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Abstract  

This article identifies the successes and struggles of high school students in learning English as a Foreign Language 

(EFL). It adopts the qualitative case study approach and the information was transcribed using Thematic Analysis. The 

findings showed that students had undergone successes in EFL learning such as: Eagerness to learn the language, 

developing personal learning strategies, finding opportunities for extended learning, boosting self-confidence, relishing 

classroom activities, teacher’s support satisfaction, macro skills improvement, efficacy for test preparation, bridging the 

gap with native speakers and enjoying the classroom environment. On the contrary, findings also revealed that students 

experienced struggles such as: Finding inadequacy in assessment style, lack of self-confidence, feeling anxious when using 

English, realizing teacher’s lapses, viewing instructional materials as meaningless, unfavorable opinion on large-sized 

classes, finding apathy in writing journals and intimidation over better performing classmates.Finally, several major issues 

are discussedalong with pedagogical implications. 
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Introduction 

Nowadays, foreign language learning has become increasingly 

popular. It is now a requirement to befit into a globally 

competitive individual. But above all languages, we cannot deny 

the fact that English is predominantly used in every aspect of 

communication around the world, making it the universal de 

facto lingua franca. Undoubtedly, the English language is 

widely taught in several countries. Even in a country such as 

Japan, where foreign penetration is imperceptible and is widely 

known as a monolingual-monocultural nation. In recent years, 

Japan is slowly shifting from being a homogenous country to 

heterogeneous. It is now embracing internationalization, as 

evident in the Japanese people’s learning of foreign languages, 

particularly the English language.  

 

However, even though the education system of Japan has been 

universally identified as one of the most outstanding systems 

world-wide, its curriculum relating to the English language lags 

behind
1
. A few mentioned that the Japanese high school 

graduates were not able to express themselves well even in easy 

day-to-day communication in English after studying in high 

school. Moreover, the Japanese also ranked low in international 

English proficiency tests
2
.Due to this dilemma, the Ministry of 

Education of Japan, tried to embrace recent approaches for 

English education. They realized the relevance of conversational 

competence in the global community and tried for so-called 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), which led to the 

Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) Program being launched in 

1987 to welcome English native speakers to be an overseas 

assistant language educators. Many organizations and private 

enterprises also began to introduce native speakers of English to 

many public and private schools to teach English as a foreign 

language (EFL).  However, learning something foreign entails 

‘successes’ which refers to students’ experiences of joys and 

positive consequences in learning English and ‘struggles’ which 

mean hardships that students encounter as they go through the 

process of learning. 

 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL): There are about 500-

1000 million English as Foreign Language (EFL) speakers in 

the world. In Asia, there are approximately 800 million speakers 

of English as a foreign language
2
. The ready acceptance of 

English among Asians tells us that English is an international 

language. It is used as a language in science, pop culture, social 

relationships, education and business. EFL learning includes 

non-linguistic aspects that affect the success of learning the 

English language which includes the role of motivation, 

learning strategies, and opportunities that typically exist in EFL 

learning
3
. In the same manner, Krashen pointed out various 

factors that hinder success in EFL learning. These are filters that 

impede language acquisition including motivation, self-

confidence and anxiety
4
. He also mentioned that the affective 

filter serves as a barrier to acquisition. It happens in such a way 

that the filter goes up when the person is not motivated, lacking 

in confidence, or concerned with failure. The filter goes down 
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when the person is not apprehensive  and is trying to speak in a 

group.  

 

The EFL program of Japanese students in the Philippines, many 

participants felt that the program enhanced their speaking 

confidence and gave a little contribution to the improvement of 

their reading and writing skills. Also, one of the joyful 

experiences of the participants was the opportunity to 

communicate in English in real-life situations and to find 

opportunities to discover the Filipino culture. However, some 

were still unable to effectively communicate in English even 

after taking the lessons
2
. These students had difficulty in 

expressing themselves and most of them viewed the program as 

having little or no contribution to their future proficiency test 

preparation. Findings also showed that even though some Thai 

learners were extrinsically motivated in learning English,  most 

of them were reluctant in speaking English which hinders 

success in mastering the target language
5
. The implications of 

the results are helpful for developing English pedagogy in 

general, classroom activities and teaching materials.  

 

Factors of Success in EFL Learning  

Motivation: In English language learning, it is a fact that we 

have some learners learn English better and faster, while some 

do not. It happens due to some factors affecting their learning 

such as motivation, learning strategies, environment, and 

opportunities. Specifically, motivation is seen as the major 

essential factor for success in language learning. It is then said 

that learners with high motivation can succeed faster compared 

with those with low motivation in the learning process
6
. 

Furthermore, learning goals can be achieved through the 

powerful force that motivation creates for learners. It can then 

be interpreted that motivation is the key to predict students’ 

success in language learning. The presence of teachers is also 

crucial in this case since their role is to motivate students in the 

learning process. It is also teachers’ duty to know that when the 

subjects taught are related to students’ needs, they will be 

motivated
7
.  

 

Learning Strategies: The second factor affecting success in 

language learning is the utilization of effective strategies. The 

common belief for foreign language teaching and learning 

practices is that learners who maximize their learning strategies 

will gain better English skills rather than those who do not. 

They can use their techniques and strategies to understand the 

target language well. Learning strategies are used to enhance 

one’s learning like finding people to converse with or 

challenging oneself to overcome a language task. These learning 

strategies are categorized into six groups, namely, cognitive, 

metacognitive, memory-related, social, compensatory and 

affective. Each of these strategies contributes to learners’ 

English development
8
.  

 

Opportunity: Opportunity in language learning cannot be seen 

as a separated factor affecting success of EFL learners. Learners 

who often read or meet natural exposure of the target language 

will gain better proficiency than those who do not do so. In this 

regard, the opportunities where EFL learners get input lead to 

practice for their English both in the class and outside the class. 

It is then right to say that schools and universities play prevalent 

roles or in this case create helpful exposure for their students. In 

most cases, EFL students have limited exposure to English-

speaking culture, which contributes to few opportunities in 

learning the language
9
. In South Korea, stressed that students in 

the EFL situation are often confused because the limited 

exposure to natural language input gives them less chances for 

real language acquisition
10

. This also posits the same situation in 

China where college EFL learners do not have a lot of chances 

to experience authentic language use, resulting in poor 

pragmatic competence
11

.  

