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Results of Pilot Tests that Measure Competencies of
English Teachers in Japanese Elementary Schools

Mai Matsunaga

Abstract The development and results of the pilot English proficiency and teaching skilis tests for
English teachers in Japanese elemenlary schools ave described in this paper. In order to measure current
levels of oral proficiency and teaching skills of elementary school teachers, a listening test and an inter-
view tesl in English were developed. The listening test consisted of questions adapted {rowm a listening sec-
tion of the EIKEN test grade 3 (Obunsha, 2007). The interview test consisted of two parts: the [irst part
tested oral skills, especially speaking skills: and the second part tested teaching skills. Seven in-service ele-
meniary school teachers took the pilot tests in fall, 2008. To sum up the results of the pilot tests. the par-
ticipants tended to achieve high levels in the listening and conversation sections while they tended to vary
in their skills in answering questions on a paragraph. and teaching English. Based on the results and

analysis of the pilot tests. a revised version will be developed (or the second pilot tests.
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Purpose of Research

In March 2008, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT) introduced a new course of study for the elementary school level,
which included information about all classes offered in Japanese elementary schools.
This course of study will be put into effect at the elementary school level in April,
2011. Within this new course of study, all fifth and sixth graders will be required to
have a foreign language class, i.e., English class, once a week. There are three basic ob-
jectives to the new course of study: (a) to foster understanding of languages and cul-
tures, (b) to promote active participation in communication, and (c) to develop basic
communication skills (MEXT, 2008a, 2008b).

While English activities will be required at elementary schools, the issue over
quality of teaching has been one of the obstacles elementary schools have faced. In
other words, the level of English teachers in terms of their English ability and teach-
ing skills has been at the center of discussion among researchers (e.g., Butler, 2005;
Higuchi, Kanamori, & Kunikata, 2005). The importance of this issue over the quality
of English teaching at Japanese elementary schools has motivated the author of this
paper to conduct a 4-step study in an attempt to improve competence of elementary
school English teachers. And the four steps are: (a) clarifying standards of competen-
cles of Japanese elementary English teachers through organizing previous research
results, (b) organizing information about examinations on these competencies of
English teachers developed in Japan and other countries, (¢) developing and imple-
menting pilot examinations that evaluate competencies that Japanese elementary
school English teachers should acquire, and (d) eventually, revising the examinations
based on an analysis of the results and feedback from pilot test-takers.

Matsunaga (2008a), as a first step in the 4-step study, investigated levels of com-
petencies Japanese elementary school English teachers need to obtain, through exam-
ining the current situation of English education at public elementary schools, and
organizing previous research results. Following the first step, Matsunaga (2008b), as
a second step, examined tests developed in Japan and other countries that were de-
signed to measure the competencies of foreign language teachers. Moreover,
Matsunaga (2008b, 20092a), as a third step. introduced an outline of measuring instru-
ments she planned to create that would evaluate the competencies of English teachers
in Japanese elementary schools. She also proposed a rubric of competence levels, which

would be employed in the evaluation process. Furthermore, in Matsunaga (2009b), also
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as part of the third step, pilot tests that the author completed based on the outline
were introduced. Then, in this paper, she will report the results of these pilot tests ad-

ministered to seven in-service elementary school teachers in fall, 2008.

Pilot Tests

Test Rationale

Using two measuring instruments, a listening test and an individual interview
in English, current levels of English language ability and teaching skills of in-service
Japanese [English teachers at the elementary school level will be examined.
Participants, in-service teachers, are expected to vary in their background of relevant
knowledge or experience such as years of teaching English, experience abroad, or ex-
perience in attending teacher training sessions. Through the use of these measuring
instruments, the participants will be able to recognize their current level of English
and teaching skills, and use the results for further improvements. The results will be
beneficial not only for the participants, but also for researchers, teacher trainers,
and/or government officials who are in charge of elementary school English education
because the results can be used as sources to gain an understanding of the current
level of in-service teachers, to develop plans to improve the situation, and/or to organ-

ize appropriate training sessions.

