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THE LANGUAGE LABORATORY SITUATION IN JAPAN
by Naomi Kakita

Preface

It is claimed that the first language laboratory to operate in
Japan was in Kyoto Liberal Arts College in 1951.' Since then the
number of schools equipped with the laboratory has increased at a
rapid rate, especially during the last decade. The establishment of
the Language Laboratory Association of Japan (LLA) in July 1961
with a membership of 700 may have accelerated the movement.2

In May, 1969 a survey showed that of 1,209 language laboratories
in Japan, 197 were in lower secondary schools (1.8%), 482 in upper
secondary schools (10%), 121 in technical colleges and other estab-
lishments of further education (839%,), and 204 in universities (539,).2
Based upon the previous survey made in August 1966 which showed a
nationwide total of 469, the ratio of growth can be said to have more
than doubled during this three-year period, and there is good reason
to assume that the language laboratory movement has been hailed
with enthusiasm, especially by secondary schools.4

Inevitably, because of differing economic conditions, equipment
installations range from those without recording systems to those
with both listening and recording facilities, television in each booth,
a console equipped with a set of mini-computerized electronic exam-
ination analyzing apparatus, and video tape recorders. Although the
concept of language laboratory may vary, there appears to be a
standard for a typical installation. This is essentially: a basic instal-
lation of 45 student booths each equipped with tape recorder and
headset; a control console with master tape recorders, record player
and headset; a loud speaker and a program indicator.s The cost of this
basic equipment may run as high as $15,000.

Though it is not an easy matter to generalize on the use of lan-
guage laboratory in Japan, Japanese schools in general may safely be
said to have a positive attitude towards installing labs if financial con-
ditions permit. It is true that there are negative as well as positive
aspects. Some of these were pointed out by F. C. Stork who paid a
short visit to Japan in October 1970 and described the situation in
Tokyo in comparison with that of Britain.s In discussing the place of
the language laboratory and audio-visual aids, however, it is necessary
to consider the total scheme of language teaching.
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The popularity of the language laboratory in Japanese secondary
schools and in colleges and universities is related to the aims and the
teaching methodology of languages at each school level. For example,
in secondary schools English is taught for the first time as a major
foreign language to students at the 12-year age level, while in col-
leges and universities a second foreign language (usually French or
German) is required in addition to English.

As far as the teaching of English as a foreign language is con-
cerned, more emphasis has traditionally been placed upon the under-
standing of a written text through translation than upon using spoken
English as a means of communication. However, since modern devel-
opments in communication and transportation have brought the vari-
ous parts of the world much closer together, the most noticeable
trend seen in Japan since the war is the necessity for a practical
command of spoken English.? To meet these changing needs, colleges
ard universities were the first institutions to be equipped with lan-
guage laboratories in an effort to provide students with direct assist-
ance in developing listening and speaking skills.

With a few exceptions, secondary schools in general were rather
late in the installation of language laboratories. Upper secondary
schools, where the greatest concern is university entrance examina-
tions, were at first apathetic to the laboratory scheme. The exceptions
were those schools of commerce or trade, or those offering Course A
in English which requires nine credit unitse (most upper secondary
schools offer Course B calling for fifteen credit units).

Entrance examinations given by individual universities mainly
require reading and writing abilities, because it is technically difficult
or impossible to administer the testing of oral ability on a large
scale within a short period of time. This has led to the concentration
on translation instead of continuing and expanding the aural-oral drill
at the upper secondary school level. However, the increasing popular-
ity of language laboratories in the secondary schools implies that the
aural-oral command of English and the effectiveness of ‘speech before
writing’ disciplines have gradually become accepted.

