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College Entrance Exams as Double-edged Sword

Iwao Sasada

Tokyo Gakugei University Senior High School Oizumi Campus

[1] A WIDE PERCEPTION GAP between secondary school teachers and college teachers concerning
the goals of English-language education and the preferable nature of college entrance exams became
apparent to me.

For example, college teachers seem to welcome the introduction of listening test into the “senta-
tesuto” as a big push to encourage oral-communication in secondary schools. However, I predict it will
cause more harm than good: it is not worth the huge cost and the big fuss. Every year almost 500,000
examinees will be forced to buy 2000-yen throw-away head-sets, which amounts to 1 billion yen per

year!

[2] EXAMS THAT REALLY HELP

The teacher and the students get together in the classroom to share different viewpoints; this is what
activates their thinking, which is the foundation of oral communication. “Talking without thinking” is
not what we aim at in the classroom.

Through my classroom experiences I have found those exams that fulfill the following criteria
extremely helpful to create active, multi-directional oral communication;
1) Simulation of real-life problem-solving
2) Forcing students to look at any problem from different perspectives

3) Questions that have no right or wrong answer.

[3] ONE EXAMPLE
0O00d0 “Japan is rapidly becoming an aging society. What do you think we can learn from
elderly people? What positive contributions can elderly people make to our lives? What do you think is

the role of elderly people in society?”

When I first asked my students how we could solve the problem of aging society, their reactions
were; “Get rid of the useless elderly.”, “Just kill them.” or “I will emigrate to America.”, etc. This exam
question provided them with a chance to look at the problem from a totally new viewpoint; the elderly
can be an asset rather than a burden to society. This led to an exciting discussion, and helped them to
write creative essays.

DISCUSSIONS AND DEBATING ARE MOST APPRECIATED IN WRITING CLASSES.

[4] “REVERSE BACKWASH EFFECT”

Colleges examine applicants by entrance exams, and vice versa. The quality of entrance exam
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functions as an important measure of how much the college cares about education. “Don’t go to a

college that gives stupid entrance exams.”
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In spring, Little Fox was born. /One day, Little Fox asked Mama Fox, “What is spring?” /“We will go
out to feel spring, my boy!” said Mama Fox. /Little Fox said, “It feels warm, flowers are blooming,
birds are singing, and...” /“The day is as long as the night,” said Mama Fox. /“So this is spring?”
asked Little Fox. /*Yes!” said the Wind. /Little Fox slowly grew up in spring. 00 000000000
ooobooobuobooobooobooo

One day, Little Fox asked Mama Fox, “Why am I growing up?” /“It’s because...” /“Wait, let me
feel...” said Little Fox. /“What do you feel?” asked Mama Fox. /Little Fox said happily, “I feel that...

Mama loves me very much!” /Little Fox slowly grew up in his Mama’s love.
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“Towards a Global Citizenry of More Savvy Language Consumers.”

Presentation for the Tokyo Chapter of JACET & Waseda University
Students and Staff, Tokyo, Japan, December 20, 2004. (Presented in
memory of Prof. Yoji Tanabe who passed away the previous day.)

Andrew D. Cohen (University of Minnesota)

The Concern of the Talk

While we don’t just “buy a car’” but research it first, we often stumble into second language (L2) classes.
That being the case, the talk asked what practical steps we could take to ensure that our global citizens
have functional skills in languages other than their native language. The focus was on the learner since
educators usually focus on the teachers, and the importance of not throwing the baby out with the
bathwater (as is said in English), but rather maintaining a focus on the learner as well. The talk
suggested avenues for getting learners to be better informed consumers — first, through training them in
what to look for in choosing the L2 input and then in how to know what they are receiving at any given
moment. Second, the talk turned to styles, strategies, and motivation, in an effort to suggest to the
participants that they support learners in becoming more aware of their style and strategy preferences,

and the fluctuating nature of their motivation, depending on the given task at hand.

Step #1: Language Consumerism

How do we get language learners to be better informed about their language learning choices, both when
selecting a means of language learning and when participating in that option? For one thing, it is
important to be knowledgeable about the choices. This means being at choice regarding available
language courses — rather than being “like a lamb led to slaughter.” In addition, it means being aware
of what the teacher is doing in class and by way of homework assignments. Also, it means being an

independent language learner: complementing and supplementing course work.
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A Freshman Seminar as an Effort

The talk then described a freshman seminar taught by the speaker at the University of Minnesota, with
the topic: “Alternative Approaches to Becoming Comfortably Multilingual.” Fourteen students
participated with the intention of becoming more-informed consumers of a second language (L2). They
explored approaches to language learning: formal university offerings, non-university courses such as
accelerated or crash courses, structured and independent web-based courses, summer immersion camp
experiences, study abroad, tandem partner programs, other forms of independent language learning (e.g.,

home study through books, tutoring of nonnatives, and going to bilingual church services).

