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Goal

To reveal the historical formation of primary 
ELT policies in Japan using the historical 
institutionalism (HI) approach. 

Background

• Policies for English education in primary 
schools (EEPS) in Japan can be 
characterised as having deviated from 
what Enever (2018) called the global 
trends of EEPS (Hashimoto, 2011). 

• In fact, recent programmes (2002–2019) in Japan 
have differed from those implemented in other 
countries—the traditional EEPS programme (i.e., 
FLES) that aims to develop children’s English skills. 

• Instead, the programmes in Japan have focused on 
promoting intercultural awareness and Japanese 
language communication skills (i.e., a kind of 
FLEX). 

Research Question

What factors have contributed to these 
FLEX programmes?

Limitations of Previous Work

• Many studies have already examined the 
EEPS policy process in Japan (see 

Supplementary Files). 

• Some limitations include: 

• Heavy dependence on official statements from 
the government and public notification 
documents

• Little analysis of the deliberation process

→ Previous work has failed to reveal the 
historical formation of EEPS and political 
dynamism that has contributed to this.



Historical Institutionalism (HI)? 

Historical institutionalism is an empirical 
approach that emphasises historical 
conditions (Peters, 2019; Pierson, 2004). 

A key idea: ‘path-dependency’

• A crucial role is played by certain customs or 
institutions that emerged at specific periods and are 
consolidated through subsequent historical processes.

• Previous historical conditions bind subsequent policy 
making by enhancing the legitimacy of an existent 
policy/institution and suppressing other possible 
options.

Using the HI framework and the concept of 
path-dependency might be more helpful in 
examining the EEPS process in Japan than 
relying on amorphous exogenous factors like 
globalisation, public opinion, or the 
government’s (inter)nationalist ideologies.

Method

A qualitative content analysis of policy 
documents

Documents Analysed

• The government’s notification documents, 
such as the Course of Study, Reports of the 
CCE, and other recommendations and 
proposals

• Minutes of the educational councils of MOE, 
Prime Minster’s Office, and other policy 
actors

• Literature on Japan’s policy process, politics, 
and bureaucracy

→ See Supplementary Files for more information
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2002
Optional English Activities 

within Period of Integrated Study

2011
Mandatory Foreign Language Activities 

in Grades 5 & 6

2020
Mandatory Foreign Language Activities 

in Grades 3 & 4
Mandatory Foreign Language (formal subject) 

in Grades 5 & 6 

Some politicians and business leaders, along with public opinion, have long demanded the introduction of FLES.

Globalisation, the power of English as an IL, and the global trend of earlier start of ELT, which have exerted a constant impact 

‘Relaxed education’ 

reform movement

A policy package (i.e. PIS) helped a smooth 

introduction of ELT into primary school

A long tradition of ELT in Japan that 

has emphasised intercultural learning

A Chair of a subcommittee of CCE 

enthusiastically supported FLES

June 2013: Cabinet approved the 

proposal for the introduction of 

English as formal subject (FLES)
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Experimental ELT

programmes launched in 
some primary schools

Results (1/2) The figure shows how EEPS has evolved in the 

last 30 years. It has been implemented as a FLEX programme since the 

1990s, despite there being a greater demand for FLES than FLEX. The 

figure also illustrates the initial conditions that contributed to the 

implementation of FLEX in the 1990s and may have played a crucial role in 

the formation of EEPS policies, binding the subsequent policy process.

Educational Councils in Prime 

Minister’s Office repeatedly 

proposed the introduction of FLES 



Results (2/2) Two important historical conditions

The Initial Condition (Terasawa, 2020)

EEPS was first introduced for intercultural 
education (not English skills building) within a 
PIS programme.

The ‘relaxed education’ (yutori kyoiku) 
movement in the 1990s managed to reduce the 
total volume of learning content, making it 
extremely difficult to introduce new subjects.

Many committee members in the CCE in the 
1990s expressed strong concern that the 
introduction of FLES would cause ‘English 
frenzy’ among teachers and parents and 
accelerate the ‘exam hell’ among primary school 
students.

FLES Proposals Blocked by MOE 
(Terasawa, 2019)

Strong demand for FLES in the 2000s

• Some politicians, business leaders, and even 
members of MOE councils, along with public 
opinion, supported FLES.

Chaotic deliberations in the 2000s

• During the deliberations, MOE bureaucrats finally 
took the initiative and decided not to introduce 
FLES but to maintain the existing FLEX.

MEXT’s rationale

• The FLEX implemented in the 1990s and 2000s 
had accumulated a rich body of classroom 
practices.

• These legacies had to be properly considered.



Discussion: History as a powerful factor in language policy

During deliberations, the ‘relaxed 
education’ movement led to the 

introduction of English Activities in PIS, a 
typical FLEX.

English Activities were part of homeroom 
activities. It was assumed that homeroom 

teachers had to teach it.

Because it was a homeroom activity, MOE did not obtain 
sufficient funding to improve the environment necessary for the 
introduction of FLES, including pre- and in-service training of 

primary school teachers and curriculum development.

Recognising the lack of the improvement, 
MOE bureaucrats were reluctant to introduce 

FLES; rather, they promoted FLEX.

1990s 

Early 
2000s 

Late 
2000s 

The figure shows that an initial policy choice binds 

subsequent processes and guides them in a 

particular direction; policies may further limit 

possible future options. In this ‘path-dependency’ 

process, historical factors work more strongly than 

contemporaneous factors.

Japan's EEPS (especially the 

deviation from the global trend 

of EEPS) can be better 

understood based on this path-

dependency model.