 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

Prior perceptions of learning a language were engrossed 

predominantly on the mastery of grammar proficiency such as 

letting students create appropriate sentences and through 

remembering dialogues and doing drills, the likelihood of 

committing errors were lessened. Teachers were in control of 

learning; however, it has been perceived from another viewpoint 

in recent years. Learning EFL should not merely focus on 

grammar proficiency but also on communicative proficiency as 

well. It is knowing the ways to use the target language for a 

variety of purposes and specific functions, adjusting the use of 

language based on the situation and participants (formal and 

informal speech), producing and understanding types of texts 

(reports, narratives, interviews), keeping communication  

despite limitation in one’s language by using variety of 

communication strategies
12

.   

 

Experiences of EFL Learners  

In most cases, EFL students have limited exposure to English 

speaking culture, which contributes to few opportunities in 

learning the language
9
. In South Korea, stressed that students in 

the EFL situation are often confused because the limited 

exposure to natural language input gives them less chances for 

real language acquisition
10

. This also posits the same situation in 

China where college EFL learners do not have much experience 

in using the authentic language use resulting in poor pragmatic 

competence
11

.Korean students studying English in a U.S. 

university English language institute had encountered 

difficulties in speaking in English in and out of school. This is 

due to Korean culture that appeared to inhibit them from 

participating in classroom discussion. The Korean 

characteristics of competitiveness, pride, and perfectionism kept 

them from taking risks and practicing speaking in the classroom 

because they did not want to lose face in front of others. Finally, 

the Korean habit of collectivism pulled the students into the 

Korean group, making it almost impossible to speak English all 

day
10

. The reluctance seen among Thai EFL learners could 

impede their success in becoming proficient speakers. It also 
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showed that they were very apprehensive in committing  

pronunciation mistakes for fear of being laughed at. This was 

probably due to over emphasis on speaking grammatically 

correct English and teachers corrected them in front of others
5
. 

This situation contributes to anxiety in learning the target 

language. However, the study showed that Thai learners, in 

general, had high extrinsic motivation in learning English which 

resulted in constructive stances towards the English language 

and betterment of their English-speaking proficiency.  

 

Foreign Language Education in Japan 

In the contemporary society of economic recession and 

globalized commerce, competence in English is viewed as 

indispensable for most Japanese
13

. The problems Japan faces 

when it comes to English education involves the long history of 

the “Grammar Translation Method” with textbooks and rote 

memorization, the entrance examination system, few or limited 

chances to speak English, lack of native-speaking English 

teachers and the shyness of most Japanese
1
. Then, the Ministry 

of Education tried to embrace new policies for English 

Education recognizing the importance of conversational skills in 

the global society. These policies included the job opportunity 

for native speakers of English to be teachers, such as through 

Japan Exchange and Teacher “JET” Program and other 

organizations and private enterprises introducing native 

speakers of English to many public and private schools. The 

Ministry of Education also started the curriculum gearing to the 

theme: “Action Plan to Cultivate Japanese with English 

Activities” in 2003. Fortunately, in the long run there was 

perceived progress. Added to that, training and seminars for 

Japanese educators are available and the current technology 

enhances learning motivation. However, challenges remain in 

the teaching environments even though numerous approaches 

are appropriated such as the CLT curriculum which depends on 

the district or school policy, and the availability of native 

speakers depends on the budget of the district. Besides, 

teachers’ qualifications for both Japanese and native speakers 

differ and the pressure of the entrance exams still exists. 

Furthermore, textbooks based on the entrance exams are still 

being utilized and promoted rather than CLT approach 

resources
14

.  

 

Methodology 

Research Design: This study was qualitative research 

employing multiple case study design. It was used for the 

purpose of capturing the successes and struggles experienced by 

the high school students in learning EFL. The methodology used 

in-depth interviews, collection of journals and essays and 

personal observation to describe the experiences of the 

participants in language learning. The steps in this qualitative 

case study was to determine if the research problem is 

appropriate with the study, collection of  the participants’ life 

experiences through interviews in their mother language 

(Japanese) and coding the responses. It means that their 

responses were classified according to how they managed to 

elicit meaning and were labeled accordingly. Colaizzi’s (1978) 

Method in Thematic Analysis was used in analyzing the 

experiences of the participants in the study. Each transcript was 

read and re-read to acquire a general feel of the content. 

Significant statements were then drawn out from each transcript 

and recorded on a separate sheet with their respective pages. 

Major themes were obtained from the meanings of the 

significant statements. Themes were created for each research 

question in order to sort and categorize the experiences of the 

participants.  

 

To provide accuracy in the data, several steps in analysis were 

undertaken. It should be noted that the participants were 

interviewed using Japanese. Interview questions were translated 

and checked by two Japanese teachers of English.  During the 

actual interviews, questions were asked in their mother tongue 

to avoid ambiguity and miscommunication
15

. Furthermore, the 

participants’ unclear statements were analyzed by a Japanese 

teacher who was present during the interview to get a firm grasp 

of the participants’ answers. Afterwards, participants were 

asked if the researcher’s attempt in translating or grammatically 

correcting their statements accurately represented their 

statements. Upon approval of the participants, the restructured 

statements were then integrated into the source of data. 

 

Research Participants: The participants in the study were from 

a private school located in Tokyo called Junten High School 

whose educational philosophy is to create young global leaders. 

Chosen participants were the third-year high school students in 

the academic year of 2016. Third year students have more 

experiences in learning EFL compared to high school students 

so they are a good source of information. As such, purposive 

sampling was applied in acquiring the participants of the study. 

There were seven classes in the third-year level. To make it 

impartial, there was one representative for each class. 

Unfortunately, there was no participant in one class since 

students refrained from being interviewed. So, the study was left 

with six participants representing the rest of the classes. In the 

study, each participant was assigned a pseudonym namely 

Kakashi, Sakura, Hinata, Ino, Sasuke and Tsunade.  

 

Results and discussion  

This chapter presents the cross case analysis of the issues that 

emerged anchored on the research questions: Successes and 

struggles experienced by the students in learning English as 

Foreign Language (EFL). It also shows the results of the data 

gathered through interviews from the participants, their English 

teachers and club moderators. Furthermore, this chapter reveals 

the emerging themes categorized into successes and struggles 

based on the qualitative research questions.  Some existing 

theoretical propositions and generalizations were also elucidated 

to support the given themes. 

