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How Japanese senior high school EFL textbooks 

(mis)represent foreign language

curriculum reform

Gregory Paul GLASGOW

Daniel Leigh PALLER

1. Introduction
One unfortunate circumstance noted with respect to language-in-education 
planning (LEP) reform and materials development is that when ministries of 
education decree that a curriculum should change, textbooks do not (Garton & 
Graves, 2014). Central to the LEP implementation process is materials planning 
and development, in which textbooks, in theory, should be “consonant with the 
methodology, provide authentic language, and also be consonant with the 
expectations of teachers” (Liddicoat, 2004, p. 134). Liddicoat (2004) also suggests 
that for policy implementation to be able to be realized, a sufficient level of 
coherence between the four major goals of LEP implementation such as materials, 
methods, curriculum and assessment policy is necessary. This coherence might 
allow for curriculum policy, i.e. curricular goals and objectives, to be translated 
into materials policy and accurately represented in textbook content and activities.

The centrality of materials development in establishing coherence in the curriculum 
decision-making process was initially recognized by Johnson (1989), who 
suggested that coherence between stages of curriculum, policymaking is integral to 
implementation. Johnson’s perceptions of curriculum policymaking have 
influenced studies on LEP in China (Adamson & Davison, 2003; Tong, Adamson, 
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& Che, 2000; Adamson & Morris, 2007; Zhang & Adamson, 2007) in considering 
how materials reflect LEP, or how to conceptualize “slippage” between textbooks 
(or the resourced curriculum), curriculum policy (or intended curriculum) and 
teachers’ practices, (the implemented curriculum). For example, in the 
implementation of the Target Oriented Curriculum promoting task-based learning 
in Hong Kong primary schools in the 1990s, Tong, Adamson, and Che (2000) 
contended that the new curriculum goals were only moderately reflected in the 
English language textbook series, suggesting that “[p]ublishers have to resolve the 
tensions that arise between economic and curricular forces” (p. 150). Publishers 
also ensure sales by attempting to satisfy teachers who implement curriculum and 
by creating materials that will be “user-friendly” to them – or, minimally different 
from previous ones. This results from publishers making compromises between 
curriculum objectives and what they perceive to be teachers’ pedagogical skills. 

As curriculum innovation and reform have been increasingly prevalent in the Asia-
Pacific region, many governments have made efforts to revise their EFL curricula 
to promote communicative and task-based approaches by launching EFL in 
elementary schools, and increasing English as the main language of classroom 
instruction (Butler, 2011; Kaplan, Baldauf & Kamwangamalu, 2011; Nunan, 2003). 
Divergences in the extent to which textbook activities represent the goals and 
objectives of LEP as manifested in language curricula have arisen in the 
consistency and coherence with which textbooks validly represent policies that 
ministries of education wish to change, and this disconnect may account for issues 
concerning teacher agency at the local level such as in Vietnam (Nguyen, 2011), 
Hong Kong (Tong, Adamson, & Che, 2000), and Pakistan (Aftab, 2012). Therefore, 
the issue of how materials and curriculum planning intersect is at the heart of LEP 
reform, especially if teachers are expected to enact the new reforms.

Yet, the gap in Japan between the intended curriculum and the resourced 
curriculum remains a significant problem (see Glasgow & Paller, 2016; Gorsuch, 
1999; Kobayakawa, 2011; McGroarty & Taguchi, 2006; Ogura, 2008) in pedagogy. 
Studies on ministry-approved speaking and listening textbooks found gaps between 
curriculum objectives and textbook contents. Ogura (2008), as well as McGroarty 
and Taguchi (2005), determined that in spite of educational ministry objectives to 
promote communicative competence through speaking and listening, the textbooks 
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for the subject Oral Communication predominantly included translation and 
mechanical exercises. In an analysis of textbooks for speaking and listening 
classes, Ogura (2008) found “cut and paste style dialogue practices” (p. 6) that did 
not promote spontaneous, open-ended communication. McGroarty and Taguchi 
(2005) similarly found textbooks in Oral Communication A, a speaking and 
listening course in the 1989 foreign language curriculum in Japan, lacked 
pragmatic information, overemphasizing structured and mechanical language 
practice instead. For writing courses, Kobayakawa (2011) examined writing 
activities in general four-skills English classes as well as writing classes in Japan 
and found an overemphasis on translation and controlled tasks, and less on open-
ended activities for free composition. These studies, however, did not analyze how 
the textbooks aligned with specific goals represented in national policy guidelines.

This study considers the extent to which ministry-approved textbooks in Japan 
have represented and appropriated the guidelines of teaching for the EFL Course of 
Study (CoS) for Foreign Languages for senior high schools, implemented since 
2013.  Few studies have investigated, from a language policy translation standpoint 
(see Chua & Baldauf, 2011) the degree of coherence to be found between 
government-sanctioned teaching materials and the curriculum policies they are 
meant to represent. Therefore, we seek to answer the following research questions:

1. To what extent do English Expression I ministry-approved textbooks 
validly represent objectives in the current Course of Study? 