Content Selection

A job analysis of elementary school English teachers was conducted, using an
inventory the Language Testing Research Center (LTRC) at the University of
Melbourne developed based on Ellis’s (1984) inventory of teacher tasks (Elder, 1994).
The LTRC’s inventory included three major categories of teacher tasks: (a) interac-
tions involving pedagogic goals which included medium-oriented interactions such as
modeling the target language, message-oriented interactions such as explaining pro-
cesses, and activity-oriented interactions such as giving instructions for a game; (b) in-
teractions involving framework goals such as disciplining students; and (c) extra-
classroom use of target language which included preparing the lesson, interacting
with members of the school community such as talking to individual students about
their progress or difficulties, and professional development such as reading profes-
sional journals. Based on the LTRC's inventory, a list of possible test or interview

items for this study was created by the author. Then, the list was examined by two
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groups in order to confirm content validity: (a) two university teachers who do re-
search on elementary school! English education, and also had teaching experience at
the elementary school level, and (b) two in-service elementary school English teachers.
Through this process, the items were refined to reflect what was expected of Japanese

elementary school English teachers.

Development of Specifications

Test content and format

In order to measure participants’ oral proficiency and teaching skills, a listen-
ing test and an interview in English were conducted. The listening test consisted of
questions adapted from a listening section of the EIKEN test grade 3 (Obunsha, 2007
[see Matsunaga, 2008b for more detail]), and was given to all participants in the same
room. The interview consisted of two parts: the first part tested oral skills, especially
speaking skills, and the second part tested teaching skills. The interview was given in-
dividually by an interviewer and a rater for about 15 minutes. The first part included
items such as a2 warm-up, everyday conversation, and reading a paragraph-long story
aloud and answering questions about the story. This first part was meant to test con-
tent and manner of oral English. In other words, this part examined not only overall
effectiveness, but also aceuracy of sentence mastery and vocabulary, and control of
fluency and pronunciation of oral production (e.g., Council of Europe, 2001; Harcourt
Assessment, 2007). The second part included items such as giving instructions of a
game, or acting out a dialogue with an interviewer. This part examined overall task
fulfillment and completeness, recognition of student level, use of instructive language,
and fluency (SEAMEO-RELC, NLLIA LTRC, & IKIP, 1997). The outline of the inter-

view test is shown in Table 1 (see Matsunaga, 2009b for a complete interview test).

Table L. The outline of the interview test (Maisunaga, 20609b)

Sections Contents Details Time
Speaking skills
1 warm-up 1 minute
conversation greetings,
............................................ Q& A e
i reading aloud. reading a short paragraph 1 mimute & 30
Q& A aloud, seconds

@Q & A about the paragraph

Teaching skills

1 giving instructions for a 3 minutes
game
i modeling a dialogue 3 minutes
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Competence levels and rubrics

Listening skills, speaking skills, and teaching skills were separately assessed
using different criteria. First, the listening skills were assessed based on a numerical
score of correct responses to the total test items. Four levels were employed for the lis-
tening score: (a) level one, less than 509% of the total score; (b) level two, 50% to 59%:
(c) level three, 60% to 69%; and (d) level four, more than 70%, with level three being set
as a satisfactory level. Second, speaking skills were assessed based on the following six
criteria: (a) overall effectiveness, (b) vocabulary, (¢) grammar, (d) fluency, (e) coherence,
and (f) pronunciation. Then, a holistic aspect, i.e., (a), and analytic aspects, i.e., (b}, (c),
(d), (e), and (f), of the spoken language use of each task were added and the average
score was calculated as a speaking score. Four levels were employed for the speaking
score: (a) level one, less than 60%; (b) level two, 60% to 69%: (c) level three, 70% to 79%:
and (d) level four, more than 80%, with level three being set as a satisfactory level.
Finally, teaching skills were assessed based on the following four criteria: (a) overall
task fulfillment, (b) recognition of student level, (¢) instructional language, and (d) flu-
ency. Then, a holistic aspect. i.e., (a), and analytic aspects, i.e., (b), (c), and (d), of the
teaching gkills of each task were added and the average score was calculated as a
teaching skills score. Four levels were employed for the teaching skills score: (a) level
one, less than 60%; (b) level two, 60% to 69%; (c) level three, 70% to 79%; and (d) level
four, more than 80%, with level three being set as a satisfactory level.