 

Success in learning English as a Foreign Language 
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Eagerness to Learn the Language: Despite having English as a 

foreign language, all of the participants stated a specific purpose 

for learning English. The students believed that studying 

English would help them pass exams, understand university 

lectures and gain a job in which English proficiency is required. 

Motivationis one of the principal factors in learning a foreign 

language
16

. There are also cases wherein a student had stayed 

for a long period in a foreign country, so the main reason for 

studying EFL is to retain her ability in speaking English. 

Students need to see learning as meaningful and know why they 

learn it to master the target language. Motivation is indeed a 

crucial factor for success in language learning. It is then said 

that learners with high motivation can succeed faster than those 

with low motivation in the learning process.  

 

Developing Learning Strategies: Based on the collected journals 

from some of the participants and interviews with some of their 

English teachers, there are different ways in which these 

students learn EFL. One of the factors affecting success in 

language learning is the employment of effective strategies
7
. 

The common belief in foreign language learning practice is that 

learners who maximize their learning strategies will gain better 

English skills compared to those who do not do the same thing. 

They can use their techniques and ways to understand the target 

language well. Furthermore, teachers also observed one of the 

participants’ independent strategies in learning English. Some of 

them try their best to talk in English, may it be in class or with 

someone like her teacher, which is one style of learning to speak 

in English. To improve students’ own learning, learning 

strategies consist of specific actionsor techniques, for instance, 

looking for conversation partners or challenging oneself to 

overcome  a complicated language task
8
. 

 

Finding Opportunities for Extended Learning: Junten’s scheme 

of sending students to foreign countries for their school trip 

gives them an opportunity to mingle more with English-

speaking people resulting in a joyful experience for most of the 

participants especially in learning English. Most of the 

participants have experienced a school trip outside of Japan 

where they were able to participate in cultural exchange 

activities. Leaving the boundaries of the classroom is one of the 

most exciting times for students. This is why school trips have 

been very memorable for them since it provides lots of 

experiences in a wide range of challenges and activities that go 

above and beyond what they usually learn. The school trip was 

an opportunity for students to practice their English. Japan is a 

non-English speaking region so they only have limited exposure 

to English speaking culture which contributes to few 

opportunities in learning the language. Therefore, it was helpful 

exposure for students to meet friends and host families during 

school trips wherein they were required to communicate in 

English and acquired real language acquisition even for a short 

period of time. Compared with the domestic immersed students, 

those who had experienced studying overseas revealed 

numerous opportunities for interaction in the target language, 

such as English
17

. Students who had the opportunity to study 

abroad have more frequent interaction with the language and 

cultural differences between Japanese and English. 

 

Boosting Self-Confidence: Like some students who had the 

opportunity to be immersed abroad, participants who have lived 

abroad for a fairly long time developed their confidence in 

speaking English. Successful integration in the foreign culture is 

a sign of development of the target language proficiency. The 

more experienced the learning of a language, the greater the 

confidence and willingness to communicate. 

 

Relishing Classroom Activities: One of the factors that 

contribute to success in learning EFL was the enjoyment of the 

classroom lessons and activities provided by the teachers. Some 

of the participants have different opinions on the fun 

undertakings they had during the English classes. This includes 

the fun of English communication with their classmates, 

listening to music with an association of a specific topic, 

learning about grammar and group work presentation. Students 

seemed to enjoy cooperative learning and noticed the positive 

effect for improving language learning. The activities done in a 

group are effective in getting students to speak more actively
18

.  

This is in connection with the participants’ narratives on the 

positive light of working with peers using English. Additionally, 

a participant recalls her enjoyable class in the presence of music 

and movies which somehow enhances her listening skills. Music 

provides a soundtrack for a learning activity. It produces 

learning states that improves the comprehension of the learning 

material because it makes the students not only physically active 

but mentally and emotionally dynamic. Furthermore, through 

watching English movies as a teaching learning media in 

English lessons, students’ sensibility is increased in hearing and 

participation. It is because movies are highly engaging and the 

students at all ages like it so much. It will make the teaching 

learning process more fun and interesting for the teacher and 

students. 

 

Satisfaction in Teacher’s Support: The presence of the teachers 

is essential in the learning process. It is the teacher’s duty to 

know when the subjects taught are related to students’ need so 

that they will be motivated
7
. Though most of the participants 

have different views on the teaching methods and strategies 

employed by their teachers in class, it is also good to consider 

the fact that those students who are delighted with some of their 

teacher’s performance had contributed to the success in their 

learning of EFL. Some participants think that some of the 

teaching methods applied by their teachers in class were the 

reason for gaining more interest in learning EFL, development 

of their macro skills and passing the exam. Some educators 

propose the exclusion of the teacher’s mask as a way of 

developing relationships with students, such as being sociable 

with the students, incorporating small talk in some occasions 

and talking with students on a one on one basis regularly. With 

this, Japanese people appear more relaxed and in intimate 

classrooms learners are more comfortable to speak in front of 

others and use the target language more freely.  
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Improvement of some Macro Skills: Language development 

involves four fundamental and interactive abilities which are 

speaking, reading, listening and writing. As a result of learning 

EFL, some students found that there has been an improvement 

in some, though not all of the macro skills. This in particular is 

evident in listening and reading.    
 

Efficacy for Test Preparation: All of the participants believed 

that studying English can be useful in test preparation, 

particularly for college entrance exams and EIKEN Test in 

Practical English Proficiency, which is Japan's leading language 

assessment. In Japan, entrance examinations is viewed as a 

concealed curriculum particularly at the senior high school 

level. The dominant purpose why most of these students learn 

English especially grammar, writing and reading is to be able to 

pass the entrance tests for senior high schools or universities
19

. 

 

Bridging the Gap with Native Speakers: Since English is 

considered as the universal language, people with different 

languages use it to communicate with each other when they 

come together. In this study, some of the participants have 

already experienced making friends with students from other 

countries such as those in New Zealand and Australia. One 

participant already enjoys communicating with her aunt’s 

English speaking family abroad. Furthermore, the other 

participants think that learning English will enable them to 

communicate with people abroad, especially in English 

speaking countries like the U.S. and gain more friends in the 

future. 

