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Abstract

In today’s society, students are increasingly encountering various languages, different 
genres of language use, and new language norms in unexpected ways. Foreign language 
education at the university level should therefore equip students with the necessary 
metalinguistic competence to help them prepare for these linguistic and cultural 
differences. However, fostering such competence can be challenging when educational 
institutions enforce monolingual language education policies. This paper introduces 
a case study in which a pluralistic approach for learning about languages and cultures 
was implemented at a national university in Japan, in a course for students preparing to 
study abroad. After discussing the challenges in foreign language education at national 
universities in Japan, it describes the practice that was characterised by a specific pluralistic 
approach, Awakening to Languages. It then analyses what the students experienced and 
reported learning. The results suggest that even short-term use of the pluralistic approach 
helps improve metalinguistic competence. They also suggest that teachers should be more 
informed about educational measures that promote plurilingual competence, so that they 
can take more active roles in language education policy.

Keywords: pluralistic approaches to languages and cultures, foreign language education, 
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1. Introduction: challenges due to the monolingualism of foreign 
language education in Japan

Japan is characterised by monolingualism in a double sense: the Japanese 
language dominates domestic communication, and English is perceived as 
the only language of international communication. In the educational system, 
more than 98% of Japanese students begin learning a second foreign language 
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(i.e. a language other than English) for the first time after entering university.1 
Moreover, there is constant pressure from both inside and outside the university 
to reduce the time spent learning a second foreign language. Pressure from the 
outside is due to the perception that Japanese students should spend more time 
learning English, because their English proficiency is lower than that of students 
in competing Asian countries, and thus they rarely reach the competence 
necessary to use other foreign languages in communication. Internal pressure 
is due to the increased number of specialised courses in the curriculum; 
Iwasaki (2007), for instance, reports that undergraduate-level programmes have 
been requested to reduce the time allocated for foreign languages in order to 
implement as many specialised classes as possible from the first year.

Since the national university reforms that began in the 1990s, the number of 
classes for learning a second foreign language in Japan has been reduced. For 
example, at the university where one of the authors of this paper is employed, 
most undergraduate students lost the opportunity to learn a foreign language 
other than English after on-campus reform in 2013. Such classes were previously 
available to all undergraduates. Conversely, the number of English-related 
courses, especially those focusing on TOEIC tests,2 have increased, essentially 
replacing other foreign languages. At the national university where the other 
author teaches, language education policymakers have decided to intensify 
English courses, at the cost of the quality of second foreign language courses. 
These changes are reflected in class size for freshmen; English classes for writing 
and listening are typically limited to twenty students, and English classes for 
reading, to forty students, whereas most initial classes for foreign languages allow 
more than sixty students to enrol. These university policies reinforce the idea that 
English is more important for students to learn than any other language.

At the first university mentioned above, a new policy was implemented in 
2015 that required students to spend one year abroad at a partner university 
during the course of their undergraduate studies. Although a majority of the 
destination universities are in non-English speaking countries, the partner 
schools offer their courses in English. This means that the students studying 

1. Calculated from data by Curriculum Working Group in Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 
Science and Technology (MEXT 2016) for schools that offer courses of foreign languages other than 
English (as of 1 May 2014).
2. Test of English for International Communication: An international standardised test of English 
language proficiency for non-native speakers, designed to measure the everyday English skills of 
people working in an international environment. It measures only practical English skills and thus 
does not measure bilingual or translinguistic skills between Japanese and English, which Japanese 
universities have traditionally required of students. In Japan, some companies set a certain TOEIC 
score as a prerequisite for employment.
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abroad have little opportunity to learn the major languages of the areas where 
they are studying. This seems to us to be problematic, because the students 
will not only encounter local languages but also interact with the people who 
speak them. Preparation courses often do not take this fact into account, 
but rather focus solely on English instruction. Such curriculum structures 
convey implicit messages, sometimes referred to as the “hidden curriculum”.3 
When institutions are indifferent to the languages of the areas in which 
they are located, the implicit message is that it is totally fine for students 
to neglect the local languages and speakers, which in turn reinforces the 
modernist/colonialist view that equates otherness with inferiority, disability 
and backwardness (López-Gopar 2016).

In traditional language policy argument, theory and practice have been 
considered and described separately. Language policies are considered to only 
exist in written documents, and educational practice is often analysed with 
regard to whether it imposes the written policy or rejects it. Spolsky (2004) 
however, argues that language policy is not only found in documents but also 
in language teaching practices themselves. It is found at the level of beliefs, or 
“what people think should be done” (Spolsky 2004: 14). This idea is shared by 
Kelly (2014), who draws attention to many examples of interesting and effective 
practices that can be disseminated and implemented below the level of policy, 
while not necessarily contradicting said policy. He suggests that through those 
activities, language advocates can hope to have a direct impact on practice, 
which will complement the indirect and uncertain impact achieved through 
attempts at influencing policy directly. As implementers of language policy, and 
thus invested actors, it is the responsibility of language teaching practitioners 
to be aware of messages conveyed by, and address issues within, the hidden 
curriculum. In the case outlined above, the (perhaps unintended) message of an 
English-focused curriculum is that other foreign languages are unimportant. 
The practices introduced in this paper demonstrate one way in which practi-
tioners might take a more proactive role in language policy through the 
language classroom without subverting the language policy in place.

