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his childhood were sunnier and the skies
bluer. When was this mythical past? Did
it ever exist? When exactly did students
read more?

It may well be generally true that stu-
dents read less classical literature
nowadays. Yet what does this tell us?
It certainly does not mean that less
learning is taking place, merely Iless
orthodox learning. It further suggests to
me that teaching methods and curricula
are lagging behind the needs and desires
of today’s young people who have evi-
dently become disillusioned with en-
countering other cultures through the
painstaking translation of literary works.
Perhaps the whole question of how and,
indeed, why foreign languages and cul-
tures are taught needs to be looked at
with a more critical eye.

Just as young people in Britain and
America in the 1950s and 60s asserted
their needs over the prescriptions of the
older generations, so young people in
Japan during my ten years here appear
to be opening up more and more to the
world outside, and, as a result, express-
ing themselves more directly and honest-
ly. It is surely time that the education
system as a whole responded to this shift
by enquiring into the needs of these
students rather than dictating to them.

By the time my 20th year in Japan
comes around I hope that the Ministry of
Education and other educational
decision-making bodies will have woken
up to the pressing need for change. As I
see it, three key areas in the teaching of
language and culture that should be

addressed: 1) the study of foreign lan-
guages (especially English, of course)
should become an elective rather than a
compulsory part of the curriculum; 2)
English and other languages should be
studied as living modes of communica-
tion rather than as arid exercises in
grammar and translation and as a means
to assess university entrance; and 3)
students should be exposed increasingly
to the many forms of living popular
culture that speak directly to them
rather than the products of so-called
‘high’ culture which manifestly have less
and less significance for them.

With such changes I believe the inter-
est of students in other languages and
cultures could be fostered and encour-
aged rather than blighted in the bud as
is so often the case now. Perhaps we
should listen more to our students to
discover how we may best serve them.
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