 

Enjoying the Classroom Environment: The English Learning 

Center (ELC) is where some English classes are conducted. The 

ELC was established to create a classroom situation where 

students can feel as if they were outside of Japan. It has mini-

library and world maps posted on the wall. Unlike the typical 

classroom setting, the chairs are arranged in a semi-circle where 

students can see their classmates’ faces rather than the 

whiteboard alone. Most of the participants preferred classes to 

be conducted in the ELC rather than the classroom. 

 

Struggles in learning English as a Foreign 

Language 

Finding Inadequacy in Assessment Style: While most of the 

students feel that studying English will be beneficial for 

examinations, they also thought of the disadvantage for such a 

system and the insufficiency of conversation classes. The class 

activities were too focused on test preparations but the speaking 

adeptness lags behind. The problem in English education in 

Japan is that it focuses on reading and writing, and de-

emphasizes the significance of speaking skills
1
. Teachers 

emphasizes on having the students pass the entrance 

examinations and thus need to teach the so called “Juken Eigo” 

and students undergo much translation and grammar in order to 

pass paper tests. 

 

Lacking in Self-Confidence when Communicating with 

Foreigners: Most of the participants still lack confidence, 

especially when communicating using English. Most of them 

were negative when asked if they have confidence with 

communicating after they started learning EFL. Some students 

believe that when they are immersed in an English-speaking 

region, confidence in speaking the target language is enhanced. 

Even though these learners have linguistic competence which 

enables them to communicate with others, many are still 

uncomfortable and could not communicate with people that has 

different cultural backgrounds.  

 

Feeling Anxious when Using English: Language anxiety is “the 

apprehension experienced when a situation requires the use of a 

second language with which the individual is not fully 

proficient”. Some of the indications of anxiety are uneasiness, 

apprehensiveness and inwardness. In fact, many researchers 

have agreed that it is one of the most dominant internal factors 

of students’ success or failure. Students are more likely to be 

reluctant to participate in class activities, speak using target 

languages, and after experiencing moderate anxiety 

“procrastinate” on what they should do. Most of the students 

admitted to having experienced apprehension towards using 

English. They worry and feel tense when communicating in 

English, most especially in speaking. 

 

Realizing Teachers’ Lapses: Students are assumed to play a 

more dynamic and cooperative role in a learner-centered 

communicative approach to English Language Teaching (ELT) 

than in the usual traditional teacher-centered system. However, 

such was not experienced by the participants with some of their 

teachers’ ways of instruction. Instead, most of the participants 

thought and felt that some of the teachers’ methodologies in 

class were ineffective and bore no meaning. English classes are 

the focal basis of theoretical and practical knowledge. 

Unfortunately, some teaching strategies employed by English 

teachers may essentially increase the probability of pragmatic 

failure in English. Participants’ cases reveal that some teachers 

only provide input but do not have an output. To elaborate, they 

only present theories of certain lessons and do not provide 

applications. Added to that, there were teachers who just wrote 

down something on the board and ended it there: “pointless” as 

stressed by some students. Furthermore, there are teachers who 

do not provide active classes, making their students fall asleep 

and in the same vein, are monotonous and have slow pacing. 

There are still traditional teachers who rely too much on typical 

translation-writing activities and use more Japanese than the 

necessary target language, English. 
 

Viewing Instructional Materials as Meaningless: Some of the 

participants of this study felt that the textbooks they are using 

are not interesting and have no relation with real-life 

applications. Some textbooks do not include information for 

cross-cultural communication and practical approach. For 

instance, some textbooks generally present standard patterns for 

different utterances but in real situations these patterns are not 
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inevitably followed by foreigners. Thus, students may struggle 

in comprehending what is meant by foreigners since they make 

utterances based on the patterns learned in class.  

 

Disliking Large-Sized Classes: Some of the students are not in 

favor of having too many students in class. They think that large 

class sizes commensurate to a large burden on teachers which 

leads to an ineffective learning environment. Some say that 

class size does not significantly affect students’ academic 

performance. However, the native-speaking English teachers 

whose classes consist of only about 30 students wanted to have 

smaller classes to build a more interactive learning 

environment
20

. And for some participants of this study, it would 

be better to reduce the number of students in class. 

 

Finding Apathy in Writing Journals: A participant (Ino) who 

spoke about her fondness of English shows her unmotivated 

side in writing journals. She thinks she is bushed of taking down 

her daily activities. In fact, one participant (Sasuke) did not 

submit his journal on likes and dislikes in studying English 

because he does not like to write anything in English. One of the 

crucial issues of writing is when students are tasked to write 

their stories. It seems that students think of writing as an overly  

tedious task rather than being worthwhile and enjoyable. 

 

Encountering Intimidation over Better Performing Classmates: 

Some participants pointed out some feelings of intimidation 

among their classmates caused by different levels of language 

ability that they possessed. He feels awkward to speak in class 

because of fear of losing face in front of his other classmates 

and because it might bother them for doing so. Both teachers 

and students discuss numerous weaknesses of a South Korean 

College English curriculum where most of the teachers cited 

their struggles on how to motivate students due to their varied 

ability levels in the English language
20

.  

 

Conclusion 

With the advent of globalization, schools are engaging in 

learning English which is a useful tool for communication 

around the world. Thus, a country like Japan that was once a 

homogenous country utilizing their own language is now 

gradually opening its doors to learning English. However, 

learning something foreign entails merits and demerits. Having 

heard the opinions of the students regarding their experiences in 

learning English and a personal observation on their learning 

progress in the target language, stories of success and struggles 

were visible. This paper wished to highlight these positive and 

negative undertakings that students possessed and underwent in 

their quest for knowledge.  

 

Successes in learning English as a Foreign Language: The 

participants of this study have cited their successes in learning 

EFL. Non-linguistic factors that constitute success in EFL 

learning are motivation, learning strategies and opportunity. It is 

often said that an individual’s success in a particular task is 

directly relevant to motivation and participants in this study 

revealed more instrumental motivation such as to pass 

examinations, understand university English lectures, get a job 

and travel abroad. In addition, they are also fascinated in the 

target language and willing to communicate with foreigners 

using English whether in their social or career life. They have 

also developed different learning strategies such as writing 

opinions on a particularly read topic and asking teachers to 

correct mistakes. Some of them try to use English when talking 

in class and are happy if given such a chance to converse. 