Numerous researchers in language education and language policy have 
stressed the importance of addressing linguistic representations with students. 
As Kramsch (2014) has argued, one outcome of globalisation is that learners are 
increasingly encountering a growing variety of language genres, language uses 

3. Portelli (1993) classified hidden curriculums into four types, and the relevant one here is “the 
hidden curriculum as implicit messages arising from the structure of schooling” (345). It conveys 
the message that what is not taught in school is of little value, and that what is learned outside school 
is not worth knowing.
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and language norms. Given this fact, the purpose of foreign language education 
should be “to strive to make our students into multilingual individuals, 
sensitive to linguistic, cultural and above all, semiotic diversity, and willing to 
engage with difference, that is, to grapple with differences in social, cultural, 
political, and religious worldviews” (305). In other words, foreign language 
education at universities should play an important role in preparing students 
for encounters that are linguistically and culturally different, as well as 
unpredictable in nature. This is also what experts in Europe have stressed 
as one purpose of plurilingual education, calling for students to be taught 
“competence in managing linguistic and cultural communication in a context 
of ‘otherness’” (Candelier et al. 2007: 20). The authors of this paper considered 
it their own task to use the limited time they had with these students to prepare 
them for the linguistic and cultural diversity they will encounter living abroad.

2. Pluralistic approaches: educational measures to prepare students for 
linguistic diversity

As the participants in this study would be studying abroad at various locations, 
with a great diversity in the local languages, limited time and resources meant 
that it was impossible to provide targeted instruction for all of the languages 
that they might encounter. For this reason, the second author of this paper 
implemented a compulsory course to promote “plurilingualism as a value and 
as a competence” (Beacco and Byram 2007: 10) among the students, rather 
than providing courses aimed at promoting skills in specific languages. In 
developing this compulsory course, both authors referred to the pluralistic 
approaches developed and formulated in Europe as teaching methods of 
plurilingual education (Candelier et al. 2007). From these we adapted the 
Awakening to Languages approach for use in the course. The approach is based 
on a constructivist view of education, which holds that the acquisition of a 
new language system must be handled in conjunction with existing language 
systems. The following section describes the concepts of the teaching method 
and its innovative views on linguistic competence.

2.1 The rationale
Various language pedagogies in the last century, from the direct method 
to communicative approaches, were based on the idea that learners should 
concentrate only on a specific language and regard other languages as 
interferences that must be eliminated in order to derive the maximum benefit 
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from foreign language learning. The so-called interferences included linguistic 
knowledge and skills that the learner had already acquired from his or her 
previous language learning experiences. Learners were thus prohibited from 
using their existing knowledge to learn new things. Such thinking is in 
opposition to the current constructivist viewpoint, in which learners must 
reconcile what they are learning with their previous ideas and experiences, that 
is, what they have already learned.

Research on bilingualism, multilingualism and plurilingualism has led 
rather to a holistic view of linguistic competence. This holistic view contends 
that the linguistic competence of a speaker should be viewed as a whole, not 
merely as a sum of its parts. This viewpoint manifests itself in the Council of 
Europe document “Plurilingual and pluricultural competence”, compiled as 
part of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages:
Plurilingual and pluricultural competence refer to the ability to use languages for the 
purposes of communication and to take part in intercultural interaction, where a person, 
viewed as a social agent, has proficiency, of varying degrees, in several languages and 
experience of several cultures. This is not seen as the superposition or juxtaposition 
of distinct competences, but rather as the existence of a complex or even composite 
competence on which the user may draw. (Council of Europe 2000: 168)

This holistic view of linguistic competence was first explicitly developed by 
Grosjean (1985), who refused to accept the traditional view that bilinguals 
should be thought of as double monolinguals. Herdina and Jessner (2002) 
further elaborated upon this view by formulating the “dynamic model of 
multilingualism”, in which a person’s language systems are interpreted as 
separate systems that nonetheless “interact with each other and influence each 
other within the complex and dynamic system we call multilingualism” (150).

If we accept both the holistic view of linguistic competence and the construc-
tivist view of language education, it follows that when one aims to develop 
language proficiency one must act on the overall competence, not merely on 
each part. In other words, if a speaker learns a new language, it is important 
to support the associations a student makes with other languages he or she 
already knows, because language competence cannot develop separately from 
these associations. This is where the idea of pluralistic approaches to teaching 
language comes from. Four approaches are currently considered part of these 
pluralistic approaches, one of which – Awakening to Languages4 –concerns the 
practices discussed in this paper.

4. The other three approaches are intercomprehension of related languages, integrated didactics, 
and intercultural education. 
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2.2 Awakening to languages
Awakening to Languages refers to educational activities that incorporate 
languages that are not included in the school curriculum. This approach 
is outlined in the Framework of Reference for Pluralistic Approaches to 
Languages and Cultures (henceforth FREPA) by Candelier et al. (2007) as 
follows:
This does not mean that the approach is concerned just with such languages. The approach 
concerns the language(s) of education and any other language which is in the process of 
being learnt. But it is not limited to these “learnt” languages, and integrates all sorts of 
other linguistic varieties – from the environment, from families […] and from all over the 
world, without exclusion of any kind. (9)

This approach is rooted in the language educational movement that originated 
in the UK in the 1970s called “Language Awareness”, and was later formulated 
as a teaching method named “Eveil aux Langues (Awakening to Languages)” 
in French-speaking Europe (Candelier 2003). Awakening to Languages is a 
methodology intended to nurture learners’ metalinguistic competence, by 
means of the learner’s developing and testing of hypotheses about languages 
through observation of a number of different language varieties. The goal of 
the approach is not to acquire the languages introduced, but rather to develop 
the underlying competencies that are required in order to acquire a foreign 
language. The approach is said to have the following qualities:
a) promoting acceptance of foreign languages (through raising awareness of 

linguistic diversity);
b) providing structure to linguistic knowledge (through developing 

understanding of the functions of language) (De Pietro and Matthey 
2001).

