent policy changes, the amount of foreign labor is sure to increase.  

While many foreign employees are expected to study or undertake Japanese language 

education, so far there are few details regarding how or to what degree this will be accomplished 

(The Washington Post).  The Ministry of Justice explained in a public assembly that the 

government is working to establish a support system for foreign workers in their native 
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languages or in English (NHK, 2019).  Companies themselves will need Japanese staff who can 

communicate with foreign staff, whether in Japanese, English, or another language.  Given that 

English is Japan’s most established second language, and that it is widely taught in Asia and 

throughout the world, it follows that English usage should increase in Japanese workplaces that 

employ foreigners. 

Additionally, the tourism industry has been booming, with average year-on-year growth of 

foreign visitors exceeding 20% since 2012 (JNTO, 2019).  Tourism industries such as hotels, 

airlines and more should see an increased need for staff to speak English due to this trend. 

 

 

Figure 1. Visitor Arrivals to Japan  

Data source: Japan National Tourism Organization 
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4. Expectations of English ability for new recruits in Japan 

It appears that “practical” rather than “technical” English ability is most needed in today’s 

workplaces.  Through the following summary of literature on the subject, we will attempt to find 

the specific practical skills that are needed from graduates. 

In the past, one-way communication such as giving instructions was common, and the many 

available textbooks on the matter reflect this.  However, the need for such one-way 

communication has declined over time (Mouer, 2015). Similarly, technical English has often 

been emphasized in educational programs, but research indicates that with exception to science 

industries, employers in Japan place less importance on technical English ability than on general 

English ability.  In a survey by Glen Hill covering 63 companies in a variety of industries, the 

companies were asked to rate their needs for new recruits’ English skills in reading, writing, 

speaking and listening.  Within each of these categories, the companies emphasized general 

English over technical English (Hill, 2013). 

Richard Mark Nixon conducted a survey of recent graduates of a Japanese university. Of the 

41 participants who mentioned they used English at work, 13 reported having direct verbal or 

written communications with people overseas. Only 4 reported that they had to perform 

translation or interpretation (Nixon, 2015). 

Nakamura’s findings agree with Nixon’s in that productive English skills are more often used 

in the workplace than passive ones.  In Nakamura’s study following Business School graduates, 

workers were expected to introduce their company and products, make and answer telephone 

calls, respond to complaints, and respond to proposals and give suggestions (Nixon, 2015; 

Nakamura, 2015).   

富山国際大学現代社会学部紀要　第12巻 第１号（2019.10）

42



 

 

In a study by Sampson (2017), 380 companies primarily in engineering, IT and chemicals 

were surveyed regarding necessary English skills.  69 companies reported English was important 

for all employees, and 236 reported that it was important for certain sections.  The most used 

English abilities were: English for working overseas (244 companies or 64%), email & faxes 

(58%), document/information gathering (56%), technical discussions (49%), telephone calls 

(43%), negotiations (34%), meetings (33%). Note that “technical discussions” was listed by 49% 

of companies (Sampson, 2017, p.30). 

Sampson’s study noted that larger companies tended to place more emphasis than smaller 

companies on the need for English ability (Sampson, 2017, p. 28). 

 

5. English ability evaluations for job applicants 

The distributer of the TOEIC, the Institute for International Business Communication, 

claimed in 2013 that 70% of recruiters took the TOEIC into account (IIBC, 2013).  In Hill’s 

study, only 32% of recruiters reported that an English test of any sort was required for hiring, 

promotions, or overseas transfers (Hill, 2013). It is possible that while a company may not 

require an exam, it may take scores into account if they are received. 

The TOEIC Institutional Program reported that as of 2015, 776 organizations in Japan were 

administering the TOEIC test to new recruits, with 34,085 examinees (IIBC p. 1).  In addition to 

this, many Japanese people take the test individually.  According to an IBC spokesperson, 

around 2 million Japanese people take the TOEIC each year (Hongo, 2014).  Further, the number 

of TOEIC examinees graduating from liberal arts and science university programs has been 

increasing (IIBC p. 1). With such figures, it appears a significant number of applicants may 

indeed have TOEIC scores that they could submit to recruiters. 

富山国際大学現代社会学部紀要　第12巻 第１号（2019.10）

43



 

 

Unfortunately, TOEIC scores in Japan are generally low.  According to the ETS’ 2013 

Report on Test Takers Worldwide, Japan was ranked 40th in TOEIC scores out of the 48 

countries surveyed (Report on test takers, 2013).  Additionally, average TOEIC scores for new 

graduates were largely unchanged between 2011-2015, with an average in 2015 of 494 (IIBC p. 

1).  Contrast this with Japan’s average score of 513 in the same year, and the average in Asia of 

571 (ETS, 2015, p5).  This data suggests many new graduates may not have desirable scores to 

submit. 

There is some debate over the TOEIC’s role in evaluating English ability for work.  

Michihiro Hirai, a language-education consultant and former long-time employee of Hitachi 

corp., expressed his belief that overdependence on the TOEIC test as the sole indicator of 

English ability in industry and academia led to education focusing on passive skills (reading and 

listening) when active skills (speaking and writing) are more important to work (THE JAPAN 

TIMES, 2009). 

Despite concerns over the TOEIC’s usefulness for employers, there is no denying its ubiquity.  

Some universities could potentially benefit from assessing incoming students’ ability using the 

TOEIC, and adjusting their program around the average scores as a starting point.  Further, the 

university could once again require the TOEIC before graduation to estimate students’ 

improvement over the course of the university program.  This of course would consume some 

time and monetary resources. 

 

6. Summary and recommendations 

University English programs should prepare students to use English functionally at a 

minimum for work and ideally for other areas of interest as well.  If universities are able to 
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ascertain students’ instrumental values as well as identify the English skills required for a given 

career path, they may be able to provide corresponding English for Special Purposes (ESP) 

courses.  Not only should this benefit students after graduation, it should raise students’ 

motivation in English classes as students will easily understand how they will benefit from the 

program. 

Universities planning to offer ESP or targeted English courses should remember that most 

employers value general, productive English skills over technical or passive skills.  For most 

students, skills such as presenting a company or product, responding to complaints, giving 

suggestions, or simply conversing in English are of more importance than translation, reading or 

writing skills.   

In addition, given increases in tourism and foreign labor, universities may choose to provide 

instruction on how to communicate with foreign employees or tourists within Japan.   

Universities should be encouraged to evaluate students’ career aspirations and other interests 

related to English.  Upon such consideration, if ESP courses are needed, testing incoming 

students’ English ability may be necessary to determine if such focused education is feasible at 

the students’ current level.  Finally, understanding trends in how English is being used in the 

workplace and throughout Japan will help universities to tailor and continually update their 

programs to meet students’ needs. 
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