Listening to music and watching movies in English are also one 

of the approaches that participants employ. 

 

Moreover, as part of these participants’ joyful journey in 

learning English, the school has carried out an opportunity for 

students to have an international exchange and most of all 

chances to utilize English. Based on the collected information, 

participants who lived and studied outside Japan is most likely 

to develop self-confidence. Knowing that one is capable of 

communicating in the target language will give an advantage of 

showing more interest and confidence in using it. The study also 

shows most of the students’ improvement in reading, writing 

and listening skills as part of their success in learning EFL. 

Most of them cited progress among the said macro skills as time 

goes by with the help of the above-mentioned factors such as 

the motivation to acquire the language, learning strategies and 

opportunities to visit abroad. Moreover, learning EFL has been 

gratifying for passing the English Proficiency Test such as 

EIKEN and great contribution to other language test preparation 

and college entrance examination.  

 

As to the pedagogical side, there was also perceived 

consummation towards their English teachers. Some of the 

teachers’ performances in class were satisfying. Some teachers 

are also friendly and approachable especially when students 

tend to ask something. Some students were grateful to some of 

their instructors who pushed them to do their best until they 

learned to like the subject and had taught them meaningful 

lessons to pass the EIKEN. The enjoyment and satisfaction of 

EFL class activities has played a positive role in students’ 

language learning experiences. This includes opportunities to 

speak in English with classmates, group presentations, listening 

to music and watching movies.  

 

Struggles in learning English as a Foreign Language: Learning 

a foreign language does not only bring about affirmative 

outcomes and joyful experiences. It also entails struggles as 

opposed to the enumerated success stories. Though most 

participants view EFL classes to be contributing to test 

preparation, this also has consequential setback in the balance of 

learning macro skills. The fundamental reason why most 

participants are not satisfied with some of the English classes is 

the reality that the English teaching structure in Japan is focused 

on test. This means that the main purpose of teaching the 

language is to train students to pass the tests or get a good score. 

Therefore, knowledge delivered in classes  is predominantly 
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about vocabulary and grammar. The skills that are improved are 

only those necessary in tests instead of equally enhancing the 

macro skills for practical use. In this study, most of the students 

as stated in their stories have not developed their speaking 

skills. This is also concordant to the insufficient number of 

English conversation classes pointed out by the participants.  

 

In addition, most of the students admitted to having experienced 

apprehension towards using English. They worry and feel tense 

when communicating in English, most especially in speaking. 

Some think that English native speakers talk too fast. This 

subjective feeling in a second language acquisition perspective 

is said to be a symptom of “anxiety”. In addition, there are 

capable students who are happy whenever they talk in English 

but more often who do not have a positive image and 

confidence in themselves and seldom dare to adventure and 

communicate in English. They believed that confidence will be 

attained if they study more and go to foreign countries where 

speaking in the target language is inevitable.  

 

Withal, though some of the participants are quite pleased with 

some of the activities given by teachers in class, it is also worth 

noting that these students still find more satisfactory vivacity in 

learning a foreign language and were not fully satisfied with 

their teacher’s performance. Participants’ cases reveal that some 

teachers only provide input but do not have an output. To 

elaborate it, they only present theories of certain lessons and do 

not provide applications which deem to bear no meaning. There 

are still traditional teachers who rely too much on typical 

translation-writing activities and use more Japanese than the 

necessary target language, English. Aside from that, some of 

them felt that the textbooks they are using are not interesting 

and have no relation with real-life application. Furthermore, 

some students are not happy with the number of students in a 

class right now especially when students start to talk 

simultaneously. They thought that it is better to divide classes 

according to their English Language ability so that feeling of 

awkwardness will not exist in classroom learning. It is also 

noting that there are plentiful English classes. Thus, other 

subjects may be replaced as countervail to those multitudinous 

classes. Disinterest in writing journals was also found to be a 

struggle for some students. 

 

Implications for Educational Practice 

In further efforts to create an effective learning environment, 

teachers should try to shift from the traditional practices 

commonly found in typical classrooms in Japan. The EFL 

teacher has a challenging learning process to teach in a 

competent, creative and ethical manner. This paper suggests 

some significant points related to EFL learning for foreign 

language teachers.  In this study, students knew very well the 

significance of learning English in their lives. This is 

remarkably a positive facet since motivation as defined in 

different literature and studies provides a stepping stone in 

students’ success. Additionally, since all participants viewed 

most of the EFL classes as indispensable for proficiency and 

college entrance exam tests, such curriculum may be continued. 

However, “communication” class must be balanced. There must 

be a balance between exam-oriented classes and speaking or 

communicative class. In this case, Communicative Language 

Teaching (CLT) is recommended. CLT is an approach which 

stresses on the significance of communicative competence to 

produce meaningful communication
11

. The employment of not 

only grammatical lessons but also student-centered activities 

especially in communication is highly encouraged. In a 

language classroom, learners should be provided with learning 

environments where they can use English freely and 

comfortably. In this case, students will develop their self-esteem 

and confidence and heighten their motivation for having an 

atmosphere conducive for learning both theoretical and practical 

dynamics with their teachers and classmates. It is through 

teaching that students appreciate the value of the subject being 

taught especially if a particular course is unfamiliar like learning 

a foreign language.In classroom instruction, it is important to 

use mother tongue especially when explaining grammar rules to 

students for them to have a clear grasp on the idea being taught. 

However, there is a need for teachers to use English as a 

medium of instruction more than that of the mother tongue so as 

to let the students get used to the target language. In conjunction 

with the pedagogical aspect, teaching materials which also play 

an important role in students’ learning primarily the textbooks 

must be taken into consideration. Textbooks are better if they 

have relevance to the present era which suits the interest of the 

learners and usefulness in daily interaction to be incumbent 

upon the globalized world. Moreover, most school trips 

overseas and study abroad programs are deemed effective in 

students integration into the target language. These programs 

are encouraged to better enhance students’ learning in the 

language and culture around the world.  

 

Appendix: Case Studies 

Kakashi: Kakashi was born in Tokyo in 1997 to his Japanese 

parents. He has studied at Junten since junior high school. His 

most memorable junior high experience was the school trip 

(shugakuryoko). He studied in New Zealand for three months 

and considers his experience abroad the best event in his life. 