2. What do these results reveal about coherence in curriculum and materials 
policy in LEP?

Our study intends not only to contribute to research on textbooks in the current 
national curriculum in Japan, since very few systematic analyses of it have 
appeared in research literature. We also hope to contribute to theoretical 
perspectives on the complexities of materials creation at a time of curriculum 
change, especially as the 2020 English Education Reform Plan Corresponding to 
Globalization (MEXT, 2013) approaches, which is the latest comprehensive 
curriculum reform plan proposed by the Japanese Ministry of Education. Few 
studies have focused on how the materials planning process in LEP is reflected in 
the relationship between policy guidelines and textbook content. According to 
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Kennedy and Tomlinson (2013) methods and materials have not been viewed as “an 
integral part of language-in- education planning or causally linked to LPP 
decisions” (p. 260), hence our intention to point out potential problems that can 
ensue if methods, materials and LEP goals are not aligned.
 
2. Language Policy, Discourse and Recontextualization in Textbooks
In this study we recognize language policy as texts and language policy as 
discourses (Johnson, 2011) that are represented through text and talk. These 
discourses are intertextual and may or, may not, however, move consistently in a 
linear fashion. Policy messages, as discourses, become re-contextualized (see 
Wodak & Fairclough, 2010) as they move from one layer of formulation to the 
next, causing original policy messages to be reinterpreted and appropriated. Our 
interest is the recontextualization of discourses of “communication” pertaining to 
EFL teaching methodology in Japan, where turning classrooms into active 
communicative scenes is viewed to be priority. These discourses seek grammar to 
be de-emphasized but taught to support communicative purposes, and the 
cultivation of communication activities that take into consideration language 
function and language use situations according to the current national curriculum 
for foreign languages in senior high school (MEXT, 2011). 

Regarding textbooks, as MEXT sets its guidelines at the level of macro policy, it 
devolves responsibility to publishers through the textbook authorization process. To 
fulfill this responsibility, a variety of local publishers ensure that proposals for 
textbooks meet MEXT guidelines and standards (McGroarty & Taguchi, 2005). 
Subsequently, textbooks that meet the guidelines are published and officially 
recognized in the curriculum. However, as LEP formulation moves from 
curriculum planning to materials planning, the policy messages become 
recontextualized, and may end up being ambiguous, or contradictory, especially if 
tensions remain between other policy subgoals such as assessment and methods 
policy (Liddicoat, 2004).

Some researchers have attempted to account for the recontextualization problem as 
materials planning moves from conceptualization to publication (Adamson & 
Davison, 2003; Kennedy and Tomlinson, 2013).  This problem is especially acute 
in curriculum reform in English Language Teaching, as ministry directives call for 
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communicative approaches. One by-product of recontextualization is the creation 
of textbooks that fail to adopt the changes wholeheartedly. Kennedy and Tomlinson 
(2013) account for this problem by explaining possible causes of “slippage” 
between materials and curriculum planning such as 1) conflict between materials 
developers between “radical policies” and teacher perceptions; 2) contradictions in 
the materials when assessment planning (university entrance exams) purportedly 
conflicts with materials planning; 3) insufficient understanding by personnel in 
Ministries of Education who approve materials; 4) compromises sought by 
developers when curriculum planning is at variance with what is perceived as 
standard pedagogical practice amongst teachers. In the case of Japan, the yakudoku 
teaching method, which emphasizes translation and L1-L2 contrast, is a major 
aspect of pedagogical practice. 

2.1 The Centrality of “Expression” in the Japanese Course of Study for 
Foreign Languages
The CoS for Foreign Languages is a national curriculum in Japan which contains 
goals and objectives for what subjects are to be taught, and is revised every 10 
years. Japan’s current senior high school Course of Study for Foreign Languages, 
implemented since 2013 by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology (MEXT hereinafter), emphasizes communication and the increased use 
of English in the classroom as a language of instruction. Two subjects created for 
the current curriculum, English Expression I and II, are designed to further achieve 
this goal by centering on speaking and writing and enhancing students’ critical 
thinking ability. Revisions to the CoS for senior high schools have already been 
proposed in 2018 and will be implemented from 2022 (McMurray, 2018). The 2018 
CoS revisions have the new courses Logic and Expression I, II and III (MEXT, 
n.d.), as shown in Table 1 (in Section 2.2). 

MEXT has been emphasizing reforms in foreign language curricula for senior high 
schools, recently promoting a more student-centered, communicative approach 
with EFL classes, to be conducted in English (MEXT, 2011; 2013). However, the 
delivery of the curriculum has been problematic due to difficulties Japanese 
teachers of English face implementing communicative activities using MEXT-
approved textbooks (Cook, 2010; Kikuchi & Browne, 2009; O’Donnell, 2005). As 
the curriculum has already been in effect since April 2013, it is worth investigating 
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how its objectives are reflected in required textbooks, and the degree to which 
curriculum and textbook activities cohere. The emphasis of this study is on the 
textbooks related to the English Expression subject, which allow us to explore and 
address current issues regarding their publication that should be taken into 
consideration for the upcoming 2022 curriculum.