Extensive use of the language laboratory outside the formal edu-
cational system cannot be ignored. The machine plays an integral part
of the teaching program at a considerable number of language schools
of the Berlitz type for adult learners in urban areas. As far as the
contribution of technological aids to language learning is concerned,
pre-school children have the opportunity to learn English at a so-called
‘labo-party’ where unique tape recorderstoare used. There are also
many school children who avaid themselves of sheet recorders” at
home to reinforce their studies in English and in other subjects. Thus,
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it should be noted that the discussion of the language laboratory in Ja-
pan has come to the stage of debating the significance of the machine
as regards the whole program of language teaching methodology: pre-
school programs, academic programs, and adult education programs.

Research

A Language-Teaching Bibliography (Second Edition)'2 indicates
that books on language teaching have rapidly increased in number
since 1961. This shows that the importance of language teaching in
Japan has been realized and that research on language teaching meth-
odology has been greatly advanced. At the same time, it cannot be
denied that technological development and its introduction to teaching
theory have produced new trends and phases of language teaching
methods supplementing and changing methods proposed by H. Sweet
(1899), O. Jestersen (1804), and H. E. Palmer (1922). Almost all
writers of recent books on language teaching have debated the fune-
tion or position of the language laboratory in language teaching. It has
become customary for any leading series of books on the teaching of
English to include discussions of language laboratories and audio visual
aids. For example, language laboratories are discussed under the
category of audio-visual aids as one book in a seven book series of
“Teachers’ Manual Series” in 1960-62,'> also as one book in a twelve
book series of “Gendai Eigo Kyoiku Koza” (“Lectures on Modern Eng-
lish Teaching”) in 1964-66,'+ and as one book in a twelve book series
of “Koza Eigo Kyojuho” (“Lectures on English Language Teaching
in 1970-71.'s Each of these deals with various aspects involved in the
methodology of the teaching of English in general. The most up-to-date
publication in the form of a series is that of “Koza Eigo Kyoiku Koga-
ku” (“Lectures on the Technology of Teaching English”.)s The first
of this series of six books was published in October 1972. This series,
however, mostly concerns the technological side of the teaching of
English. A number of papers on the utility of the language laboratory
for foreign language teaching have appeared in nationwide periodi-
cals'” as well as in the form of monographs or bulletins.ie For the most
part, major papers or experimental programs for the laboratory work
have been proposed by the colleges or universities where there are
more researchers and the curriculum seems more flexible. For exam-
ple, all of the papers which appeared in two recent issues of Language
Laboratory were contributed by college or university professors.ie

Since the laboratory is only as good as the materials used with it,
one of the most crucial problems involved in the language labora-
tory is software. There are at least two controversial opinions in this
respect: whether the lab materials should be based upon a course-
book, or whether they should be independent of it, especially at the

Summer 1973 15



LL in Japan

secondary school level. Though most of the textbooks for English used
at this level are normally accompanied by tapes or records, they usu-
ally do not have adequate instructions for laboratory use. Therefore,
further elaboration is needed either by the textbook publishers or by
the teacher, so that the recorded materials can be effectively used in

the laboratory.

There are many commercially available tapes and records of
English conversation or comprehension on the market. A small num-
ber are ready for lab use,2c but they do not normally meet the exact
requirements of the curriculum as proposed by a specific textbook.
If teachers are active in developing their own programs, materials are
not difficult to obtain from radio or TV programs or from commer-
cial sources. However, these cannot be used in the laboratory until a
decision has been made that such independent material is fo be
offered as part of the laboratory program. A guiding principle for
editing such materials at the secondary school level is urgently
needed. In this respect there has been a series of experimental ma-
terials in English appearing every month in a professional educational
magazine since January 1971.2 This is a program for the classroom
situation in the lower and upper secondary schools, based upon ex-
perimental work in the classroom. It is edited alternately by two
groups with several teachers cooperating in each from Kanto (=Tok-
yo-Yokohama) and Kansai (=Kyoto-Osaka) areas who contribute to
the periodical. The paper presents a series of pictures and dialogues
which can be utilized only if a tape recorder, headsets for the students,
and an overhead projector are available. Accompanying tapes can be
ordered from the publisher. It is hoped that these trials will lead to
development of principles for the editing of laboratory materials.

