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Introduction and Background

As English levels among secondary school students in Japan fail to meet expectations, there remains
a strong push from the Japanese government to increase and improve English education from
elementary school through university (Kyodo News, 2019). Factors such as growing tourism rates
(Fujita, Terui, Araki, & Naito, 2017) coupled with a desire to become more globalized (Hamada, 2018)
have influenced the government’s decision to place a high priority on English.

Japanese people, however, continue to have contrasting views about English. There are those who
sincerely want to improve their English ability, while many others view English study with mixed
feelings (Ryan, 2009). If Japan is to be successful in its quest to be a truly globalized nation, there needs
to be a better understanding about how its people feel about English, and work to implement quality
programs which can lead to higher levels of ability.

The purpose of this report is to gain insight into how Japanese students in a pharmaceutical science
program view their English studies as well as how English will play a role in their future careers. As of
this writing, the Japanese government is advocating stronger and more effective English education at
all levels of schooling, however, the discrepancies between policy and reality shows the need for a better
understanding of what should be taught and how (Hashimoto, 2009). In order to do this, a closer
examination of how students perceive their current English study and future implications is needed. For

this study, three questions were addressed:

1) What perceptions do pharmaceutical science students have about their English study?
2) To what extent do pharmaceutical science students feel English might affect their future profession?
3) What English skills and functions do pharmaceutical science students think are important for their

future profession?

By answering these questions, it is hoped that a better understanding can be reached regarding how

students studying pharmaceutical science feel about English study and its future significance.
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Literature Review

As it falls behind other Asian countries in TOEFL, Japan cannot afford to slip lower in international
standardized scores (Amaki, 2008). Sixty years after Gardner and Lambert’s 1959 study, there remains
a strong focus on EFL learners’ attitudes toward the study of English. Learner attitude continues to be
regarded as one of the most influential elements when it comes to language learning success (Fakeye,
2010; Montano & Kasprzyk, 2008; Reid, 2003; Visser, 2008). Much of the available literature is not
kind to how students feel about learning English. Abidin, Pour-Mohammadi, and Alzwari (2012) found
that students had a negative reaction when answering questions about their English learning, while Chen
(1985) discovered not only a dislike of English study, but an intense fear and near hatred of it. Ahmed
(2015) noted that while students had positive feelings toward learning and using English, they also had
negative attitudes toward studying English in the classroom. Such attitudes may be brought about from
anxiety (Williams & Andrade, 2008), or a feeling that English is not pertinent to their lives (Kikuchi,
2013; Maftoon & Ziafar, 2013). Whatever the case may be, it seems that for successful language
learning to occur, we need to know what reasons students have for their positive or negative feelings
about studying English (Burden, 2002). Furthermore, it should be noted that while integrative reasons
have been shown to have a greater effect on the perception of English need over instrumental ones
(Benson, 1991), each of the studies mentioned above reached their conclusions based on the their chosen
methods, and it remains to be seen exactly why EFL learners like or dislike the study of English based
on the fact that there are so many independent variables involved when studying individual attitudes
toward learning the language.

English has become the world’s most widely taught language (Kachru & Neslon, 2001) and is
generally thought to be relevant for future work (Wordell, 1985), but opinions on this are divided.
Morita (2013) observed two schools of thought among students regarding future need of English. Some
believed that it would be truly useful to help them communicate within a globalized society, while others
considered it merely a hoop to jump through (e.g. receiving an adequate TOEIC score for a job). The
truth of the matter is that low English ability will usually not disqualify you from a job in Japan
(Nakamura, 2014), and while the government may outwardly project a positive mindset for the
advancement of English learning, there is still much apprehension in implementing and following
through with policies to develop English ability to increase globalization (Reesor, 2002).

