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The Japanese Language Instruction for Non-native Elementary
School Children to Study Content-area Subjects

YOKOTA, Atsuko

What kind of Japanese language instruction is effective for non-native elementary
school children to acquire knowledge and skills in the content-area subjects? This is a
crucial question among school teachers who teach Japanese to non-native children.

In this paper, the current situation of Japanese language education in Japanese elemen-
tary schools is overviewed and the fact that non-native children are studying in mainstream
classrooms for the most of the day is pointed out.

Some regular classroom teachers want non-native children to be taught Japanese
before they come to mainstream classrooms, based on the assumption that proficiency in
Japanese is a prerequisite for academic learning. It is, however, unrealistic to teach
Japanese to non-native children intensively and separately like foreign students in higher
education. Furthermore, studying in mainstream classrooms with Japanese children has an
advantage for non-native children. They have more interaction with Japanese children and
such interaction facilitates their acquisition of Japanese. Regular classroom teachers,
therefore, have to try to create an appropriate language environment for non-native
children in mainstream classrooms.

At the same time, schools should provide non-native children with specialized language
assistance not only for the first one or two years but also for several years, since it takes
long time for them to acquire cognitive academic language proficiency which is required in
subject areas. Only several hours a week can be spared for such assistance. The content
taught in a specialized Japanese language class, therefore, should be carefully selected.

Cognitive academic language is generally context-reduced language, and has special
vocabulary and sentence patterns. It is mainly communicated through writing system, in the
case of Japanese, hiragana, katakana and kanji. This kind of language is difficult to
acquire in natural setting.

In order to develop teaching materials which facilitate non-native children to acquire
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cognitive academic language proficiency, sentence patterns in textbooks of content-area
subjects were examined. It is found out that in the textbooks of elementary schools some
sentence patterns generally assigned at lower levels in the Japanese language education are
rarely found. Those are sentence patterns which express speaker’s emotion or feeling, such
as “vashi” and ‘“tumorida.” Further investigation is needed in order to reduce sentence

patterns, which are taught in a specialized Japanese language class.
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