Awakening to Languages is typically implemented from the primary level 
in the European contexts where it is most widely practiced, where the a 
four-year research project sponsored by the European Commission established 
statistically significant differences of the approach over traditional language 
instruction in measures of interest in diversity, openness towards the unfamiliar, 
motivation for the study of language, and ability to discriminate between and 
memorise phonemes (Candelier 2003). In the Japanese context, partly due to 
its linguistic homogeneity, and partly due to the paradigm of double monolin-
gualism mentioned in the introduction, most university students have had very 
little opportunity to interact with foreign languages other than English. The 
authors therefore decided that the Awakening to Languages approach should be 
beneficial if materials were adapted for students in the Japanese tertiary context.
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3. Overview of the practice

The activities described below took place at a national university in Japan 
where one of the authors teaches, during a compulsory lecture course for 
first year students entitled “Theory and Practice of Language Learning I”. No 
guidelines had been established by the university for the specific contents of 
the course, except that it should help to prepare the students for their overseas 
exchanges. The authors therefore decided to implement plurilingual content. 
The course itself took place over one academic quarter, 1.5 hours per week for 
eight weeks. This freshman course usually enrols around one hundred students 
each year. The outline for this course consisted of three parts, shown in Table 
1, below, and the examination (the eighth week).

Table 1. The framework of overall practice

Weeks 1–2 Part 1 What is at stake in language learning/education/acquisition?

Weeks 3–4 Part 2 Promoting and managing language diversity

Weeks 5–7 Part 3 Strategies for autonomous language learning

Week 8 Examination

In Parts 1 and 2, the teacher presented ideas and examples that would provide 
a counter-discourse to the hidden curriculum, specifically by examining 
concepts of the value of languages, how those values change across different 
contexts, and representations of language at the individual, societal and 
national levels. Amongst the content introduced were linguistic self-portraits 
of plurilingual children (Farmer and Prasad 2014), and a critical examination 
of the “monolingual mindset” (Clyne 2005). These materials were designed 
with “plurilingualism as a value” in mind, as described by Beacco and Byram 
(2007: 10). In the third part, she demonstrated strategies for learning a foreign 
language autonomously in order to prepare for study abroad, which focused on 
“plurilingualism as a competence” (Beacco and Byram 2007: 10). Specifically, 
she gave lectures on various language teaching methods and the transitions 
made in the learning perspectives behind them, and also introduced various 
activities to promote the autonomous learning of languages, including the two 
activities described below, both based on Awakening to Languages.
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3.1 Activity 1: Guessing the words and grammar rules of an unknown 
language (Portuguese)
In this activity, the teacher presents some example sentences found in a foreign 
language textbook and invites the students to make guesses about words and 
grammar rules in that language. In the textbook, many example sentences are 
presented with Japanese translations and phoneticisms in katakana, a Japanese 
script. In the first academic quarter of 2017, these materials were adapted 
from a textbook of Brazilian Portuguese (Tadokoro and Kibe 2002). A survey 
conducted prior to the practice confirmed that there was no student in this 
class who had previously studied Brazilian Portuguese. The example sentences 
of the page presented to the students were as follows.

Figure 1. Teaching material adapted from a Brazilian Portuguese textbook
Source: Tadokoro and Kibe (2002) 

*1 Sentence in Japanese (originally in the textbook).
*2 Sentence in English (neither appeared in the textbook nor shown to the students).
*3 Sentence in Brazilian Portuguese (originally in the textbook).
*4 Pronunciations of the Brazilian Portuguese sentence indicated in the Japanese script 
(originally in the textbook).
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After being presented with the materials, students are then put into groups, 
where they work together to guess at the meanings of the individual words 
and the grammatical rules of the three sentences, through observation and 
reflection on their already acquired linguistic knowledge. Some meanings are 
easy for the students to guess: “Japão” means “Japan”; “Tóquio” means “Tokyo”; 
“via aérea” means “by air mail”; “via marítima” means “by sea”; “por favor” 
means “please”; “cancele” means “cancel”. They also quickly gather that when 
“cancele” is put at the beginning of a sentence here it indicates an order, and 
that here the word “para” can show a direction.

The students become more intrigued when they hear that “cartão” is 
pronounced “car-ta-on”, which they might associate with the Japanese 
“karuta”, played with cards, although the word refers to a postcard in Brazilian 
Portuguese.

The students had the most difficulty in interpreting the word “quero”, which 
appears in the first and the third sentences. By this point, having already noticed 
that English and Portuguese are closer languages by observing the example 
of “Por favor”, which seems similar to English “please”, one student inferred 
that this word may have a similar function to the English verb “want (to)”. As 
most of the students know Japanese and English, and they are encountering 
Portuguese for the first time, they concluded that the latter two languages are 
similar. The element “Eu” in the third sentence, however, remained a mystery. 
One student then hypothesised that “Eu” is equivalent to the English “I”, the 
subject of the sentence, but this immediately gave rise to another question; 
why was it not indicated in the first sentence? After some further inferences, 
a few students were able to arrive at the possible conclusion that “In Brazilian 
Portuguese, unlike English, the subject is not necessarily indicated”.

At this stage, the teacher instructs the students to make their own hypotheses 
about Portuguese and to examine their hypotheses while reading the sentences. 
For an example, one student hypothesised that “All nouns in Portuguese end 
with o”. Although it is true that in the example sentences with which the 
students were provided all of the nouns end with “-o”, this hypothesis was 
incorrect. This provided a chance for the teacher to introduce the notion of 
grammatical gender, which does not exist in either Japanese or English, in 
order to provide supplemental information.