While the need for English in Japanese workplaces may be disputed by some, English for Specific
Purposes (ESP) has been gaining momentum in the last decade. Most English curricula, however,
continue to offer basic English programs that will most likely not benefit those planning for a career in
a specialized profession (Khan, 2017). This is especially relevant to the study of pharmaceutical science,

where 80% of research published is in English, making it a de facto lingua franca (van Weijen, 2012).
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Students seem to recognize this importance. Responses from a study by Kawano, Skier, Takeuchi,
Horiuchi, and Kaneko (2013) showed that when English was combined with content, both students and
teachers perceived the combination to be effective and felt that materials which were authentic did not
require much simplification.

Having the skill to work and communicate in a second language doesn’t necessarily mean that it will
be necessary to do, but the literature seems to point in the direction that Japan should at least try to
promote a policy where its citizens have a basic ability to communicate in English, especially in the
workplace. In a multi-national comparative study comparing pharmacy practices, Japan was found to
be unlike other countries in terms of how pharmacists communicate with patients (Inoue et al, 2015).
The researchers felt that in the future, pharmacists in Japan should communicate more with patients
about their health, beyond the simple dispensing of drugs. If such practices do emerge, then pharmacists
may find it advisable to facilitate some channel for English communication, as both tourism and
immigration are expected to rise in the coming years (Morita, 2017; Menju, 2017).

Studies have shown varied results as to which English skill or skillset is most important since each
setting will demand its own unique language needs. Of the four main skills (reading, writing, listening
and speaking), reading has long been the one most focused on in second language learning (Robb &
Susser, 1989). Many studies support this assertion, often in combination with one or more other skills.
For academic study, university students tend to feel that both reading and listening are the most
important (Christison & Krahnke, 1986), probably due to the necessity of those two skills in navigating
both textbooks and class lectures. Additionally, the TOEIC exam, which is required for employment by
many companies in Japan, and is reading- and listening-focused, may also be partially responsible for
these two skills being perceived as important. In a study by Kaneko, Rozycki, and Orr (2009), workers
in the fields of science and technology responded that they considered reading and writing to be most
valuable, as workers in those fields interact with reference materials, e-mails and faxes often written
only in English. Respondents in that same study also felt that speaking and listening skills were not as
important because they are not encountered as much.

There has been a recent push, however, to move from text-based skills to those that are socially
communicative and interactive. As English becomes more prominent in the Japanese workplace, it will
require workers to have better oral skills for communication both with customers and fellow workers
(Neeley, 2017; Morita, 2017). Spence and Liu (2013) argue that as workers advance in their careers, the
need for English, particularly in the area of oral skills, increases. Foong, Wajima, Matsuno, Hasegawa,
and Ogasawara (2015) noted that pharmaceutical students who were enrolled in classes focusing on

English oral presentations found those classes to be meaningful, interesting, and significant to their field.
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Methods

Participants and Context

The participants were 79 first- to fourth-year students majoring in pharmaceutical science at a
medium-size international university in Chiba, Japan. Of these, 27 were first-year students, 30 were
second-year students, and 22 were third- and fourth-year students. Participants were chosen based on
class year and how the class schedules matched the researcher’s schedule. Three separate classes fit the
parameters and were selected for the study (Table 1). All participants were Japanese and spoke Japanese
as their first language. Students in the Faculty of Pharmaceutical Sciences are required to take three
English classes for six credits during their first two years, with an additional elective English class
offered to third- and fourth-year students. The compulsory English classes offer basic oral communication
and four-skill development, whereas the elective class focuses on language and situations encountered
in pharmacy work. While levels vary, students from this faculty generally score better on the
university’s English placement test and are reported as being higher in both proficiency and overall

academic diligence by their English instructors when compared to those from other faculties.

Materials and Procedure

In each class, a 32-item Likert-based paper survey instrument written in Japanese was distributed
during the last week of regular classes in July 2019. Of the 32 items on the survey, 24 were used for
this study. The remaining eight items were used for a concurrent study. Participation was voluntary, and
those who chose to participate signed consent forms (in Japanese) explaining the purpose and details of
the study. The researcher briefly outlined the contents of the consent form orally, in Japanese, and then
collected the consent forms. The survey was distributed to the participants and the researcher explained
that for each item they should mark the box that most closely matched their feelings for that item.
Participants completed the survey in under ten minutes by marking their answers for each item on the

Likert scale with a pen or pencil. The researcher collected the surveys and ended the activity.