2.2 English Expression I: Objectives and Content
The English courses in the previous, current and newly proposed curricula (MEXT, 
n.d.; MEXT, 2011) are shown in Table 1:

Table 1. Subjects in the Course of Study for Foreign Languages 

1999 Course of Study
(implemented in 2003)

2009 Course of Study 
(implemented since 2013)

2018 Course of Study Proposal
(to be implemented 2022)

Oral Communication I
Oral Communication II
English I
English II
Reading 
Writing

English Communication I
English Communication II
English Communication III
English Expression I
English Expression II
English Conversation

English Communication I
English Communication II
English Communication III
Logic and Expression I
Logic and Expression II
Logic and Expression III

   
In creating course and subjects for the current national curriculum, Yoshida (2009) 
claims that MEXT emphasizes the development of Japanese students’ higher-order 
thinking skills in all subjects, including English (Yoshida, 2009). Students are 
expected to develop abilities to present, debate and discuss a wide range of topics 
through speaking, and to develop their writing skills through review and revision, 
as reflected in the objectives for English Expression I in Article 2.III.1 of the CoS:

1. Objective: To develop students’ abilities to evaluate facts, opinions, etc. 
from multiple perspectives and communicate through reasoning and 
a range of expression, while fostering a positive attitude toward 
communication through the English language (MEXT, 2011, p. 3, 
authors’ emphasis in bold).

The focus on communicating through reasoning and expression is a key objective 
of this subject. Its contents are presented in Article 2.III.2:
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2. Contents (1): The following language activities, designed for specific 
language-use situations in order to encourage students to apply their 
abilities to understand and convey information, ideas, etc., should be 
conducted in English.

A. Impromptu speaking on a given topic. Speaking concisely in a style 
suitable for the audience and purpose.

B. Writing brief passages in a style suitable for the audience and purpose.
C. Summarizing and presenting information, ideas, etc., based on what 

one has heard, read, learned and experienced (MEXT, 2011, p. 3, authors’ 
emphasis in bold)

The current curriculum also stresses that the points below be taken into 
consideration to ensure effective delivery:

- Speaking with due attention to the characteristics of English sounds 
such as rhythm and intonation, speed, volume, etc. 
- Writing with due attention to phrases and sentences indicating the main 
points, connecting phrases, etc. and reviewing one's own writing.
- Learning presentation methods, expressions used in presentations, etc. 
and applying them to real-life situations.
- Forming one’s own opinion by comparing what one has heard or read 
with opinions from other sources, and identifying similarities and 
differences. (MEXT, 2011, p. 3, authors’ emphasis in bold).

In short, the objectives above suggest that speaking and writing skills be developed 
for students to communicate more spontaneously and in a manner appropriate to a 
variety of situations. To determine how the course objectives were translated into 
the textbooks, we examined them more closely in the next section.

3. Methods
3.1 Materials
A purposive, convenience sample of six out of the seventeen MEXT-approved 
textbooks for the subject English Expression I was acquired from publishers. 
Textbook selection was based on previous English textbook sales market share in 
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the previous curriculum, as indicated in a Sanseido Corporation (2009), a 
publishing company in Japan; the focus was on textbooks tending to have a larger 
market share. This consideration was made because, as Kennedy and Tomlinson 
(2013) noted, compromise may result from a textbook with a high market share 
being more conservative in representing intended curriculum reforms. The 
textbooks ranged in ranking by their market share to better represent the 
availability of materials to senior high school teachers and students. Five out of the 
six publishers produced textbooks under the same title for the previous curriculum, 
while one was selected since it was newly added to the roster of textbooks for the 
2013-14 academic year. We refer to them as Textbooks A, B, C, D, E, and Fi. 

3.2 Procedures
A two-stage, mixed methods approach was performed combining quantitative 
analysis of the amount of communicative activities and qualitative analysis of 
activity content. The provisional English version of the CoS (MEXT, 2011) 
available on MEXT’s website was downloaded and analyzed for content, with 
English Expression I course goals examined in detail and cross-referenced with the 
activities in the textbooks. Then, both researchers performed a quantitative analysis 
of activities in the textbook’s core units. Extra units often marked as 
“supplemental” or “optional” were not examined since teachers tend to skip them, 
and they are not required in the teaching manuals. Textbook units tended to move 
from structured activities to activities where students had to carry out 
communicative tasks, a standard progression following Richards (2005).

As per research question 1, we explored the connection between the representations 
of communication in the textbooks and the course’s overall objectives. As stated, 
the course intends “to develop students’ abilities to evaluate facts, opinions, etc. 
from multiple perspectives and communicate through reasoning and a range of 
expression, while fostering a positive attitude toward communication through the 
English language” (MEXT, 2011, p. 3). Therefore, we examined all textbook 
activities to determine how they reflected these broad aims. We considered a 
“textbook activity” as any instance where the textbook attempted to get the learner 
to do some exercise or task. At the same time, however, we intended to determine 
how the textbook’s activities “developed students’ abilities to communicate” by 
applying Richards’ framework (2005): “mechanical practice,” “meaningful 
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practice,” and “communicative practice.” Definitions for each are shown in Table 2:

Table 2: Types of Communicative Activities. (Richards, 2005, p. 16)

Mechanical Practice Meaningful Practice Communicative Practice

Refers to controlled 
practice activity, which 
s t u d e n t s  c a n 
successfully carry out 
without necessari ly 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e 
l a n g u a g e  t h e y  a r e 
using. 