Moreover, the author developed rubrics for the three skills, i.e., listening.
speaking, and teaching skills, which were used in the evaluation process. In the devel-
opment of the rubrics, the Common European Framework (CEF) (Council of Europe,
2001), the Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB) (Smith, 2002), and the SEAMEO-
RELC, NLLIA LTRC, & IKIPS criteria (1997) were used as references. In other words,
competence levels in this study correspond to those of these three references. The CEF
is suitable as a universal standard since it has been used worldwide. The CLB is a
Canadian standard used for describing, measuring and recognizing the second lan-
guage proficiency of adult immigrants or prospective immigrants for living and work-
ing in Canada, and it provides a descriptive scale of communicative proficiency in
English as a second language, covering four skill areas (Center for CLB, retrieved in
2007). Since the CLB gives concrete descriptions of standards or criteria that match the
CEF scales of overall proficiency, it is used in the study in addition to the CEF. The
SEAMEO-RELC, NLLIA LTRC, & IKIPS criteria is used as the corresponding
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reference for teaching skills in the study (see Matsunaga, 2009a, 2009b for more infor-
mation on the CEF, CLB, & SEAMEQO-RELC, NLLIA LTRC, & IKIPS criteria, and the

original rubrics).

Selection and Training of Raters

One interviewer and rater were selected for the administering of the pilot ver-
sion interview. They were Japanese university English teachers who have a high level
of oral proficiency in English. They took training sessions beforehand on the rationale
and specifications of the instruments, focusing especially on the rating scales for the
interview. Moreover, they had a chance to actually rate sample interviews for practice.
In the actual administering of the interviews, each interview was conducted by both an
interviewer and a rater, and was video-recorded. After the initial interview, the origi-
nal interviewer and rater reviewed the video-recording and re-rated it together. If they

disagreed on their rating, they discussed it until they agreed on the same rating.

Results of the Pilot Tests
It is not possible to statistically generalize the results of the pilot tests for all
elementary school English teachers in Japan because of a limited number of partici-
pants (a total of seven participants). However, the author still believes that it is worth-
while to statistically process the results of the pilot tests in order to describe the
overall tendency among the participants, and possibly of elementary school teachers

in general.

Method

Participants and the recruitment procedure

A teacher trainer in Higashi-Osaka city, Osaka, helped to recruit participants
for the pilot tests. He recruited seven in-service elementary school teachers in the dis-
trict. The participants were all regular homeroom teachers of fifth or sixth graders
from various schools in the district, and were teaching English as homeroom teachers
at the time of testing. Five of the teachers were female and two of them were male.
Their age and English teaching experience varied. Since all the participants were lead-
ers of English education at their schools, the level of their English proficiency or
teaching skills was expected to be higher than that of the average elementary school

teachers.
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Procedures

The pilot tests were administered after a seminar by the Higashi-Osaka Board
of Education in fall, 2008. The listening test was administered first for about 40 min-
utes, and then each participant took an interview test with an interviewer and a rater
for about 15 minutes. All the interviews were administered by the same interviewer
and rater. In addition, all interviews were video-recorded with permission by the par-

ticipants.

Results and discussion

Listening test

As Table 2 shows, the average total score of the listening test surpassed a pass-
ing score, which was set at 18 points (60%). In addition, six out of the seven partici-
pants gained the passing score and five of them obtained the score necessary for level
four (the highest level). i.e., more than 21 points (over 7094). These results revealed
that the majority of the participants had the level of listening skills that was consid-
ered as a requirement to be a successful English teacher at the elementary school level
in this study. Considering the fact that the participants or general elementary school
teachers usually have a university degree, the listening test employed in this study,
which tests junior high school level English, may have been rather easy for the partici-
pants, However, since all the participants were leaders of English education at their
schools, the level of their listening skills may have been higher than that of average

elementary school teachers.

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for Listening Test Scores

M SD
Section 1 8.43 1.72
Sectjon 2 7.7 2.36
Section 3 8.57 1.40
Tota) 24.71 4.92

Note. Types of questions were the following: section 1, questions and
responses; section 2. short conversations; and section 3, pas-
sages. Each section had 10 questions. and each question had 1
point, making the highest possible total score 30 points. There
were seven participants [or the test.
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Interview test, speaking skills test

The speaking skills test consisted of two sections: a conversation, and reading
a paragraph aloud and answering questions. The former included two parts: greet-
ings, and questions and responses. The latter also included two parts: reading a short
paragraph aloud, and answering three questions about the paragraph. Looking at the
average total score of speaking skills in Table 3, the average total score surpassed a
passing score, which was set at 70 points (level three). Four out of the seven partici-
pants gained the passing score and three of them obtained the score necessary for level
four (the highest level), i.e., more than 80 points (over 80%); on the other hand, one
participant was assessed at level two, i.e., less than 70 points (below 70%) and two par-
ticipants were assessed at level one, i.e., less than 60 points (below 609). Since the par-
ticipants in this pilot test were thought to have a higher level of English proficiency
than that of average elementary school teachers, it was assumed that average elemen-
tary school teachers would not reach a level which was as high as that of these partici-
pants,

Looking at the results of the conversation section in Table 3, the average total
score surpassed a passing score, which was set at 70 points (level three). Moreover, the
average scores of both parts in the conversation section, i.e., greetings, and questions
and responses, surpassed the passing score, which was set at 70 points (level three).
Furthermore, six out of the seven participants gained the passing score and five of
them obtained the score necessary for level four (the highest Jevel). i.e., more than 80
points (over 80%). These results revealed that the majority of the participants had
good control of everyday English conversation.