Limitations

Although the surveys were anonymous and participants were assured that their responses would in
no way affect their class scores, the self-reported nature of the collected data presents the risk that
participants may have responded to items according to how they thought the researcher wanted them to
answer. Also, while grouped items showed high levels of reliability using Cronbach’s alpha (see Tables
1-2) and the instrument itself passed face validity, the number of participants sampled may not be

enough to accurately reflect the larger population.
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Results

The collected data was analyzed and arranged into three data sets (Tables 1-3) which corresponded

to the research questions. For the first data set (Table 1), which dealt with general feelings about their

current English study, participants most agreed that studying English made them feel more confident in

themselves (fx=65). They disagreed most when asked if they studied English every day (fx=-81). While

57% responded that they enjoyed studying English, 52% said their other classes kept them too busy to

study English. Many considered their other classes to be more important (40%), with only 9% saying

otherwise. Less than one-third (28%) stated that they didn’t like English because it was too difficult.

They also reported that studying English was not stressful or boring, with only 16% and 12%,

respectively, saying that it was. If given the choice, 25% said they would not study English if it was not

required.
Table 1. Survey Frequencies and Related Statistics for Data Set 1
Strongly No Strongly
Disagree  Disagree  Opinion Agree  Agree
Question n -2) -1) ) (1) 2) a fx X SD
1) I enjoy studying English 79 4% 9% 30% 41% 16% 0.98 45 0.57  1.00
4) I don't like studying
English because it is too 79 7% 27% 34% 23% 5% 098 -13  -0.16 1.07
difficult.
6) My other classes are more
important than my English | 79 1% 8% 52% 32% 8% 097 29 037  0.79
classes.
9) M)
) My other classes keep me | 3% 15% 30%  38%  14% 098 36 046 1.00
too busy to study English.
10) I would not study English
if it was not a compulsory | 79 10% 27% 38% 19% 6% 098 -12 -0.15 1.05
subject in school.
18) Studying English makes
me feel more confidentin | 79 0% 8% 24% 47% 22% 0.97 65 0.82 0.86
myself.
19) It s stressful for me to 79 9% 28% 485 13% 3% 098 22 -028 089
study English.
20) Studying English is 79 11% 38% 39% 9% 3% 097 37 047 090
boring.
22) I study English almost | -, 55y 65% 0% 2% 1% 098 81 103 073

every day.
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The second data set (Table 2) asked participants about the extent of the role that English might have
in their future profession. In this set, participants showed the highest level of agreement for question
item 16, when they replied that English would help them to become better in their future work (/x=76).
Nearly 70% thought that English would be important for their future work, with over half expressing
the feeling that English would be more important than other languages (56%). They most disagreed
with the idea of refusing a job that required them to use English (fx=-23), with 52% reporting that they
really didn’t know if they would accept or refuse a job based on English requirements. A high degree
of indifference was also shown when asked if they believed they would use English in their work (58%

had no opinion), or if English would improve their chances of getting a job (49% again selected “no

opinion”).
Table 2. Survey Frequencies and Related Statistics for Data Set 2
Strongly No Strongly
Disagree  Disagree Opinion Agree  Agree
Question n (-2) -1) ) (1) 2) a fx X SD
3) dnmy future work, English | g g4 10% 185 53%  16% 097 56 071 095
will be important.
7)1 job if 1
) Dwould not accept ajob if 1| o gy 27% 525 105 3% 096 -23 -029 086
needed to use English.
13) In my future work, English
will be more important |, g 10% 3% a%%  16% 097 M 052 10]
than other languages (not
including Japanese).
14) I'will have a better chance
of getting a job in my 79 6% 1% 495 23 105 096 15 019 099
profession if I can use
English.
16) Studying English will help
me become better in my 79 % 4% 23% 42% 30% 0.96 76 0.96 090
future work.
21) I'wi English i
) Dwill use Englishinmy | o 4y 6% 58%  25% 6% 097 19 024 082
future work.