Refers  to  an  ac t iv i ty 
w h e r e  t h e  l a n g u a g e 
control is still provided 
but where students are 
r e q u i r e d  t o  m a k e 
meaningful choices when 
carrying out practice.

Refers to an activity where 
practice in using language 
within a real communicative 
context is the focus, where 
r e a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  i s 
exchanged, and where the 
l anguage  i s  no t  to ta l ly 
predictable. 

  
We utilized Richards’ (2005) framework to tally all textbook activities, gain a 
clearer picture of the nature of communicative activities in the textbooks, and 
determine how validly the textbook activities represented the objectives in the 
Course of Study for the course English Expression I. As both authors tallied and 
coded activities, we ensured inter-coder reliability, and the reliability coefficient 
was calculated as r = 0.86. 

Next, we considered the textbooks’ alignment with the specific course objectives of 
English Expression I (communicating through reasoning and expression), and its 
content (impromptu speaking, writing for the audience and summarizing/presenting 
information). In other words, we determined how each textbook, based on the 
composition of their activities, reflected curriculum objectives. This information 
then allowed us to draw conclusions about the coherence of materials and 
curriculum policy. We also conducted qualitative content analysis on the textbooks 
by further exploring the layout of units, and how their activities reflected the 
contents and objectives of English Expression I. 

4. Results
The results of the analysis of how the six English Expressions I textbooks aligned 
with course objectives are shown in Table 3. By further analyzing the activities in 
terms of each category of the Richards’ (2005) tripartite framework, we can gain a 
better sense of how much textbook contents can actively promote a positive attitude 
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toward communication:

Table 3. Results of analysis of communicativeness of textbook activities

Textbook Mechanical
Practice

Meaningful
Practice

Communicative
Practice

Textbook A 59 % 33 % 8 %
Textbook B 41 % 51 % 8 %
Textbook C 59 % 40 % 1 %
Textbook D 53 % 36 % 11 %
Textbook E 62 % 32 % 6 %
Textbook F 69 % 25 % 7 %

   
4.1 Mechanical Practice 
The data shows that over fifty percent of the activities in all textbooks but Textbook 
B contained mechanical practice, which seems to initially contradict the intentions 
of the English Expressions I course objectives. Textbook F (69%) contained the 
highest percentage of activities, while Textbook B had a relatively lower percentage 
(41%) compared with the other textbooks. In Example 1, students correctly order 
words:

Example 1
Put the words in the right order and make answers to the questions:

(1) Would you like some snacks? 
       - No, thank you. I (had, just, have, lunch). 
(2) Do you like to travel a lot, Keiko? 
       - Yes, I (to, have, seven countries, been). 

Textbook E Lesson 7 (p. 23)

In this activity, students need some grammar knowledge, particularly the present 
perfect, but do not need to use these sentences in spoken or written communication 
in context. Similar activities were found in all six English Expression I textbooks, 
showing that mechanical activities still constitute a major proportion of these 
textbooks, with these activities being far from types that would encourage 
reasoning through communication using a range of expression.



65

Agents of change or products of compromise?  How Japanese senior high school EFL textbooks (mis)represent 
foreign language curriculum reform

4.2 Meaningful Practice
Textbooks ranged from 25 to 51 percent of meaningful practice activities. Textbook 
B contained the most (51%), while Textbook F contained the least (25%). The other 
four textbooks ranged between 30 and 40 percent. This suggests that “meaningful 
practice” may provide a safe space for textbook publishers to represent 
“communication” in a way that does not apparently differ from what teachers are 
used to. The following excerpt shows a meaningful practice activity from Textbook 
B where students converse about travel as fictitious characters “Mary” and 
“Takumi”. In step 2 of one of the unit activities, students are asked to write a text 
message from Mary to Takumi, but to do this they need to understand the 
conversation in step 1:

Example 2
STEP 2: A text message from Mary 
Hi Takumi, (1) 私は今東京のバスツアーに両親と乗っているとこ

ろです . This morning we went to Asakusa and Sky Tree. (2) 私たちは

今皇居に向かって (head for) います . Later we will go to Roppongi 
Hills. I will send you some pictures. We are having a good time. (3) 私
はこのツアーが好きです . It’s exciting. I appreciate your suggestion. 
See you tomorrow. Mary

(Textbook B, p. 30) 

The activity above could be considered meaningful, since the language is provided 
for the students in Japanese, which will then require them to convert that language 
into English while taking the situational information into account. Mary, on a bus 
tour, is reporting on her whereabouts, which would be helpful for the students to 
understand. The activity requires the students to convert the three numbered 
Japanese sentences above into English. The likely translations of the sentences are I 
am on a Tokyo tour-bus with my parents (sentence 1), We are heading for the 
Imperial Palace (sentence 2) and I like this bus tour (sentence 3). 

However, arguably, students could just translate the sentences from English to 
Japanese, and not carry out the more challenging endeavor of completing the text 
by thinking in English of possible sentences to insert. This activity precludes the 
need for the students to draw on a wider range of expression to communicate as 
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stipulated in the course guidelines, especially if the Japanese sentences are 
provided for them. Many activities in Textbook B and other textbooks involved 
similar activities as in Example 2.