It would be appropriate here to summarize briefly the idea of
inter-booth communication practice in the language laboratory. As
is widely accepted, laboratories have been designed to place particu-
lar stress on the over-learning of basic language patterns through
repetitive aural-oral drills. However, it seems that most group labora-
tory work is too mechanical and in many cases exceedingly boring,
especially at the intermediate and advanced levels. Though we must
ignore not the manipulative aspect involved in laboratory work, drill
process may be said to be limited to entirely passive or one-sided activ-
ities on the part of the students. In order to vary laboratory work so
that it could be characterized as dynamic, the laboratory should have
facilities that will not only give students opportunities to listen and
respond to the master recordings but also meet the needs of the stu-
dents who sincerely wish to try to communicate in the foreign lan-
guage they are learning.

16 NALLD Journal



LL in Japan

One traditional method of practicing conversation is the process
whereby students are first provided with a series of questions and
answers or a dialogue. The teacher provides the correct pronunciation
and intonation together with a natural manner of saying each sentence
of the dialogue. This is followed by the teacher’s explanation of the
meaning of each word or utterance. Individual students are required
to read the material orally as nearly within an actual situation as pos-
sible. When the students memorize the material, volunteers are invited
to act out the scene before the class with the help of the teacher who
prompts when the students stumble. This method seems to have been
followed even in laboratory work.

Inter-booth communication advocated here is necessary to provide
an opportunity for the students to experience active participation.
It is most important that we go further than just listening by allowing
the students to become conversant with each other. Inter-booth com-
munication practice, in which students are trained through controlled
conversation drills, is also designed to lead the students to ‘free con-
versation’. If it is anticipated that the direction of any dialogue can
change according to the response, and that the dialogue will be de-
veloped because the student must improvise his expressions to fit
the situation, then, it follows that the students must be provided with
opportunities for free conversation as well as for controlled conversa-
tion drills.

An outline of suggested inter-booth communication practice fol-
lows.22 Qut of twelve lines offered as a model conversation, seven are
expected to be practiced and memorized. When the situation is under-
stood by the students, théy engage in pronunciation practice. After
this the students are assigned parts A or B and enter into dialogue
practice based first of all on the model sentences and leading later to
free conversation. The time allowed for one lession is about 40 minutes
divided into two periods of about 20 minutes each. During the first half
the students must record or listen repeatedly to the seven sentences
to be memorized. Once memorized, the simultaneous work begins
using the master tape of A or B which requires a response from the
students as instructed. This is practiced as time allows. In the second
half of the period the students listen to a sample expanded dialogue.
An alternative dialogue is provided to show the student that the con-
versation can be developed in different ways. The students are then
given the opportunity to talk with each other beginning with the mem-
orized dialogue and leading on to their own improvised conversation
during the period for free conversation.

This device may meet partial needs of the ‘creative aspect of lan-
guage use’ proposed by specialists in such discussions as the series
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‘Manipulation and Communication in Language Learning,’23 consti-
tuting a ‘missing link’ between these two. Though there remains the
unsolved problem of proper monitoring, it must be noted that students
benefit most by the actual use of language based upon the material
they have learned and that this could be done solely by means of the
laboratory facilities if they are remodeled so that any pair of students
can talk with each other.24

Finally, it seems that many of the leading publishers in Japan have
recently established a department of “Educational Technology,” and
most of the hardware makers are planning to have a software depart-
ment. Though all of these movements cannot be said to have direct
relation to the laboratory, it is true that their activities have inevi-
tably something to do with its development and improvement. It is
my impression that this is the time when the significance of the lan-
guage laboratory should be re-assessed from the viewpoint of the
total scheme of language teaching, Meanwhile, translation work of
outstanding books on the language laboratory may assist us in pro-
ceeding with research or laboratory program development. So far,
four books have been translated into Japanese.zs

The Significance of Language Laboratory

With the establishment of a language laboratory, much of the
individual practice takes place in a situation where an accurate model
and immediate correction of mistakes are available. Each student is
provided with carefully graded and sequenced learning practice to-
gether with a way of verifying his progress. The laboratory contrib-
utes to the learning of a foreign language by assisting the student in
practicing the complex elements of a language until they come to
him freely and effortlessly.