Kakashi enjoys talking with his friends and dislikes doing 

homework. Currently, he is a member of Junten’s basketball 

team. According to his teachers, he is both socially and 

academically advanced. In fact, he is one of the top three 

students in the third-year high school class, based on the most 

recently concluded preliminary examination. This young man 

dreams of becoming an international businessman and this goal 

fuels his desire to learn English. 

 

Kakashi finds learning English enjoyable, if a bit boring at 

times. His favorite lessons involve activities where students are 

asked to talk with their classmates in English. According to 

Kakashi, one of the best teaching methods utilized by English 

teachers is when they task students to read news articles about 
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environmental issues, endangered species and the like, and then 

challenge students to think about possible solutions to such 

matters. Kakashi also feels fulfilled when he is taught every day, 

useful expressions. 

 

Moreover, he has developed his writing skills through writing 

tasks that encourage students to correct their errors in red ink. 

He also pointed out that his English classes usually have a lot of 

reading activities (around 80%), which helps him understand 

global news, novels, and short stories.  

 

This lad knows that learning English will help, not only in the 

pursuit of his future career, but also when communicating with 

other people. When he participated in the student exchange 

program in New Zealand, Kakashi had to speak English every 

day. He was able to make friends with his New Zealand 

classmates and basketball teammates.  Kakashi now enjoys the 

perks of understanding, and replying to, his foreign friends’ 

messages on social media sites such as on Facebook and 

Instagram. 

 

Actually, he enrolled in Junten due to the school’s good 

reputation for college entrance preparation, employment rates, 

and English examinations. Kakashi views learning English as a 

delight because he is now able to communicate with a larger 

variety of people, an advantageous step towards his future goal 

of being an international businessman. 

 

Despite these positive experiences, Kakashi has not developed 

true confidence in his English speaking skills because there are 

only a few classroom activities related to actual conversation. 

He said that some English classes lack student engagement and 

real world application. Most of the classes are focused only on 

exam preparation. The time allotted for English speaking 

practice is not sufficient. In addition, Kakashi is frustrated 

because some of the English teachers speak in Japanese, instead 

of English, during the class. 

 

Like most students, Kakashi struggled with learning foreign 

languages in junior high school. He could not speak, read or 

write well in English. However, one of his English teachers 

(who Kakashi described as strict) pushed him to perform better 

in class. Because of that teacher, he was better prepared for the 

difficulty of the English language. 

 

Kakashi prefers to have English class in the English Learning 

Center (ELC) rather than in the main classrooms. He says that 

the atmosphere is more positive in the ELC because students sit 

in a half-circle, allowing them to see the faces of their 

classmates. 

 

Based on my personal observation, as well as with some of the 

English teachers, Kakashi is a determined student. He always 

performs well during speech presentations. There was a time 

when he and his friend came to the ELC to ask me about the 

difference between “in the road'' and “on the road” and other 

phrases. You can see in him the determination to study the 

foreign language. Kakashi is a person whose potential can 

surely strengthen the backbone of the society at large. 

 

Sakura: Sakura was born in Aichi Prefecture in September, 

1997. Unlike Kakashi, she hasn’t studied overseas yet. Her 

favorite childhood memories are focused around family 

vacations. She is the kind of person who only has a few, very 

close friends. Sakura is a member of the English Society Club 

(ESC). This club usually performs an English language play for 

the school’s cultural festival. She likes English very much but 

she doesn’t seem to like studying English. Her favorite subject 

is actually Physics. However, she knows that English is a vital 

tool for communication with people from around the world. 

 

Sakura enjoys classes where students get to listen to music with 

English lyrics. Through these activities, she is able to develop 

her listening skills. During her first year of high school, she 

actively participated in English class because there was an 

abundance of opportunities to communicate in English. 

 

This young lady believes that EFL learning will help her pursue 

her goal of working in a laboratory doing international research.  

This type of job requires scientists to be able to speak, write and 

read in English. For her, the classes at Junten (particularly the 

English classes) are very helpful for examination preparation. 

She has encountered a particularly scary teacher who is very 

strict when it comes to sentence translation. The teacher focuses 

on the most minute details of sentence construction, but she 

believes that this approach is very useful for testing. 

 

Furthermore, Sakura enjoys learning new concepts; however, 

she dislikes classes that are only concentrated on examinations. 

She also dislikes teachers who are one-dimensional and only use 

conventional ways of teaching. She believes that a class with a 

combination of solo and group activities is ideal.  She also 

thinks that Junten offers several English classes and wants to 

have other subjects like Home Economics taught using English 

as the medium of instruction. 

 

Like Kakashi, Sakura has not fully developed her speaking 

skills in English because there are only a few classes that focus 

on communication. In addition, some of the “Communication”-

style classes do not live up to their name. Instead of interactive 

communication, the courses are mainly focused on reading 

passages. 

 

Sakura thinks that a strong English language background might 

help her make more foreign friends. Since she rarely practices 

English communication in class, she becomes anxious when 

asked to express her thoughts and feelings in English. She 

believes that she cannot sustain an English conversation because 

she panics about the right words to say. As of now, she finds it 

quite difficult to listen to English native speakers’ dialogue. 
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Sakura is afraid of failing examinations since she believes that 

English is one of the most important subjects in school. She is 

worried about what will happen if she flops.  

 

Currently, she thinks that English classroom activities rely too 

much on the typical translation-writing routine. Like Kakashi, 

Sakura prefers to have classes conducted at the ELC rather than 

in a typical classroom. 

 

Hinata: Hinata was born in 1997 in Tokyo. She loves to talk 

with others--it is her favorite hobby! She went to Australia on 

the Junten school trip and calls the experience both fun and 

unforgettable.  For Hinata, one of the best things that school can 

offer is the opportunity to meet new friends. She believes that 

having friends during stressful situations is a real blessing. At 

present, she is a member of the badminton club. She truly 

enjoys learning English. Since elementary school, she and her 

older brother would watch English movies together. She 

believes that English will be useful as she really desires to visit 

overseas, particularly an English speaking country. 

 

Hinata performs well in English according to her English 

teachers.In particular, she likes the “Expression” and 

“Communication” style classes because they provide her with 

the opportunity to learn more about grammar, a useful 

examination skill. She also thinks that one of her English 

teachers, Z-sensei, has a very effective teaching technique. Z-

sensei usually gives a warm up activity where students 

communicate with their classmates entirely in English. 