4.3 Communicative Practice
Despite the content and objectives of the English Expression I subject, we found 
that the six textbooks had a very limited number of communicative practice 
activities, or activities that align with the CoS. Textbook C, the most highly ranked 
textbook in terms of market share in the previous curriculum, provided the fewest 
communicative practice exercises, at a mere 1%, while Textbook D provided the 
most, at 11%. Both Textbook A and Textbook B were at 8%, Textbook F at 7%, and 
Textbook D was at 6%. Example 3 below shows one type of communicative 
practice activity we encountered. In this activity, there is an initially brief reading 
introducing the topic, “Wrong calls in sporting events”, or when referees make an 
unpopular judgment about a sports play. After the reading, the students must listen 
and answer two comprehension questions, followed by the communicative activity 
below. This activity is called Real-World English and is found at the end of Lesson 
24: 

Example 3
Let’s Chat
Talk with your partner about wrong calls in international sporting 
events. -> Do you know what happened in the 2010 World Cup match 
between Germany and England?

(Textbook A, p. 111) 

To conduct this activity, students need some topical knowledge. It is a prototypical 
example of communicative practice, usually accompanied with a prompt that 
encourages the learners to use their language and not language provided for them 
to carry out the task. They would be independently expected to come up with a 
range of expressions to logically express their ideas. However, it was striking that 
these activities were in the minority despite ministry directives to communicate 
through reasoning and a range of expression. Therefore, the analysis of the six 
textbooks suggests that in general, the textbook developers still tend to make “safe” 
choices in how to represent activities focusing on productive skills. Considering the 
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objectives in the Course of Study for English Expression I, “to develop students’ 
abilities to evaluate facts, opinions, etc. from multiple perspectives and 
communicate through reasoning and a range of expression, while fostering a 
positive attitude toward communication through the English language” (MEXT, 
2011, p. 3), it was difficult to find coherence between curriculum planning 
decisions and the results of MEXT’s materials planning efforts. This shows the 
uneven nature in which the curriculum objectives espoused by MEXT are 
translated into the ministry-approved textbooks selected in this study. 

The selected textbooks for this study diverged widely in how they align with the 
more specific course goals and objectives for English Expression I.  They generally 
did not offer students the chance to speak in an impromptu manner, or produce 
language spontaneously, due to the overemphasis on mechanical practice. To be 
sure, while exercises on presenting and summarizing information were present in 
most the textbooks, they were often placed at the very end of a regular unit, or in 
optional supplemental lessons. Table 4 provides an overview of how core 
objectives were represented: 

Table 4. Alignment of English Expression I Course Objectives with Textbook 
Activities

Textbook
Impromptu Speaking 
in accordance with 
audience/purpose

Writing passages in 
accordance with 
audience/purpose

Summarizing/
Presenting

Textbook A + + +
Textbook B - + +
Textbook C - - +
Textbook D - + +
Textbook E - + +
Textbook F + - +

+ = Evident,  - = Absent

Table 4 suggests that the English Expression I objectives of summarizing and 
presenting were translated into textbook activities, but not impromptu speaking. 
Writing in accordance with situation and purpose, on the other hand, was better 
represented across our corpus of textbooks. However, as stated, the proportion of 
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these activities was small in comparison to more structural, discrete-point, 
mechanical activities. The writing activities were often controlled similarly to what 
Kobayakawa (2011) had found, rather than encouraging, drafting, revising and 
composing, all practices essential to allowing students to develop their skills in the 
process of second language writing. 

In summary, despite the goals of the English Expression I course, all textbooks in 
this study tended to contain a disproportionate amount of mechanical grammar and 
vocabulary exercises, and fewer meaningful and communicative activities to 
develop students’ independent, impromptu speaking and writing skills. To be sure, 
this is not to discredit the value of doing grammar exercises. However, the 
frequency of such exercises in spite of course intentions to improve students’ 
communicative skills is problematic at the delivery stage, and serves as another 
example of incongruence between materials developed and language-in-education 
policies proposed.

5. Discussion
Taking into consideration both the qualitative and quantitative data, we consider 
each of the two research questions in detail. First, concerning the degree to which 
ministry-approved English Expression I textbooks validly represent objectives in 
the current Course of Study, we determined that curriculum objectives tended to be 
re-contextualized to make them ‘manageable’ for teachers, thereby compromising 
between their perceptions of classroom realities and curricular reform goals, and 
filtering the original message of the Japanese Ministry of Education. Grammatical 
exercises and those that required students to manipulate or substitute information at 
the sentence level predominated, as seen in the analysis of the results showing the 
dominance of mechanical activities. Some activities may provide the option for 
meaningful practice but “play it safe” in how much autonomy students can be 
given in completing the task, as seen in the example in the Results section. 

Also, it was clear that most of the textbooks did not provide ample opportunities 
for students to develop their ‘impromptu speaking skills’, though this objective was 
explicitly stated in the CoS, a possible example of uncoordinated implementation. 
The Let’s Chat example mentioned previously is one of very few activities we 
found that give students opportunities for communicative practice, even though the 
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curriculum stipulates that this is the sanctioned approach. As stated, radical policies 
may result in teacher resistance, and could potentially affect textbook sales, so 
textbook writers may display conservatism in materials development; this 
conservatism could reflect their desire to maintain a high position in market share. 