These seems to be a tendency for the role of the language labor-
atory to be discussed in the framework of a traditional or stereo-
typed format. Even though the tape recording may be defined as a
tool like the chalkboard or overhead projector, the language laboratory
or television offers new possibilities for the renovation of language
teaching. In other words, the language laboratory is not the same as
the tape recorder, in that it provides more challenge to the conven-
tional language teaching format.

The first challenge provided by the language laboratory is the
fact that lessons are mainly based upon hearing and speaking practice.
Students are provided ample opportunity to listen to and to speak
the target language, guided by the master voice of a native speaker.
This could, of course be done in an ordinary classroom with the use
of a tape recorder; however, in such a classroom situation both teach-
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ers and students with textbooks will tend to succumb to the traditional
format of teaching where the teacher faces his students, blackboard at
his back, a piece of chalk and a textbook in his hand. Unless a lan-
guage laboratory is of the audio-active comparative type, it is not
basically much different from the tape recorder. However, a laboratory
installation which provides the students with a clear, distinct model
of native speech, together with a means for students to imitate and
review at their own pace, may definitely develop a great awareness
of the importance of drilling sounds in the learning of a language.

There are proponents of the language laboratory who stress that
initial and continued emphasis should be placed on listening and speak-
ing. They believe that the ear should be trained before students are
permitted to see the written representation of these sounds, on the
grounds that seeing the printed page prevents the students from de-
veloping native-like pronounciation. However, it should be noted that
the drilling of sounds, other than just as pronunciation drills, consti-
tutes a very important factor in learning a sequence of expression,
i.e., the stream of speech of a language. Since an expression consists
of a certain number of words which cannot be presented at the same
time, the word order in the expression, or a representation of so-
called “structural patterns,” becomes a crucial problem. In this
respect, an auditory presentation is believed to play a primary role
in retaining the expressions presented.

Emphasis on auditory presentation in language teaching raises a
fundamental question as to traditional teaching materials: the prob-
lems of arrangement and amount of materials, It is generally accept-
ed that language acquisition through sounds takes longer. This nat-
urally leads to the problem of selection, otherwise much more effective
methods should be devised so that the language acquistion can be
performed within the period anticipated for traditional work. The
auditory presentation will also imply that the material should be for
practical use and not just for pattern practice, If the most natural
use of language in everyday life is in the form of speech, teaching ma-
terials should cope with this need. Textbooks published in Japan es-
pecially at the beginning level, though in the form of dialogues, are
far more structurally oriented, so that students can learn various
grammatical aspects of English, as well as situational or useful expres-
sions for use in daily life. This might be caused by the geographical
factor of by the long tradition of grammar study in Japan.

Experience has shown that about 20 minutes of intensive, un-
interrupted practice is normally the maximum for the student in the
laboratory. This indicates that the lessons presented should be of the
programmed learning type with step-by-step construction, and that
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the traditional 40 or 50 minute period for the language teaching class
must be revised in order to meet laboratory lesson requirements. A
50-minute laboratory period should include 20 minutes with headsets.
This suggests that flexible design could be applied to the traditional
allotment of time for language lessons for example, 20 minutes of
study twice a day, rather than one-period-a-day type of study all year
round. In connection with the necessary revision of time allotment,
there is another stimulus from an administrative source. The Revised
Course of Study for Lower Secondary Schools in Japan has specified
that commencing in 1972 105 periods per year are to be assigned as
standard for the teaching of modern languages—that is, three periods
per week, This has now become a crucial problem for language teach-
ers, giving rise to many heated discussions. For those who consider
the language laboratory as additional equipment for the teaching of
language, the prirciple of three periods as standard is a great hin-
drance to the promotion of laboratory work, because even three peri-
ods per week are estimated insufficient for ordinary classroom work.
An entirely new design must be anticipated in this respect, especially
when the language laboratory tries to find itself effective in language
teaching.