3.2 Activity 2: reading a picture book in an unknown language (Malay)
The second activity involves the use of picture books from the Malay-language 
series Seronoknya Membaca! In this activity, the teacher asks the students 
to decipher chapters 1 and 2 of the first volume (Lili ke Pantai) and the first 
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chapter of the sixth volume (Bapa Saya). These picture books (and the specific 
sections) were chosen for the following three reasons: 1) none of the students 
were familiar with Malay, 2) the Latin alphabet and many words loaned from 
English appearing in the text would facilitate comprehension, and 3) the 
content is not complicated: it contains many repetitions, the story is about 
everyday matters, and there are few culturally specific elements. As in the 
Portuguese activity, in our first-quarter 2017 class there were no students who 
had studied Malay before.

Students are invited to read and discuss the text in small groups, as they 
did in the previous activity. They use the pictures and knowledge about other 
languages to make guesses about the meaning of the text. For this activity, 
the students were allowed to ask the teacher for the meaning of one word, 
just once. While the students read, the teacher encourages them to use what 
they know of other languages, such as English and Japanese, as well as their 
common sense, to decipher the text. The teacher provides an example of a 
common-sense inference, that the concept “mother” is important for children 
in every culture, so that word will usually appear frequently and in fairly 
simple contexts. Students should employ such techniques to determine the 
meaning of some keywords.

4. What did the students learn from the pluralistic approaches?

In this section, qualitative analysis is used to examine the types of experiences 
and learning outcomes students obtain from these practices that utilise 
pluralistic approaches.

4.1 Data and analysis method
Data was obtained from the learning records that students submitted after 
every class. This data was then analysed with qualitative content analysis. For 
the characterisation of this analysis, we followed the terminology of Hsiu-Fang 
and Shannon (2005). The complete text from these learning records was 
divided into codes for different elements that might be relevant, and the codes 
were then further classified into three categories and five subcategories. These 
categories were then put into a matrix, in order to interpret their constellation.

The first dimension of the data we would like to discuss is the student 
learning experiences (number of codes: 173). We obtained the information 
about this with the conventional method: deriving the coding categories 
directly from the sum of the codes. Twenty-five codes were related to general 
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class procedure or keywords that did not directly relate to student learning, 
and were therefore omitted from analysis, leaving a total number of 148 codes. 
These are examined in section 4.2 below.

The other important dimension to discuss is the students’ reflections on 
their own language learning. This can be understood as the metalinguistic 
awareness that the experience seems to have helped them achieve. For this 
dimension, the data was analysed in a directed way. From the codes obtained, 
categories were generated by referring to the descriptors listed in Candelier 
et al. (2007)’s Pluralistic Approaches to Languages and Cultures. These are 
examined in section 4.3

4.2 Students’ learning experiences
There were three major categories of codes for students’ learning experiences 
for the two activities: The largest was strategies for finding out the rules 
and words of the languages (91). Another was changes in assumptions about 
language learning (43), and finally collaborative learning (14). Each category 
was comprised of several subcategories, details of which are shown in Table 2.

4.2.1 Strategies for finding out the rules and words of the languages
In the category of strategies for finding out the rules and words of the languages 
(Portuguese and Malay, respectively; number of codes: 91), the following 
subcategory emerged: finding similarities and differences to already known 
languages (number of codes: 72). Representative examples of this subcategory 
are:
• “When I tried to read it, I was able to infer the meanings from the words 

that appeared in all three sentences, the words similar to English words, 
the words that appeared in only two sentences, etc” (Activity 1);

• “I applied my knowledge of English grammar, seeing the Portuguese 
sentence structure. Also, we predicted the meaning of the words related to 
loan words and English words” (Activity 1);

• “The word ‘cancele’ was the same as the English ‘cancel’, so I could see the 
meaning. I could also see the meaning of a word by listening to another 
student who knew Spanish, who helped me recognise a connection 
between the languages” (Activity 1);

• “When I tried to understand the meaning of the sentences in the 
languages that I had never had contact with, and they were written in the 
Latin alphabet, I was unconsciously trying to read them by referring to 
the English grammar” (Activity 2);
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•  “At first, I thought that the subject comes first, and the verb comes next 
just like English. I guessed not only those sentence patterns, but also 
the meaning of words based on my knowledge in English. For example, 
there was a sentence dengan ibu that, judging from the picture, meant 
‘with my mother’. However, I did not know which of the words dengan 
or ibu meant ‘mother’. So, I thought of the word ‘mom’ which is shorter 
than ‘mother’ in English then I guessed the shorter ibu must be the word 
meaning mother and dengan must mean ‘together’. I guessed the meaning 
of the Malay sentences like this, based on English. This is probably 
because English is the only foreign language that I know” (Activity 2);

Table 2. Code categories for students’ learning experiences

Category (instances) Subcategory (instances) Example

Strategies for 
finding out the rules 
and words of the 
languages (91)

Finding similarities and 
differences to the already 
known languages (72)

“I applied my knowledge of English grammar, 
seeing the Portuguese sentence structure. Also, 
we predicted the meaning of the words related 
to loan words and English words.”

“[Compared to Portuguese,] it was surprisingly 
difficult to guess the meaning of Malay from 
similar words in Japanese or in English.”

Using exterior resources 
(classmates’ knowledge) (13)

“I could also see the meaning of a word by 
listening to another student who knew Spanish, 
who helped me recognise a connection between 
the languages.”

Others (6) “I had a chance to consider the reasons I guessed 
the word meanings that I did. Perhaps thanks to 
that, I will remember the words in the long run.”

Changes in 
assumptions about 
language learning 
(43)

Awareness of various 
language learning methods 
(23)

“I realised again that the way to acquire a new 
language is not to just open a reference book on 
the desk.”

“Until now, I believed that you should know the 
meaning of words before studying grammar. 
So, I felt somewhat awkward in guessing the 
grammar rules first and then the meaning of 
words. But in the end, I found it very interesting.”