Nevertheless, it would be presumptuous to attribute this solely to individual beliefs 
of textbook writers. Kennedy and Tomlinson (2013) suggested that textbook writers 
themselves are caught between fully translating the objectives as stipulated by the 
national curriculum and their own perceptions of teachers’ knowledge about 
language. The fact that the textbook activities tended not to stray far from exercise 
types generally familiar to many teachers is an example of how the writers engage 
in re-contextualizing and reformulating discourses, where “English Expressions” 
activities that represent “communication” articulated in the policy texts are 
reimagined as mostly hybrid tasks. This must be taken into consideration since 
many of the authors themselves are English language educators, and may 
subconsciously create these alternative perceptions of communicative activities 
rather than activities that are a valid representation of the goals of English 
Expression I. 

The divergence in interpretations can be detected particularly in how speaking and 
writing skills are represented across all the textbooks in representing the reformed 
curriculum. With respect to writing, Textbook A units give students opportunity to 
understand the audience as well as their writing goal. The tasks require students to 
draw on linguistic resources. However, in other textbooks, the representation of 
writing for communicative purposes was reduced to work at the sentential level, 
where fill-in-the blank and translation exercises predominated; writing exercises 
did offer students a purpose and an audience, but provided them with a template to 
complete and suggested what grammar points to use (Textbook E). 

With respect to speaking, in other textbooks (Textbook D), students were just 
provided with a speaking template to repeat or fill in with their own phrases. This 
shows that communicative practice activities allowing for free, open-ended 
expression in speaking or writing are still underrepresented in textbooks that still 
privileges syntax and grammar practice. In part this is due to the assessment policy 
in Japan (university entrance exams) still assessing linguistic and not 
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communicative competence, as would be required to reflect the curriculum policy. 
Therefore, “communication” as intended by MEXT is re-contextualized into a 
hybrid form of exercise/tasks that do not provide the types of opportunities for 
deeper engagement in communication through logical development of ideas. 

The pervasive influence of the assessment policy (university entrance exam) 
inevitably has an influence on the extent to which textbook writers have the agency 
to make a clear connection between content and curriculum objectives. While some 
textbooks made a concerted effort to intersperse units with more speaking 
activities, others tended to save them for the end of the unit and failed to provide 
speaking activities reflecting communicative practice. As for writing, activities 
were generally at the sentential level, providing the chance to compose according 
to the situation or purpose according to the curriculum guidelines, but not providing 
students with autonomy when doing so – this suggests that grammar competence is 
the de facto focus of the curriculum. 

As a result, the notion of “communication” provided in the textbooks is 
inconsistent, revealing disconnects as noted by previous authors (McGroarty & 
Taguchi, 2005; Ogura, 2008). For example, in Textbook A, grammatical points 
were connected to their communicative purposes (e.g., using “may I” to make 
requests) and scaffolded the activities to prepare the students for the final task, 
consisting of open-ended speaking and writing activities. In contrast, Textbook C 
had a predominant emphasis on mechanical exercises, with a speaking task that did 
not encourage impromptu interaction. Nor did it have any writing activities that 
allowed students to produce their own ideas based on writing prompts. This was 
also the case in sections of Textbook C intending to focus on speaking, which 
contained virtually no communicative practice activities encouraging students to 
come up with their own language. 

In Textbook F, while the grammar exercises contained sentences related to the 
topic, the later stages of the unit were not able to expand on these sentences to 
support students speaking and writing for particular purposes. Exercises and 
sections designed to support students’ ability to develop speeches, presentations 
and write paragraphs are found in supplementary sections of the textbook rather 
than in the main units. In sum, the content and objectives of the English Expression 
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1 subject varied substantially amongst the textbooks in terms of how they were 
represented in the activities of a unit. This indicates that publishers are key 
stakeholders in the language-in-education policy representation process, and that it 
can be challenging to translate objectives of a course that has not been taught 
before in consistent ways among textbooks, and congruent with the curriculum 
policy.

Regarding the second research question, the results reveal that maintaining 
coherence between curriculum and materials planning in LEP is an acute problem 
that needs to be addressed more carefully by stakeholders in the process. Hopefully 
this problem can be tackled more forcefully as the 2020 curriculum reforms 
approach. Recurring tendencies to represent change as moderate end up reinforcing 
status-quo pedagogical practice. As this study shows, with respect to the 
representation of the objectives and content of English Expression I in textbook 
activities, the alignment of the materials policy with the curriculum policy was 
moderate, with an uneven representation of speaking and writing activities in the 
textbooks as had been articulated in the Course of Study. Engaging students to 
speak in EFL classrooms is a challenging endeavor, especially when considering 
class sizes, teacher proficiency and student aptitude (Butler, 2011). Therefore, this 
discrepancy implies that by reinforcing de facto pedagogical practice through 
incorporating familiar, mechanical practice activities, change may end up being 
subverted rather than promoted. Indeed, discrepancies between textbooks and 
ministry of education discourse have been documented extensively in the research 
literature in EFL in Japan, as pointed out previously. 