Another problem, which looks marginal but is basic, is the num-
ber of booths. It seems normal in Japanse schools that a laboratory
room of about 45 booths is installed in each school. If the school
consists of 30 classes with 10 language classes per each school year,
one laboratory reom cannot allow student attendance any more than
one period a week. It is evident that the number of booths is prede-
termined without regard to actual needs. If space should be as-
signed with regard to the needs of the language enrollees, the great-
er the enrollment, the more booths shold be installed. The insufficient
number of booths may imply that neither school authorities nor
teachers have fully realized that the laboratory is indispensable for
language teaching, even though they appear quite positive in pro-
viding their schools with labs, Though I know that there are schools
where all three periods of English per week are taught in the lab (in
Course A at the upper secondary school level), generally speaking, one
period out of five is offered for lab work at the secondary school
level. This again raises the questions of materials and methods in the
laboratory including those in ordinary classrooms.

Readers are referred here to the “individual language laboratory
device” making use of individual cassette recorders provided with au-
dio-active headset.zs If audio wiring is installed on the desks of all
the ordinary classrooms and every student carries a cassette recorder,
just like a paint box for art class, any class in English can be turned
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into an individual language laboratory, where the teacher sends out
a program from the console to individals who connect their cassettes
to the wire installed on the desk. This device will make the language
program far more flexible with the additional advantages of saving
the installation and expense of a permanent language laboratory.

Conclusion

It is quite obvious that the language laboratory is unable to decide
its own position in language teaching. This position must inevitably
correlate with principles of language teaching that are either being
carried out or anticipated in the future. In this connection, I have tried
to report the problems of the language laboratory which are particu-
lar to the situation in Japan, together with my personal opinions. Prac-
tically speaking, on the one hand, teachers or would-be teachers should
be reminded of the significance of the use of this equipment and re-
corded materials, and on the other, a method of cooperation in editing
and circulating the tapes by schools at similar levels should be ex-
ploited, in order to accelerate the realization of the value of a lan-
guage laboratory installation. Though a recent surveyz7 indicates that
even at the lower secondary school level, as far as government schools
are concerned, the number of schools equipped with laboratories have
increased little by little up to 7.8 percent at present, it must be ad-
mitted that the field of laboratory activity is still very young in this
country. I believe that a full discussion should be devoted to this
activity while it is still young, since we tend to regard hardware
rather than software as the first focus of attention. The discussion
should be based upon the approach to the problem of language teach-
ing without prejudices, so that language teaching could be treated in
such a way that its innate characteristics can be readily recognized.

FOOTNOTES

1'Though Masako Isshiki wrote that “the first laboratory in this coun-
try (i.e. Japan) was established in 1952 at Nanzan University, a
Catholic institution in Nagoya” in Language Laboratory and Language
Learning, Monograph No. 2 by Elton Hocking. Department of Audio-
visual Instruction, National Education Association of the United States,
1964, p. 131, I would like to quote the description available in Kazuo
Amano: “Language Laboratory Soron” (“General Remarks on Lan-
guage Laboratory”), Schichokaku Kyoshitsu (Audio-Visual Classroom),
of “Gendai Eigo Kyoiku Koza” (“Lectures on Modern English Teach-
ing”) in a series of 12 books, 1967, 4th edition, Kenkyusha, Tokyo, p.
16.

2LLA has now four branches: Kanto (Tokyo area), Kansai (Kyoto
area), Chubu (Nagoya area), and Kyushu (Fukuoka area), publishing
Language Laboratory annually.
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