 

According to Hinata, her reading and writing skills have 

advanced through EFL learning. She believes that learning 

English will help her pass college entrance examinations, allow 

her to attend a good university, and improve her thesis writing 

skills. She also enjoys communicating with her aunt’s family in 

English. Her aunt married a foreigner and moved abroad. She 

feels glad whenever they talk at length in English. 

 

Hinata’s preferred textbook is “Landmark.” This text interests 

her since it was easier to read compared to the textbook that 

they are currently using. She enjoyed learning English during 

her second year of high school, but does not feel the same way 

about the subject now that she is in the third year.  She is quite 

disappointed with the teachers who teach at a slow pace and 

utilize monotonous activities in class. For example, one exercise 

has the students repeat the vocabulary words over and over. 

Sometimes, she thinks the lessons are too easy.  Hinata believes 

classes should have English conversation exercises that not only 

positively challenge the capable students, but even encourage 

shy students to speak out. 

 

Like Kakashi and Sakura, Hinata also lacks speaking 

confidence.  She is anxious when talking in English to 

foreigners, but believes her confidence and English will 

improve if she goes abroad again. As of now, she thinks that 

impromptu questions are quite tough. When she was in 

Australia, she often listened and talked in English, but currently 

she finds it difficult to communicate with English teachers and 

foreign exchange students at Junten. 

 

According to Hinata, the class time provided to speak in English 

is not sufficient. Most of the classes are test-oriented, so there 

are few opportunities for speaking exercises. The situation 

worsens as the students enter the third year.  She hopes to have 

more activities where students have the opportunity to speak 

naturally in English. 

 

For her, the ineffectuality of English classes is due to the high 

number of students in each class. Having a large number of 

students in class, like the 40:1 student to teacher ratio that exists 

now, is quite difficult, especially when most of the students talk 

at the same time, creating a lot of noise. She prefers a smaller 

class size, around 28 students, like she had last year. She also 

thinks that the ELC is a positive environment for learning 

English. 

 

Ino: “Eigowadaisukidesu” or “I love English”, says Ino, a 

female student born in Saitama in 1997. Ino is an only child. 

Her family lived in Singapore for 12 years where Ino studied at 

a Japanese school. Her best childhood memories are the family 

trips in and out of Singapore. Formerly a member of the 

basketball club, Ino now belongs to the kokusaikenkyukurabu, 

the international research club, where students get to watch 

English movies and cook foreign meals. She enjoyed the relaxed 

activities, but now the club incorporates more difficult activities 

like debate. Her favorite aspect of school is that she can have 

the same classmates for consecutive years, allowing her 

classmates to become her closest friends. She is currently 

struggling with her math scores.  Ino enjoys learning English 

because she knows she can speak well. However, she is still a 

bit concerned about some areas like spelling and vocabulary. 

When Ino first took the EIKEN test in Practical English 

Proficiency, she failed the examination by two points.   

Fortunately, she retook the examination the following year and 

passed. 

 

Ino studies English to improve her speaking proficiency. Her 

determination to study English ignited when someone back in 

New Zealand told her that her English was pretty good. She has 

been learning English since childhood, so she is determined to 

continue her studies.  

 

Ino is a kikokushijo, a child of Japanese expatriates’ who has 

lived outside of Japan for an extended time and returned. Junten 

groups kikokushijo into “returnees’ classes”. She thinks that 

having presentation in class is an effective teaching method 

because it enables students to deliberate on the many solutions 

that stem from a specific topic. She is very satisfied with 

Junten’s English classes, especially the second year high school 

courses. There were several English classes that enhanced 

students’ skills and motivated the non-returnee students to 
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study. Because she passed the EIKEN, her self-confidence has 

been boosted. 

 

Ino is grateful to her English teachers because they perform well 

in class and always have the answers to students’ questions. She 

is also glad that Junten teachers are approachable and willing to 

pair textbook lessons with student-requested information. She is 

remarkably indebted to one of her teachers. This instructor 

taught a meaningful reading class which Ino attributes to her 

success on the EIKEN. 

 

Since Ino had the chance to study and live abroad on an 

exchange program, she has been able to quickly develop her 

speaking, writing, listening and reading skills.  She believes she 

is able to gain friends more easily through her English speaking 

ability. 

 

Furthermore, she believes that she will face many situations in 

the future where she will need to use English. As of now, she 

does not have plans to work outside of Japan, but she plans on 

finding a career that often utilizes English.Like the other 

participants, she also thinks that the ELC and the standard 

classroom space are both environments conducive for learning. 

At the ELC, students tend to talk with their classmates and look 

forward whenever they hear speeches. This is no different from 

the standard classroom setting. She is satisfied with the learning 

environment at school. 

 

Ino belongs to the English oriented class, or E-Class, where her 

classmates are mostly returnees like herself. However, Ino 

observes that since a lot of the students are already capable in 

EFL, they seem bored, get distracted, and do not perform at 

their best. It seems that these students need more challenging 

lessons. She also observed that some of the grammar points are 

taught in Japanese. This is problematic because these grammar 

structures are mostly unfamiliar to the students and lack real life 

application, but are taught simply for test preparation. 

 

She admitted that she find it difficult sometimes to sustain a 

conversation with unfamiliar words. There are instances when 

she chats with her friends on social media and she cannot reply 

because she does not know some of the English words and 

expressions.  

 

In English class, students have an assignment in which they 

keep journals about their daily activities. Ino does not enjoy this 

task because she finds it quite hard. However, she does 

recognize how beneficial this practice is. 

 

Sasuke: Sasuke was born on July, 1997 in Tokyo. In the future, 

he wants to be a financial manager. His greatest childhood 

memory was when he got to visit his cousin in Hawaii every 

month. His cousin regularly wanted to play with him, so he flew 

to Hawaii with discounted plane tickets since his aunt and uncle 

work for an airline company. He likes to watch live concerts 

with his friends. He was a member of the baseball club during 

junior high school and was a member of the handball club 

earlier in high school. However, he quits the handball club 

because he was too busy with school work. 

 

The big school trip is one of Sasuke’s favorite aspects of Junten. 