Awareness of one’s (in)
capacity for approaching 
other languages (20)

“It was surprising to see that I could understand 
more than I thought.”

“After all, it is difficult to read a language that has 
nothing to do with us, even simple sentences in 
picture books.”

Collaborative 
learning (14)

“When we were working on an unknown word 
in Portuguese, my friend guessed it’s meaning 
differently than I did. It was so moving to know 
that I was able to understand other languages 
just by slightly changing my way of thinking.”
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• “It is very difficult to guess, for Malay has nothing to do with me” 
(Activity 2);

• “[Compared to Portuguese,] it is surprisingly difficult to guess the 
meaning of Malay from similar words in Japanese or in English. I was 
often lost in finding out the meaning of a word and thought I just couldn’t 
think of it. I felt that the reading pace was disturbed by encountering 
words that I was completely unable to guess” (Activity 2).

Many students pointed out lexical and grammatical similarities to English. 
In order to look for similarities, students reported applying their knowledge 
of English and Japanese loan words, as well as relying on the knowledge of 
other students in the class who knew other languages and were aware of 
links between languages, which is explored in the subcategory using exterior 
resources below. Even when rendered in the same Latin characters as English, 
students felt Malay was more unfamiliar and different than Portuguese. This 
resulted from the students’ inferences, because languages that are very different 
from students’ known languages are more difficult for them, which caused 
some students to become indifferent toward the language.

The next most common subcategory, with thirteen codes, was using exterior 
resources, in which the students highlighted in particular how they were 
able to make use of the linguistic knowledge of other students around them. 
Representative examples include:
• “I could also see the meaning of a word by listening to another student 

who knew Spanish, who helped me recognise a connection between the 
languages” (Activity 1);

• “Also, I was able to expand upon my discoveries about the language by 
sharing them with my classmate, who added his knowledge (such as 
knowing that karuta was a loan word)” (Activity 1);

• “One student said that a particular word was similar to this other 
one, and so maybe they had a similar meaning. That student was 
right. I reaffirmed this was a useful way of predicting meaning, too” 
(Activity 2).

This subcategory highlights one of the benefits of the Awakening to Languages 
approach in providing opportunities to bring together different students’ 
diverse knowledge to help them achieve their common goal of interpretation. 
This is because Awakening to Languages was “designed principally as a way 
of introducing schoolchildren to linguistic diversity (and the diversity of their 
own languages) at the beginning of school education, as a vector of fuller 
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recognition of the languages ‘brought’ by children with other home languages” 
(Candelier et al. 2007). The codes shown here manifest one of the important 
functions of this approach, that is, to recognise and value the linguistic 
resources of others in the classroom. Though the practice reported here is not 
for children and Portuguese is not their native language, they are still learning 
to use all the available resources in the classroom.

A few other codes did not fit into subcategories, although were still relevant 
to the overall category. These were labelled other, and most were related to 
inductive methods of language learning – a topic the teacher addressed in the 
course.

4.2.2 Changes in assumptions about language learning
The next largest category deals with the surprises that students experienced: 
changes in assumptions about language learning (number of codes: 43). The 
students had assumptions about language learning that came from their prior 
experiences. As explained in the introduction, most students learned their 
first foreign language at school through language textbooks based on only one 
language. For this reason, the pluralistic approaches differed from most students’ 
prior experiences and ended up challenging some of their assumptions.

The largest subcategory was awareness of various materials for language 
learning (number of codes: 23). Representative examples of this subcategory 
include:
• “Until now, I believed that you should know the meaning of words before 

studying grammar. So, I felt somewhat awkward in guessing the grammar 
rules first and then the meaning of words. But in the end, I found it very 
interesting” (Activity 1);

• “It was a new and surprising discovery for me that one could acquire 
other languages in this way” (Activity 1);

• “Compared to other language learning methods, I enjoyed this practice 
more and interacted more with other languages, feeling as if I had become 
a detective deciphering the codes, inferring the meaning of the words 
and understanding the intentions of the whole sentence. I felt this was 
far more rewarding than what I had previously experienced in language 
learning, which was just listening, writing, remembering, and repeating” 
(Activity 2);

• “When we were in junior high school or high school, we learned a foreign 
language by reading the same sentences over and over again. I think you 
can remember language better in the long run if you learn by guessing 
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the meaning of the words yourself as we did in this class. This gives you 
opportunities to consider the process of finding the meanings yourself” 
(Activity 2).

The responses in this category suggest that a strong impression was made 
upon students by realising that they already had the resources to attempt 
to understand unknown languages. The students came to this realisation 
through inductive learning and developing an awareness of the similarities 
to and differences from other languages. This subcategory contained some of 
the students’ freshest insights about the varieties of learning methods for new 
languages, comparing their present classroom experience with their previous 
experiences of learning foreign languages at school. These previous experiences 
were typically depicted as less exciting than the plurilingual approach.

Another subcategory was awareness of one’s capacity for approaching other 
languages (number of codes: 20), which included the following examples:
• “I do not know Portuguese at all, but I could guess the meaning and 

grammar rules somehow, which was strange” (Activity 1);
• “It was surprising to see that I could understand more than I thought” 

(Activity 1);
• “As soon as I heard from the teacher the meaning of the word ‘color’, I 

started to understand the sentences very quickly and I finally understood 
the whole text. That moment was very, very awakening” (Activity 2);

• “I was so touched after the practice of reading the picture book because I 
did not know about that language at all, yet I could understand most of it 
and could really read it, by just making guesses and getting a few hints” 
(Activity 2);

• “By just knowing one word, I could read the whole book, and that was 
really amazing” (Activity 2).