Topics Covered in the Seminar

The topics covered in the seminar included: The principles of second language acquisition, Concepts of
second language proficiency, Issues in the design of college-level foreign language curriculum,
Communicative-based, proficiency-based, and interactive teaching, The role of content-based foreign
language instruction, Foreign language immersion, Accelerated and intensive language courses, Study
abroad as a means for language learning, Attaining multiliteracy, The role of interlanguage pragmatics
(speech acts) in the curriculum, Approaches to teaching grammar in the curriculum, Independent
language learning, The interplay of learning styles, learning strategies, and motivation, Language
learning at different phases in life, The critical period in language learning, Age as a factor in language
learning, Describing and catering to the adult second language learner, Learner background and
sociocultural factors in language learning, The role of technology in foreign language learning, Tandem

partner programs.

The Term Paper

Students had to prepare a term paper describing, comparing, and contrasting three approaches to L2
learning. The three most examined approaches were: their own current college language class, another
college class, and high school language classes. The next most popular approach was study abroad.
There was considerable variation in how students went about describing high school and college
language instruction, as well as study abroad experiences: Some looked at another level of college
instruction from the one they were currently in. Some looked at another section at the same level. Some
looked at college classes in languages that they weren’t studying. One student compared American sign
language (ASL) classes both at the University of Minnesota and at the University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee with an ASL class at an elementary school in Milwaukee. Some went back to their former
high school to view language classes. One student found a college instructor who was also teaching at

the high school level and compared the same teacher in these two different roles.

To investigate study abroad, students who themselves had been on study abroad reflected back on their

experiences retrospectively. Other students interviewed either current participants in study abroad
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(through e-mailing them at their sites) or those who had returned from study abroad. Several observed
classes in a private language teaching center near the university. One observed a middle school foreign
language class. Several interviewed those who had participated in a language immersion summer camp.
One observed learners engaged in conversation with a tandem partner (where the time was split speaking
in the language of one partner and then in the other language). A few observed themselves participating
in independent language learning. Two observed themselves learning by tutoring in their L1 or in their

L2. One attended bilingual church services.

The Students’ Own Voices to Underscore the Value of Personal Explorations

The talk presented numerous quotes from students as to the value of doing this exercise, but in the

interest of space, let me just provide two examples:

Charlene: Spanish and Afrikaans Learner: “The information and class discussions have changed the
way I think about languages and how we learn them. I’ve learned about different programs,
environments, techniques, methodologies and theories in which languages are learned...my
understanding of my personal beliefs and learning styles has grown. I now feel equipped to make sound
decisions based on the knowledge I've gained and I plan to meet my language learning goals. The
process of observing different language learning environments and tools for this paper has served as an
essential part of my journey to multilingualism. During this portion of my journey I have looked into
the past, at the present and I am now planning for the future. Looking into many of the linguistic pieces
of my education and past experiences and conducting a retrospective evaluation has been beneficial in
making examples of the information presented in class. Through research, discussion, and readings, this
course has given me the tools and resourcing skills needed to achieve my multilingual aspirations. As I

continue on this life-long journey, I look to the future with excitement and anticipation.”

Sally: Spanish Learner: “...without first removing myself from the current blind track on which I was
traveling, I would never have recognized which type of learning I was practicing and/or which type
would help me most. The observations of these three programs assisted me in evaluating these ‘ideal’
types, and with the knowledge gained from them, I will have the tools necessary to critically evaluate

future language acquisition programs.”

Step #2: Increasing Learner Awareness of Learning Style Preferences, Language & Culture

Strategy Repertoire, and Motivation for Learning Language

The talk then delved briefly into styles, strategies, and motivation, and the need to make sure there is a

good fit between the language instructional input and the characteristics of the learner.

Learning Style Preferences
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While style preferences (i.e., learners’ typical preferences for approaching learning) are relatively stable,
style-stretching is possible. The style preferences that were mentioned included the sensory preferences:
visual, auditory, and hands on; the cognitive preferences: abstract-intuitive vs. concrete-sequential,
global vs. particular, synthesizing vs. analytic, field-dependent vs. field-independent; the personality-

related preferences: extroverted vs. introverted, reflective vs. impulsive, open vs. closure-oriented.