Therefore, unless professional development at the pre-service and in-service level 
attempts to account for these gaps, little will change in terms of how teachers 
respond to policy representation through textbooks. By empowering teachers with 
more critical awareness of the connection between pedagogy and policy from the 
perspective of textbooks, teachers may be able to choose books that are most 
aligned with the new curriculum. A further challenge is how to empower textbook 
writers to represent curricular changes more validly, and then ensure that writers 
are equipped with the tools to translate intended practices to the local level, where 
teachers can adopt them in an informed manner. Those responsible for 
conceptualizing changes will need to engage in further discussion and consultation 
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with materials writers to ensure consistency. 

Materials writers in turn will need to develop a consistent understanding of 
communication in textbook activities that reflects the intentions at the macro-level. 
Overall, as Johnson (1989) has suggested, effective feedback loops need to be 
incorporated into the system to allow for resolution of discrepancies between 
objectives and textbook content. Lastly, teacher education programs, both pre-
service and in-service, will need to support teachers more in understanding their 
roles as applied to materials creation and development (see McGrath, 2013). 
Further efforts in professional development that support teachers in utilizing 
textbooks in a communicative manner need to be prioritized.

6. Conclusion
This study has investigated issues in coherence – or lack thereof – that may exist 
between the sub-goals of curriculum and materials planning in LEP, using Japanese 
MEXT-approved textbooks of the subject, English Expression I, as evidence. It 
highlights potential problems when the objectives of a nationally mandated EFL 
curriculum to promote communication are re-contextualized in the form of 
textbook act ivi t ies  that  fa i l  to  represent  minis ter ia l  percept ions of 
“communication”, and ultimately to promote significant change in pedagogy. Our 
data suggests a divergence of interpretations in how speaking and writing activities 
in new textbooks reflect the curriculum, and the overemphasis on mechanical 
activities may not align teachers’ practices sufficiently with course intentions. This 
study hopefully provides a more detailed understanding of the complexities in 
translating policy sub-goals into materials creation. It highlights the question of 
how “policy [can be] reconciled with pragmatic constraints” (Johnson, 1989, p. 23) 
coherently in Japan.

Our results suggest that those responsible for approving English Expression 1 
textbooks may have views of “communication” which does not mesh with the 
consensus in the TESOL field, resulting in re-contextualization of activities which 
do not fully reflect course aims. Textbooks, therefore, become “products of 
compromise” instead of agents of change. To be sure, it is reasonable for there to 
be divergences between publishers for a new course. However, the uneven manner 
in which it seems to have been done, as shown in the analysis of the six textbooks, 
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has the potential to lead to inconsistencies in how teachers interpret the course, and 
thus will have potentially negative consequences for the outcomes intended for the 
course as a whole. All actors in the LEP process—policy makers, curriculum and 
textbook writers, teacher trainers and teachers—need to work in a coordinated 
fashion to ensure that teachers can confidently exercise agency when using new 
textbooks. The most recent 2020 English Education Reform Plan Corresponding to 
Globalization (MEXT, 2013), including the 2022 senior high school curriculum 
revisions, will cease to have significant impact and continue to reinforce the status 
quo if this issue continues to be skirted.

Finally, since the curriculum requires that classes be conducted in English, 
textbooks ought to contain more English metalanguage. This was not the case for 
the textbooks examined in this study; all differed with respect to the amount of 
English. Further studies should investigate how the language of the target language 
in textbooks contributes to proficiency. Longitudinal studies should also be 
conducted to discern teachers’ attitudes towards textbooks. Textbook writers and 
publishers should be interviewed to determine motivations for creating units and 
activities. Student opinions and attitudes should also be investigated. Though it is 
often stated that teachers are the key agents in filtering or modifying the 
information in a textbook to make the input salient to learners, the textbook itself 
can be considered a change agent, having a significant effect on what teachers 
actually do in the classroom in an era of methodological reform.
 

References
Adamson, B. & Davison, C. (2003). Innovation in English language teaching in 

Hong Kong primary schools: One step forward, two steps sideways. Prospect, 
18(1), 27- 45.

Adamson, B. & Morris, P. (2007). Comparing curricula. In M. Bray, B. Adamson, 
& M. Mason (Eds.), Comparative education research: Approaches & methods. 
(pp. 263-282). New York: Springer.

Aftab, A. (2012). English language textbooks evaluation in Pakistan. Unpublished 
PhD thesis. Birmingham, UK: University of Birmingham.

Butler, Y. (2011). The implementation of communicative and task-based language 
teaching in the Asia-Pacific region. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 31, 



74

Gregory Paul GLASGOW
Daniel Leigh PALLER

36-57.
Chua, C. & Baldauf Jr, R. B. (2011). Micro language planning. In E. Hinkel (Ed.), 

Handbook of research in second language teaching and learning (pp. 936-
951). New York: Routledge.

Cook, M. (2010). Offshore outsourcing teacher in-service education: The long-term 
effects of a four-month pedagogical program on Japanese teachers of English. 
TESL Canada Journal, 28(1), 60-76.

Garton, S. & Graves, K. (2014).(Eds). International perspectives on materials in 
ELT. Basingtoke, U.K.: Palgrave McMillan.

Glasgow, G.P. & Paller, D.L. (2016). English language education policy in Japan: 
At a crossroads. In R. Kirkpatrick (Ed.), English language education policy in 
Asia (pp. 153-180). Cham, Switzerland: Springer. 