These examples also show some of the students’ satisfaction in achieving 
comprehension through the inductive method. Yet, while this method is useful 
to an extent in reading comprehension, there were also some students who 
confirmed that other methods were still required to learn a new language:
• “I think [language] learning is not easy enough to be achieved only by 

guessing” (Activity 2);
• “The inferences I made were possible because it was in the Latin alphabet 

and I have studied English. If it was written in other characters that were 
different from the Latin alphabet or Chinese characters, like Arabic, it 
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would have been too difficult to even find what was common between 
different sentences, let alone what they meant” (Activity 2);

• “I recognised that vocabulary is a very important key” (Activity 2).
These examples show students’ awareness of their “incapacities” in approaching 
other languages, which in this activity emerged parallel to their awareness of 
their capacities. Perhaps unsurprisingly, all of the comments in this vein came 
from Activity 2, in which the students attempted to decipher Malay, a language 
not closely related to ones they already knew.

4.3 Students’ metalinguistic awareness
After examining the students’ comments about these activities, the next question 
was what the students had learned in completing them. In the following section, 
we list categories according to the number of codes that were generated for 
what could be interpreted as instances of student learning. In generating these 
categories, we referred to the detailed descriptors of knowledge, attitudes and 
skills described by FREPA. The collated codes are displayed in Table 3, while the 
following sections cover representative examples of each category.

4.3.1 Knowledge (K)
The category which generated the greatest number of codes was knowledge, the 
overwhelming majority of which were related specifically to the subcategory 
knows how one acquires/learns a language (K-7), with the specific item knows 
that one can build on the (structural/discursive/pragmatic) similarities between 
languages in order to learn languages (K-7.2), including a total of 67 codes. The 
comments were extremely homogenous in nature, with the following codes 
being representative examples:
• “When we look at grammar rules in other languages such as English, we 

notice something that would not be noticed otherwise. So, I think it very 
important to analyse [the unknown language] by fully utilising prior 
knowledge, not only of English but also of other languages we know”;

• “I learned that learning a language is useful not only for learning that 
language itself but also for learning other languages”;

• “Now I only have knowledge of English, but depending on where I go to 
study, I think I could use this knowledge to learn a third language, like 
Malay, Chinese, Korean or Thai, etc.”

Given the lack of exposure of Japanese students to other foreign languages, 
mentioned in the introduction, it is perhaps unsurprising that the above 
subcategory dominated the coding for metalinguistic knowledge.
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Other items within this subcategory were K-7.6 and K-7.5, both related 
to language learning strategies (see Table 3, above, for description). Here, 
several students reflected on the idea that it is useful to know about learning 
strategies, with several comments such as the following: “One of the things 
that is necessary for autonomous learning is to gain knowledge about language 

Table 3. Code categories that correlated with FREPA (number: 170)

Category

(instances)

Subcategory

(instances: includes instances 
that were not readily sorted into 
subcategory items)

Subcategory items

(instances)

Knowledge

(101)

K-7 Knows how one acquires/
learns

a language (98)

K-7.2 Knows that one can build on

the (structural/discursive/pragmatic) similarities 
between languages in order to learn languages

(67)

K-7.6 Knows that it is useful to know about 
learning strategies one uses in order to be able to 
adapt them to one’s specific objectives

(13)

K-7.5 Knows that there are different strategies for 
learning languages and that their relevance varies 
according to the learner’s objectives

(8)

K-7.1.1 Knows that learning a language is a long 
and arduous process

(8)

K-2 Knows the role of society 
in the way languages work or 
the role of language in the way 
society works

(3)

Attitudes

(59)

A-18 Motivation to learn 
languages (of schooling/family/
foreign/regional/)

(59)

A-18.1 A positive attitude towards the learning of 
languages (and the speakers who speak them)

(33)

A-18.1.5 An interest in the learning of languages 
less or little taught in formal schooling

(11)

Skills

(10)

S-1 Can observe/analyse linguistic 
elements/cultural phenomena 
in languages/cultures which are 
more or less familiar

(8)

S-1.3 Can observe/analyse writing systems (in 
languages little known or not known at all) 

(2)

Note: For the full FREPA scale, see Candelier et al. (2007).
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learning”. On the other hand, some students realised that they would also need 
to employ other learning strategies than those introduced in the class:
• “I think the inductive learning method is very effective when there 

is some relationship and similarity between the previously acquired 
languages and the new language. However, relying on that style in all 
language learning situations could possibly hinder the learning process. 
I thought it was important to choose right method for the specific 
conditions.”

Within this subcategory, a handful of students reflected on the lengthy process 
of language learning, corresponding to the K-7.1.1 on the FREPA: “I realised 
again that language acquisition is not an easy thing, like something you can do 
in a day or two”.

Finally, a very limited number of codes (3) related to the knowledge 
subcategory K-2, knows the role of society in the way languages work or the role 
of language in the way society works. One example of this code is as follows:
• “When the grammar and words of a language resemble that of another 

language, that can mean that there is a historical relationship between 
the two languages. Even with languages in which one at first sees no 
similarity, there are some cases where English pidgins and creoles 
have been formed that are somewhat similar to English. I think the 
international way of thinking should be cultivated by clarifying those 
relationships.”

While only a handful of codes corresponded to this subcategory, they were 
nevertheless revealing in the potential that Awakening to Languages has 
at the tertiary level. They suggest that even over a very short period of 
instruction, several students were consciously making links between the 
activities and the general sociolinguistic content covered in the earlier half of 
the course. The student above in particular seems to be grasping the value of 
learning about other languages and the relationships between them, perhaps 
beginning to see beyond the paradigm of double monolingualism mentioned 
in the introduction. A longer period of instruction may be beneficial for more 
students in this respect.