In the third data set (Table 3), participants were asked how important they thought specific English
skills and functions would be for their work. Although listening received the most agreement of the four
main skills (fx=152) with 74% rating it as either important or very important, 99% thought that reading
would have at least some level of importance. 48% viewed writing to be somewhat important, while

speaking garnered the most “not important” responses of the four skills (9%).
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Understanding technical vocabulary and general conversation were each considered to be very
important by 25% of the respondents. Using English to help others was believed to be vital, as it received
not only the most “very important” responses, but also the highest agreement score (fx=162). Giving a
professional presentation scored the lowest agreement for this data set (x=88), with 65% saying it was
either somewhat important or not important. Also scoring at the low end of agreement (comparatively
speaking), was the need for English to communicate with others within the same profession (fx=110).

It should also be noted that the number of “no opinion” responses for all items on the survey decreased
as class year increased (see Appendix). 37% of responses made by first-year students indicated that they
had no opinion or were neutral. This number dropped to 30% for second-year students and 25% for

those in their third and fourth years.

Table 3. Survey Frequencies and Related Statistics for Data Set 3

How important will the following Not Very
English skills and functions be in Important Somewhat Important  Important
your future work? n -1) Important (1) 2) 3) fx X SD
24) Reading 79 1% 34% 41% 24% 147 1.86 083
25) Writing 79 6% 48% 39% 6% 110 1.39 087
26) Listening 79 6% 20% 42% 32% 152 1.92  1.05
27) Speaking 79 9% 24% 44% 23% 136 1.72  1.10
28) Giving professional o o o Y
ations 79 18% 47% 24% 11% 88 111 1.19
presen X
29) Understanding technical
bulary 79 4% 33% 38% 25% 143 1.81 095
vocabu
30) General English conversation 79 3% 27% 46% 25% 151 191 087
31) Communicating with others in 0 0 ) .
fession 79 11% 43% 29% 16% 110 1.39 113
my profe:
32) Helping others (e.g. customers,
79 4% 19% 42% 35% 162 2.05 095

patients, etc.)

Discussion

Based on the information gathered in the literature review, it would be prudent for students planning
for a career in pharmaceutical work to recognize the potential importance of English ability in their

future careers. Looking at the results, the three research questions presented earlier can now be addressed.
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Research question 1: What perceptions do pharmaceutical science students have about their
English study?

Participants felt strongly about the self-perceived confidence gained from studying English. This
might seem contradictory to those who deal with classrooms in Japan full of students unwilling to
engage communicatively. The vagueness of what it means to “be confident” may play a role here in that
confidence might increase when students understand something they didn’t before or if they receive a
good score on a test. With so many variables contributing to learner confidence, it is difficult to know
exactly what led to the participants’ favorable views.

Nearly 90% of the participants basically admitted that they did not study English every day. However,
looking at the other data, it is understandable why this might be true. They did seem to consider their
other classes to be more important than their English classes and stated that those other classes prevented
them from studying English. The rigorous six-year program which students in the faculty must complete
most likely does not lend much time for other academic pursuits.

Over half of the respondents said that they enjoyed studying English, and a significant minority
explicitly disagreed with feeling bored or stressed. They also didn’t feel the difficult nature of studying
English interfered with their enjoyment of the activity. Here again, independent variables are most likely
the reason for the opinions given here.

By the time students in Japan begin their tertiary education, they have most likely completed at least
six years of English in their secondary schooling, and recent educational reform has mandated that it be
taught at the elementary level. Even though a quarter of the participants said they would not study
English if given the choice, one-third said that they would, which shows that, even with a demanding

academic schedule, there is a desire among many to become more proficient in English.

Research question 2: To what extent do pharmaceutical science students feel English might affect
their future profession?