Language Learner Strategies

Next we looked at language learner strategies, which include behaviors for using the language that has
been learned or for getting around gaps in language proficiency. A strategy involves knowledge,
planning, monitoring (hence, metacognition). Strategy use can be seen as the orchestration of a package
of strategies. Learners often use multiple strategies in sequence or in clusters to perform a given task —
e.g., summarizing a text or looking up a word in a dictionary. Learner strategies can be classified as
follows: By goal: language learning strategies (e.g., identifying, distinguishing, grouping, memorizing
strategies) or language use strategies (e.g., retrieval, rehearsal, communicative, and cover strategies). By
function: metacognitive (i.e., strategies for planning what you will do, monitoring how it is going, and
evaluating how it went), cognitive (the nuts and bolts of language performance), affective (feelings), or
social (interactive) strategies. By skill: Listening, speaking, reading, writing, vocabulary, or translation
strategies. Other: Strategies by proficiency levels, by specific cultures (i.e., learning the language of a

specific culture), or by specific languages.

Motivation to Learn an L2

Finally, we looked at motivation to learn an L2. With regard to the particular language itself, what
values and attitudes do language learners attach to that language? This can increase or decrease their
level of motivation. With regard to the learners themselves, what personality traits tend to be
characteristic of them? For example, are they confident in their language ability? Do they sit in the first
row in language class and raise their hand often? Do they have a need for achievement in language
learning? With regard to the specific language learning situation, how interesting, relevant, and
satisfying for them is the particular language course that they are in? Is the course instructor more
authoritarian or more laissez-faire? How cohesive or competitive are the students? (Based on Dornyei,

Z.2001. Motivational strategies in the language classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.)

An Application of Styles, Strategies, and Motivation to Study Abroad

I then gave an example of an application of styles, strategies, and motivation to enhancing the quality of
study abroad: Paige, R. M., Cohen, A. D., Kappler, B., Chi, J. C., & Lassegard, J. P. (2002).
Maximizing study abroad: A students’ guide to strategies for language and culture learning and use.
Minneapolis, MN: Center for Advanced Research on Language Acquisition. I noted the contents of the

guide: Self-assessment inventories — Learning Style Survey (Cohen, Oxford, & Chi, 2002), Language
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Strategy Use Inventory and Index (Cohen & Chi, 2002), Culture-Learning Strategies Inventory and
Index (Paige, Rong, Zheng, & Kappler, 2002). Section I: Culture Strategies: Pre-departure Unit —

You as a Culturally Diverse Person, Understanding the Ways Cultures Differ in Values, Understanding
Yourself as a Member of a Culture or Cultures; In-Country Unit — Strategies for Social Relations
(Interacting with Hosts), Adjusting, Strategies for Developing Intercultural Competence, Strategies for
Making Cultural Inferences, Strategies for Keeping a Journal, Strategies for Intercultural
Communication, Non-Verbal Communication, Preparing to Return Home; Post-Study-Abroad Unit —
Continue the Learning, e.g.: “Seeing the U.S. and the World in a New Light.” Section II: Language
Strategies: Listening e.g.: “Avoid Faking that You Understand the Conversation”; Learning Vocabulary
e.g.: “Learning Vocabulary by Association”; Speaking to Communicate e.g.: “Creating Opportunities for
Speaking the Language In-Country”; Reading for Comprehension e.g.: “Get the Most from Your
Reading”; Writing e.g.: “Getting Feedback: Using the Reformulation Technique”; Translation Strategies.

Integrating the Students’ Guide into the UMN Undergraduate Curriculum

The talk then focused on how this study abroad guide for students is being integrated into a university
course entitled “Practical Language Learning for International Communication” — for undergraduates,
before, during, or after study abroad. The course goals are to make students more aware of language and
culture, to better equip them to succeed at learning and using languages now and in the future, and to
support them in interacting with members of different language and cultural groups whether at home or
abroad. A course requirement includes having the students use WebCT to journal about their readings in
the Guide and about their language and culture experiences. Classroom activities are largely taken from
the Guide. The students’ midterm paper focuses on describing themselves as a language learner and
cultural being. The final paper calls for them to describe the learning style preferences and strategy

repertoire for three of their peers.

Conclusions

Thus, this talk underscored some practical steps we can take to ensure that our global citizens have
functional skills in languages other than the L1, such as through making them better informed consumers

of language instruction, and heightening their awareness about the role that learning style preferences,

strategy repertoire, and motivation play in successful lifelong language and culture learning.
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