4.3.2 Attitudes (A)
The category with the second largest number of codes is attitudes. Attitudes 
are generally understood as something that do not typically change in a 
single educational activity, but rather require long-term practice to change 
substantially. However, there are also times when one may realise his or her 
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view of something is outdated and change it after a single valuable learning 
experience. We extracted descriptions of this sort of attitude change from the 
data and categorised them in this category and its subcategories. All of the 
codes in this category fell under the FREPA subcategory A-18, motivation to 
learn languages, which included a large number of fairly simplistic comments 
such as, “I want to learn whatever language I choose by making the most of 
the linguistic knowledge I already have”. These comments may reflect to a 
degree the motivations that students already had prior to the class experience, 
although several of them referenced applying prior linguistic knowledge to 
learn new languages within their motivation-oriented comments. On the other 
hand, subcategory A-18.1, positive attitude towards to the learning of languages 
also contained a large number of codes (33), which were more readily linked to 
the content of the course. The following two examples are representative:
• “We tend to think that multilingualism and multiculturalism are difficult 

to understand. But I think we should get away from these fixed ideas, 
opening our eyes and observing, inferring and understanding languages 
from various points of view”;

• “From now on, if I encounter other languages, I will try not to believe 
that it’s a language I could never read, but instead try to read it by making 
guesses and utilising my knowledge of English”.

These comments show a newly developed openness to other foreign languages 
and to plurilingualism as a competence as described above, as well as a 
potentially reduced reluctance to engage with unknown languages. There were 
also a smaller number (11) of codes directly related to motivation in learning 
languages not taught in the formal school curriculum (A-18.1.5), including the 
following:
• “Until now, if I travelled to a place where I cannot speak the language, I 

would have been satisfied just with buying a guidebook, reading out the 
pronunciation of useful sentences written there in katakana, and trying 
to fit into the country’s everyday life the best I could. But as I learned and 
experienced in today’s class, I think such books can be used for learning 
grammar, so I would like to try that”.

4.3.3 Skills (S)
This is the category that had the smallest number of codes and that students 
referenced the least. However, with ten codes, it is still worth considering. Eight 
of the codes corresponded to subcategory S-1, can observe/analyse linguistic 
elements/cultural phenomena in languages/cultures, with representative 
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examples including “I learned that I have the skills to figure out, at least to 
some extent, a language I have no previous experience with”, and “I realised I 
can infer the meaning or grammar of sentences in languages that I have never 
studied”. Two codes were specifically related to writing systems (S-1.3), one of 
which was made by a student who attempted to apply his skills to deciphering 
Arabic script (outside of the class):
• “I actually tried to make guesses about a language that uses characters 

other than the [Latin] alphabet: Arabic. At first, I thought it would be 
impossible… I searched online for images that were written only in 
Arabic, of which I understand nothing at all. Then I found an image where 
Japanese prefectures were written in Arabic. Then, focusing on the fact 
that ‘Miyazaki’ and ‘Nagasaki’ both contain the portion ‘saki’, I was able to 
figure out how ‘Saki’ is expressed in Arabic. In Arabic, ‘saki’ was written 
first, so I also found out that the word order is reversed from Japanese”.

The majority of student comments on metalinguistic awareness were related 
to knowledge and attitudes, with only a very small number directly concerning 
skills. This is not surprising, given the short length of the course (eight 
lessons), of which only three lessons (weeks 5–7) incorporated the Awakening 
to Languages activities aimed at fostering metalinguistic competence. 
Nevertheless, the comments on knowledge and attitude were encouraging, 
as many students made remarks about how they thought they might apply 
such knowledge in future language learning endeavours, and also displayed 
development of a greater openness to languages, including those they have not 
yet encountered or are not covered in the tertiary curriculum, which would 
likely not have been cultivated through traditional language education.

5. Discussion

In this paper, we have introduced a practice proposed and implemented 
by one of the authors at their university to supplement student preparation 
for study abroad. The course was based upon the plurilingual approach, 
Awakening to Languages, and was intended to supplement English foreign 
language instruction by preparing the students for encounters with other 
foreign languages. This paper has given an overview of the rationale behind 
the implementation of this course, the course contents, and an examination 
of student’s self-reports on their learning experiences and the metalinguistic 
awareness that they gained through the course.



49Pluralistic approaches for Japanese university students preparing to study abroad

Firstly, student responses to the Awakening to Languages activities were 
categorised through qualitative content analysis, in two parts: the students’ 
learning experiences during the first activity and the metalinguistic awareness 
they gained from both activities.

The learning experiences the students reported conveyed what the students 
perceived as the most important and impressive content they encountered 
through the pluralistic approach. They experienced some difficulties related to 
the “otherness” of the languages that school curriculum does not teach, but by 
being invited to decipher the meanings of the texts written in these languages 
they attempted to use their previous knowledge and some reported enjoying 
this task, with one student even experimenting with the Arabic language 
outside of class. Many students also reported being surprised at the degree 
to which they could apply their prior knowledge of languages to deciphering 
unknown languages – an experience that they would likely not have achieved 
through English-only foreign language classes.

As for the metalinguistic awareness they gained from these activities, we 
have shown this in three categories (provided by FREPA): knowledge, attitudes 
and skills. The data shows that the practice of pluralistic approaches not only 
teaches students the grammatical rules and vocabulary of a particular language 
but also fosters student learning about languages, language-learning strategies, 
motivation, the relations between languages and societies, and what skills 
they already have. A number of comments which fell under attitudes revealed 
that they had begun to develop an openness, or at least, a reduced reticence 
to engage with, unknown languages – something likely to be beneficial to 
students when they encounter such languages abroad. What is interesting to 
note is that such responses arose from a practice conducted over a very short 
period – one academic quarter – suggesting that even a very short course might 
potentially be beneficial to learners, without diverting an unreasonable amount 
of resources from the established English curriculum. Further research will, 
however, be necessary to establish any long-term benefits of such instruction, 
an avenue that might be explored with returnees from overseas exchange 
programmes.