Gorsuch, G.J. (1999). Monbusho approved textbooks in Japanese high school EFL 
classes: An aid or a hindrance to educational policy innovations? The 
Language Teacher, 23(10), 5-15.

Johnson, D.C. (2011). Critical discourse analysis and the ethnography of language 
policy. Critical Discourse Studies, 8(4), 267-279.

Johnson, R. K. (1989). The second language curriculum. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Kaplan, R. B., Baldauf Jr, R. B., & Kamwangamalu, N. (2011). Why educational 
language plans sometimes fail. Current Issues in Language Planning, 12(2), 
105–124.

Kennedy, C. & Tomlinson, B. (2013). Implementing language policy and planning 
through materials development. In B. Tomlinson (Ed.), Applied linguistics and 
materials development (pp. 255-267). London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Kikuchi, K., & Browne, C. (2009). English educational policy for high schools in 
Japan. RELC Journal, 40(2), 172–191.

Kobayakawa, M. (2011). Analyzing writing tasks in Japanese high school English 
textbooks: English I, II, and Writing. JALT Journal, 33(1), 27-48.

Liddicoat, A. J. (2004). Language policy and methodology. International Journal 
of English Studies, 4(1), 153–172.

Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology. (n.d.). 高等学校

学習指導要領の改訂のポイント [Points of revision to the upper secondary 
school course of study]. Last accessed May 3, 2019 from http://www.mext.
go.jp/component/a_menu/education/micro_detail/__icsFiles/afieldfi



75

Agents of change or products of compromise?  How Japanese senior high school EFL textbooks (mis)represent 
foreign language curriculum reform

le/2019/02/19/1384661_002.pdf. 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT). (2011). 

高等学校学習指導要領 . [The course of study for foreign language – upper 
secondary school]. Last accessed January 7, 2013 from http://www.mext.go.jp/
a_menu/shotou/new-cs/youryou/eiyaku/1298353.htm.  

Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT). (2013). 
English education reform plan corresponding to globalization. Last accessed 
May 3, 2019 from http://www.mext.go.jp/en/news/topics/detail/1372656.htm. 

McGrath, I. (2013). Teaching materials and the roles of EFL/ESL teachers. 
London: Bloomsbury Academic.

McGroarty, M. & Taguchi, N. (2005). Evaluating communicativeness of EFL 
textbooks for Japanese secondary schools. In J. Froedson & C. Holten (Eds.), 
The power of context in language teaching and learning (pp. 211-224). 
Boston: Thomson Heinle.

McMurray, D. (2018). MEXT’s new course of study to rely on active learning. The 
Language Teacher, 42(3), 27-29. 

Nguyen, M. (2011). Learning to communicate in a globalized world: To what 
extent do school textbooks facilitate the development of intercultural 
pragmatic competence? RELC Journal, 42(1), 17–30.

Nunan, D. (2003). The Impact of English as a global language on educational 
policies and practices in the Asia-Pacific region. TESOL Quarterly, 37(4), 
589–613.

O’Donnell, K. (2005). Japanese secondary English teachers: Negotiation of 
educational roles in the face of curricular reform. Language, Culture and 
Curriculum, 18(3), 300–315.

Ogura, F. (2008). Communicative competence and senior high school oral 
communication textbooks in Japan. The Language Teacher, 32(12), 3-8.

Richards, J. C. (2005). Communicative language teaching today. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Tong, A. Adamson, B. & Che, M. (2000). Tasks in English language and Chinese 
language. In B. Adamson, T. Kwan & K. Chan (Eds.), Changing the 
curriculum: The impact of reform on primary schooling in Hong Kong (pp. 
145- 174). Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press.

Wodak, R., & Fairclough, N. (2010). Recontextualizing European higher education 
policies: The cases of Austria and Romania. Critical Discourse Studies, 7(1), 



76

Gregory Paul GLASGOW
Daniel Leigh PALLER

19–40.
Yoshida, K. (2009). The new course of study and the possibilities for change in 

Japan’s English education. In K. Namai & K. Yoshida (Eds.), 言語・文化・教

育の融合を目指して：国際的・学際的研究の視座から [Toward the 
fusion of language, culture & education - From the perspectives of 
international and interdisciplinary research] (pp. 387-400). Tokyo: Kaitakusha.

Zhang, E. & Adamson, B. (2007). Implementing language policy: Lessons from 
primary school English. In A. Feng (Ed.), Bilingual education in China. 
Practices, policies and concepts (pp. 166-187). Clevedon, U.K: Multilingual 
Matters.

Abstract
One key issue in materials development and language-in-education policy 
(LEP) that has received little attention in the research literature is the 
degree to which content and activities of textbooks represent proposed 
reforms in English education curricula. Conceptualizing language policy 
as recontextualization through texts and discourses (Johnson, 2011), 
the current study explores the tension between curriculum and materials 
planning in a Japanese high school EFL subject.  It determines the extent 
to which the subject’s goals objectives are reflected in the content and 
activities of its textbooks. Findings revealed inconsistencies in translation of 
reform objectives into activities across several textbooks, which may have 
implications in terms of consistency in curriculum delivery.
 
Keywords: language education policy, materials development, curriculum 
reform, Japan, English language teaching
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