Why participants thought English would help them to become better in their future professions is
unknown. As Japan looks to become a more internationalized country, English competence will be a
valuable skill to have. Being able to communicate in another language would probably prove to be
beneficial. Considering that English has become the standard for the international pharmaceutical
community, students would do well to become at least somewhat proficient in English, especially in the
areas of reading, writing, and oral presentation (Edouard, 2010; Tardy, 2004).

Seeing as how English is emphasized throughout their primary and secondary education, it should
come as no surprise that the participants would feel English is important for in all aspects of their life,
including work. Although a vast majority of non-Japanese living in Japan do not speak English as their

first language, the literature suggests that English would indeed probably be the most likely lingua
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franca used. With English ability being promoted by both the government and, to an extent, the private
sector, students should have a better idea as to how big of a role English will play in their future careers
before they enter the workforce. The fact that 49% didn’t seem to care if English ability would help
them get a job, and over half had no opinion about whether they would use English in their work, or
even if they would accept a job which had some kind of English requirement, indicates that students are
unaware of the reality of English need in the workplace. Higher education institutions would do well to
research how important of a role English appears to have in various disciplines and report the findings

to the students.

Research question 3: What English skills and functions do pharmaceutical science students think
are important for their future profession?

Each of the four main English skills were perceived as having some level of importance. Being that
reading and listening are generally the two skills most focused on in their academic life, it seems
appropriate that the respondents agreed most that these two skills were important. Reading and
knowledge of technical vocabulary also scored similarly, so participants seem to realize that in order to
gain vocabulary knowledge they will need good reading skills. Of the four skills, participants showed
the least agreement when responding to writing. This is especially perplexing considering the importance
that writing has in pharmaceutical research. This hints at the possibility that they are unaware of the
need for writing, especially when it comes to conducting research and writing articles. It could also be
that they do not plan to enter pharmacy work in an academic capacity and focus instead on practical
applications (e.g. dispensing drugs, helping patients, etc.). Speaking received the highest number of
“not important” responses, but also the highest number of “important” responses. It could be that when
considering speaking, participants were thinking of practical applications (speaking to customers) rather
than professional ones (delivering a presentation). This hypothesis is strengthened by fact that giving
oral presentations received the highest number of “not important” responses within the data set.
Combine this with low agreement that English is important for communicating with others in their field,
and we are looking at a group that obviously feels that seemingly valuable English skills will either not
be needed for professional development or doesn’t plan on pursing such avenues. Even if students are
not concerned with the research-side of pharmaceutical work, given the nature of their jobs they will
most definitely need to keep up with advancements within their field. This will require them to be
familiar with drug studies and current practices. If students expect that English will be important for
helping patients and other customers, then why did one-third feel that speaking was only of moderate
or no importance? There appears to be a disconnect in the logic, as speaking would be very important
when helping others.

Finally, it appears that as students advance in their education, so does their development of opinions.
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Each successive class year produced fewer “no opinion” responses. This is encouraging as it shows that

students are developing their opinions about English language learning and needs.

Conclusion and Future Considerations.

The literature focusing specifically on the general feelings that pharmaceutical science students have
about studying English is limited. The information presented here can hopefully give more insight into
how such students perceive their English study experience. If the responses here are truthful and can be
applied to the total population, then they provide some interesting information about how students in a
pharmaceutical science program feel about their English study:

e A majority enjoy studying English and feel a sense of self-confidence from studying.

o Differing priorities and a taxing schedule may be responsible for the high number of students
who say they do not study English every day.

e English does not seem to be boring or stressful for students, and while it may be difficult, it does
not hinder their enjoyment of it.

e Even if it was not a required course, there would still be some demand for English education.

e Perceptions about English needs could possibly be shaped by their compulsory and tertiary
education.

e Students do not seem to be aware of the growing importance of English in the Japanese workplace.

e Speaking and writing skills are not considered as valuable as reading and writing.

e Based on the results, it seems that students don’t expect to be involved with research or

professional development after getting a job.