In recruiting international students for non-English speaking countries, the 
fact that students can take courses only in English is often the selling point 
for the host universities, in which case it is not necessarily emphasised that 
the students are also expected to learn the language of the region. At least in 
Japan, the value of learning multiple languages is not widely shared: it is taught 
almost nowhere in secondary education, and less and less in higher education. 
Hence the need for measures of language awareness at the institutional level. As 
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seen in this paper, it is possible at least for one Japanese university to conduct 
plurilingual education, by making use of two references for plurilingual 
education: Beacco and Byram (2007) and Candelier et al. (2012), but more 
contextualised and ready-for-use materials will be needed. 

Another aspect this paper has touched upon is language policy at practitioner 
level. In Japan, educational policy as written often appears to limit practitioners 
to the teaching of English alone. Nevertheless, as it also often encourages the 
development of linguistic competence, it often does not explicitly prohibit the 
development of such competence through examination of languages other than 
English. In this sense, the authors of this article, sharing Spolsky’s (2004) view 
that policy exists in practice, and is determined not only from the top down but 
also by bottom-up educational practices at the bottom, took a more proactive 
stance to policy by proposing and implementing the course described above.

The practice reported in this article deviates from the hidden curriculum of 
national universities in Japan and reinforces the need for teaching measures 
that prepare students for an environment of otherness, rather than reinforcing 
the idea that English is the only valuable language for them to learn. Though the 
purpose of studying abroad is often restricted to studying in English, preparing 
the students for actual contact in other languages is important, as we discussed 
in the first chapter. Hidden curriculum in policy not only affects students, the 
recipients of educational policy, but also their teachers, who are tasked with 
implementing that policy. Teachers often toe the line by implementing policy 
as written, which, in the case of Japan, can often mean that practitioners focus 
on the English language alone, potentially to the detriment of underlying 
metalinguistic competences. By taking a proactive approach to policy, first 
by proposing, and then implementing the course described in this paper, the 
authors were able to provide some support for learners, without detriment to 
the English curriculum, and without giving up and simply teaching English 
only. It has been demonstrated that by implementing a plurilingual education, 
namely the Awakening to Languages approach, it was possible to foster in 
students a metalinguistic competence, even in a relatively short period, and 
even when students were apprehensive toward the language in question as 
it was very different from languages that they have previously encountered. 
Such metalinguistic awareness will be useful in completing, supporting and 
enriching the language education for any language, including English.
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6. Conclusion

As mentioned in the introduction to this paper, theory and practice have 
traditionally been considered and described as separate entities from language 
policies, and language policy is assumed to exist only as written documents. 
Practitioners either abide by the policy or reject it. The authors of this paper 
share Spolsky’s (2004) view that policy exists in practice, and thus that 
language policies form a complex social entity that is determined not only 
from the top down but also by the educational practices at the bottom. In fact, 
it is the teachers who oftentimes confront the reality of students’ needs and 
determine the quality of the education they receive.

It is important for teachers to realise that they are agents enforcing policy, 
and as such they are not only tasked with abiding to that policy, but also 
interpreting and delivering such policy in a way that most benefits their 
students. This includes helping students prepare for their encounters with 
diversity even when the written language policy encourages them to neglect 
so-called “un-prestigious” languages to which they are going to be exposed. In 
order for teachers to take a greater role in language policy, more measures are 
needed to inform them about the different models for plurilingual education 
and the possible teaching methods that use pluralistic approaches. While 
Awakening to Languages activities are best known for school children in 
Europe and have mainly been proposed for primary school, the approach 
has also been implemented for adults, for instance, see Bretegnier 2014, and 
language institutions such as DULALA5 propose it for children and adults. 
Here we have shown that it may also be effective for university students, at least 
in strongly monolingual environments such as Japan. Such approaches should 
enable teachers to provide their students with more than might be required by 
the word of policy. Also, it will be necessary for the university itself to clarify 
that the purpose of studying abroad is not limited to “learning in English”.
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Résumé

Dans la société actuelle, de plus en plus les élèves rencontrent diverses langues, différents 
genres d’utilisation des langues et de nouvelles normes linguistiques de manière inattendue. 
L’enseignement des langues étrangères au niveau universitaire devrait donc doter les 
étudiants des compétences métalinguistiques nécessaires pour les aider à se préparer à ces 
différences linguistiques et culturelles. Cependant, favoriser une telle compétence peut être 
difficile lorsque les établissements d’enseignement appliquent des politiques monolingues 
d’enseignement des langues.
 Cet article présente une étude de cas dans laquelle des approches plurielles des langues 
et des cultures a été mise en œuvre dans une université nationale au Japon, dans le cadre 
d’un cours destiné aux étudiants se préparant à étudier à l’étranger. Après avoir discuté 
des défis de l’enseignement des langues étrangères dans les universités nationales du 
Japon, il décrit la pratique caractérisée par une des approches plurielles, l’Éveil aux langues 
(Awakening to Languages). Il analyse ensuite ce que les élèves ont vécu et ce qu’ils ont cru 
avoir appris.
 Les résultats suggèrent que même l’utilisation à court terme de l’approche plurielle 
contribue à améliorer la compétence métalinguistique. Ils suggèrent également que les 
enseignants devraient être mieux informés sur les mesures éducatives qui favorisent 
la compétence plurilingue, afin qu’ils puissent jouer un rôle plus actif dans la politique 
d’enseignement des langues.

Mots clés: approches plurielles des langues et des cultures, enseignement des langues 
étrangères, étudiants à l’étranger, Éveil aux langues, CARAP