He greatly enjoyed the two-week school trip to Canada. Because 

of the trip, he was able to make many new foreign friends. He 

still communicates with his Canadian friends through letters.  

 

Sasuke does not like some school policies, for example, the use 

of the “pinned” necktie for the male uniform rather than real 

neckties. He believes that having to actually tie your necktie, 

instead of just pinning it, is good training for the future. He also 

finds the rule prohibiting students from going to other places, 

such as the convenience store, during school hours infuriating. 

Even more annoying is the students’ inability to bring their 

mobile phones to school. Sasuke said that this rule is very 

inconvenient because he cannot text or call his mother about 

what time he can return home for dinner, especially now that he 

is attending cram school (tutorial school) in preparation for the 

college entrance exam. He is also unable to contact his parents 

in case something bad happens at school. 

 

Moreover, Sasuke does not like English because he is not 

skilled at speaking it yet. He cannot make complete sentences, 

and instead, uses broken English when talking. Sasuke prefers 

math because he says he likes okane, or money, and wants to 

work in the financial world someday. 

 

Though Sasuke does not like English, he recognizes that the 

language is an important tool if he goes to America and wants to 

talk with others. He hopes to communicate with native English 

speakers using words and expressions necessary for asobi, or 

going out. Furthermore, English will help in Sasuke’s future 

career if there are meetings with international corporations or 

business trips abroad. Sasuke also knows that learning English 

is useful for college entrance exam preparation and job 

interviews. 

 

Sasuke finds learning English unenjoyable because even when 

he studies at length, he still comes away from the material 

confused. He is dissatisfied with how some of his teachers work 

in class. For instance, one of his grammar teachers would just 

write sentences on the board for students to copy and then finish 

the lesson. He thinks that a good teacher should work with 

students individually during the question and answer portions of 

the textbook to see that the students understand the given lesson. 

He prefers lively communication classes to the standard 

grammar classes.  

 

Unfortunately, his speaking and listening skills have not 

improved, nor has his self-confidence. However, the student has 

improved his writing skills. Sasuke prefers the junior high 

school tests to the high school tests. As of now, he worries about 

his test score in English. Also, one of his dilemmas is that he 
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tends to forget words easily.  He says that after three days, he 

cannot remember the vocabulary taught in class. 
 

Furthermore, he is also quite worried about being understood by 

native English speakers. For example, during his Canadian 

homestay, he talked at length to his host family in English and 

they did not understand him. He found this extremely 

frustrating. He also thinks that native English speakers talk too 

fast and change topics before he can grasp the meaning of the 

conversation. 

 

Moreover, like most of his Japanese peers, Sasuke is afraid of 

failing the college entrance test. However, he is not afraid of 

Junten’s tests because he already knows the course material that 

will be on the school exams.  

 

Like some of the participants, Sasuke does not find the textbook 

interesting. He also thinks that there is not enough class time for 

English conversation practice. However, according to him, 

Junten does provide the proper amount of reading based classes. 

 

Sasuke thinks that there are too many students in his class, and 

that it would be better to divide the class based on their English 

levels. For instance, students at the advanced level and at the 

beginner’s level should be separated because lower performing 

students are hesitant to ask questions and take extra time to 

clarify points because they do not want to be jama or a 

disturbance to others.   

 

Tsunade: Tsunade, labeled by her classmates as a diligent 

student, was born in Tokyo on September, 1997. Like Kakashi 

and Hinata, Tsunade’s most memorable experience was the 

school trip. She went on the Australia trip when she was in 

senior high school. There, she made new friends and was often 

able to communicate with them in English during cross-cultural 

exchange activities. This student is fond of listening to music 

and writing her own songs. Her favorite aspect of school is 

spending time with her classmates and friends. Currently, she 

belongs to the Kendo (Japanese fencing) club. 

 

Though Tsunade is known for being a serious type, especially 

when it comes to academics, she does not enjoy English. She 

does not hate the subject, but she does not look forward to 

English class. She finds it difficult to speak in English and thus, 

does not like learning foreign languages. She is afraid of 

expressing her opinion in English because she is embarrassed 

when she makes mistakes. She becomes anxious when speaking 

but, according to her, it would be really gratifying to have a firm 

grasp of the English language. Tsunade really wants to raise her 

English grade. She studies English because she wants to pass 

the Eiken at its highest proficiency level. 

 

Moreover, Tsunade is satisfied with her teachers’ attitude and 

performance in class though she wants her teachers to make 

more active lessons so that students will refrain from falling 

asleep in the middle of the class. 

 

Like most of her fellow participants, Tsunade has not fully 

developed her self-confidence. She thinks that if she studies 

English more, she can talk with foreigners. As of now, she can’t 

say she has improved her speaking or listening skills. However, 

she feels that her writing skills have improved because she often 

writes song lyrics. She actually prefers writing to speaking. She 

is also proud of improving her reading skills because she can 

read the textbook passages well and can answer some sample 

college entrance examination questions. 

 

Tsunade believes that English is necessary for her future studies 

since she plans on majoring in International Economics, where 

most of the classes will surely be conducted in English.  English 

is an inevitable tool for understanding future tasks, especially 

test preparation. She also mentioned that English will soon be a 

very important commodity for Japanese because of the 

upcoming 2020 Olympics. In order to simply give directions to 

the foreign tourists and visitors, a basic command of the English 

language is essential. 

 

Tsunade enjoys classes where students are asked to memorize 

passages from the textbook and make group presentations. But, 

she does not think that the topics in their English textbooks are 

particularly interesting, especially those that concern 

environmental issues like biomass, Costa Rican affairs, and the 

like,  because she does not understand what is being highlighted 

in those particular texts. For her, the best topics are ones that 

interest young people, such as contemporary issues. 

 

Tsunade thinks that it is so unfortunate that she is only offered a 

few conversation classes since they are indispensable to 

everyday life. She thinks there is a need to add conversation 

classes so students can have more communication practice. 

However, Tsunade believes that the amount of reading classes is 

already sufficient. 

 

With regards to the classroom environment, Tsunade seems to 

dislike the room’s smell. She says the bad odor is present 

because some of her classmates participate in outdoor club 

activities and hang their sweaty T-shirts in the classroom. 

Furthermore, she also thinks that the ELC, though small, is a fun 

and wonderful place to learn English. 
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