What we see here paints only a rough picture of how pharmaceutical science students feel. Further
research into why students feel the way they do might clarify some of the perceived discrepancies noted
in this study. How students feel about their levels of confidence and what it means to “be confident”
would also be worth investigating. Oral interviews with students discussing specifically what role they
feel English will play in their future occupations and what skills they think will be necessary could
provide a better understanding of what they think the situation is versus the real-world situation. Finally,
more research into how independent variables shape beliefs is needed, as those variables have been

shown to be so important in language learning success.
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APPENDIX

Raw Frequencies of Survey

Strongly Disagree Disagree No Opinion Agree Strongly Agree

(Class year) (Class year) (Class year) (Class year) (Class year)

uestion n - - - - -
1 1 2 34 1 2 34 1 2 34 1 2 34 1 2 34

1) I enjoy studying English. | 79 1 2 0 2 3 2 |13 9 2 9 11 12 2 5 6

2) English is not important

79 4 7 5112 15 13 8 6 3 3 2 1 0 0 0
for my life.

3) In my future work,
English will be 79 1 1 0 5 1 2 5 4 5112 18 12 4 6 3

important.

4) I don't like studying
English because it is too | 79 3 2 4 5 9 7 9 12 6 8 6 4 2 1 1
difficult.

5) I want to communicate
79 1 1 1 0 0 0 5 4 0 |11 18 9 |10 7 12
well in English.

6) My other classes are
more important than my | 79 0 0 1 1 2 3 110 19 12 |11 8 6 5 1 0
English classes.

7) I would not accept a job
if I needed to use 79 1 4 2 6 6 9 |16 16 9 3 3 2 1 1 0
English.

8) 1 feel confident using
English d
nlishforeveryday | oo 12 47 e 9 3|3 3 6|1 0 oo 1 1

conversation (not work-

related)

9) My other classes keep
me too busy to study 79 0 0 2 2 5 5 8 10 6 |12 10 8 5 5 1
English.

10) I would not study
English if it was not a

79 0 3 5 2 8 11 [ 11 13 6 |11 4 0 3 2 0

compulsory subject in

school.

11) Japan has a good
English education 79 4 9 9 7 9 3 (11 10 10 4 2 0 1 0 0

policy.

12) My university has a
good English 79 1 2 0 2 2 10 |16 16 9 7 8 3 1 2 0

curriculum.
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13) In my future work,
English will be more
important than other
languages (not

including Japanese).

14) I'will have a better
chance of getting a job
in my profession if [
can use English.

15) 1 feel uncomfortable
when I must
communicate in
English.

16) Studying English will
help me become better
in my future work.

17) I am not satisfied with
my current English
ability.

18) Studying English makes
me feel more confident

in myself.

19) It is stressful for me to
study English.

20) Studying English is
boring.

21) I will use English in my

future work.

22) I study English almost
every day.

23) 1 use English in my
everyday life.

79

79

79

79

79

79

79

79

79

79

79

14

6 1
6 2
1 5
3 0
0 0
3 1
10 8
10 11
2 2
21 16
21 10

10

14

12

13

12

10

13

11

15

13

10

12

14

12

10

15
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How important will the following
English skills and functions be in

Not Important
(Class year)

Not Important
(Class year)

Not Important

(Class year)

Not Important

(Class year)

your future work? n 2 34 1 2 34 1 2 34 1 2 34
24) Reading 79 0 1 9 10 8 11 12 9 7 8 4
25) Writing 79 2 2 15 13 10 9 14 8 2 1 2
26) Listening 79 1 1 5 8 3 12 12 9 7 9 9
27) Speaking 79 3 1 8 7 4 10 16 9 6 4 8
28) Givi ssional
) Giving professiona 79 4 1|12 16 9] 2 8 9| 4 2 3
presentations
29) Understanding technical
79 2 0 13 10 3 6 11 13 7 7 6
vocabulary
30) General English conversation 79 0 0 8 10 3 11 14 11 6 6 8
31) Communicating with others in
79 2 3 14 16 4 6 9 8 3 3 7
my profession
32) Helping oth 8. CUst :
) Helping others (e.g. customers, | g 10| 9 3 3|15 7] s 12
patients, etc.)
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