Looking at the results of the section, reading a paragraph aloud and answering
questions, in Table 3, the average total score fell short of a passing score, which was
set at 70 points (level three). Four out of the seven participants gained the passing
score and three of them obtained the score necessary for level four (the highest level),
i.e., more than 80 points (over 80%); on the other hand, three participants were as-
sessed at level one, 1.e., less than 60 points (helow 60%). As Table 4 shows, this discrep-
ancy in scores of the participants was due to the fact that those who achieved higher
levels gained high scores in the part, answering questions; on the contrary, those who
achieved lower levels gained low scores in the same part. There were mainly three rea-
sons for their low scores in the part, answering questions: (a) they did not understand

the questions (i.e., problems with listening skills), (b} they did not find the answers in
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the paragraph (i.e., problems with reading skills), or (¢) they could not express their
answers in English (i.e., problems with speaking skills). Since this part required inte-
grated skills including all three of these skills, it was assumed that some of the partici-
pants found the part beyond their ability. With the development of students’
communication skills being one of the objectives in English activities at the elemen-
tary school level, the development of teachers’ communication skills, especially their
listening and speaking skills, will be crucial for successful implementation of the pro-
grams. On the other hand, the average score for the part, reading a paragraph aloud,
surpassed the passing score, which was set at 70 points (level three); all the partici-
pants reached the highest level, level four, in this part. This result revealed that all the
participants had good control of reading a short paragraph aloud with appropriate
pronunciation, intonation, and fluency to be a model for their students. Considering
the fact that the paragraph in the test was short and set at the level of junior high
school English, it may have been rather easy for the participants or elementary school

teachers in general.

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations for Speaking Skills Test Scores

M SD
Speaking skills Total 70.29 10.84
Conversation Total 79.86 10.11
Greetlings 79.86 0.38
QAs 73.86 14.97
Reading aloud & QAs Total 64.57 17.50

Reading aloud 80.0 0.0
RAs 59.43 23.34

Note. The speaking skills test consisted of two sections: conversation, and reading a
paragraph aloud and answering questions. The former included greetings, and
questions and answers. The latter included reading a short paragraph aloud,
and answering questions about the paragraph. The highest possible score of
each category was 80 points. There were seven participants for the test.

Interview test, teaching skills test

The teaching skills test consisted of two sections: giving instructions for a
game, and modeling a dialogue. Looking at the total score of teaching skills in Table
4, the average score fell short of a passing score, which was set at 70 points (level
three). This rather low average can be attributed to a large gap in scores between the

higher level participants and the lower level participants, with the latter group
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scoring extremely low. Four out of the seven participants gained the passing score and
two of them obtained the score necessary for level four (the highest level), 1.e., more
than 80 points (over 80%); on the other hand, one participant was assessed at level two,
i.e., less than 70 points (below 709%). and two participants were assessed at level one,
i.e., less than 60 points {(below 60%). Since the participants in this pilot test were
thought to have a higher level of teaching skills than those of average elementary
school teachers, it was assumed that average elementary school teachers would not
reach a level which was as high as that of these participants.

Looking at the results of the section, giving instructions for a game, in Table 4,
the average score fell short of a passing score, which was set at 70 points (level three).
This rather low average was due to a discrepancy in scores of the participants. Five of
the seven participants gained the passing score and two of them cbtained the score
necessary for level four (the highest level), i.e., more than 80 points {over 809): on the
other hand, two of the participants were assessed at level one, i.e., less than 60 points
(below 60%5).

Looking at the results of the section, modeling a dialogue, in Table 4. the aver-
age score fell short of a passing score, which was set at 70 points (level three). This
rather low average was due to a discrepancy in scores of the participants. Four of the
seven participants gained the passing score with two of them obtaining the score nec-
essary for level four (the highest level), i.e., more than 80 points (over 80%); on the
other hand, two of the participants were assessed at level two, i.e., less than 70 points
(below 70%), and one participant was assessed at level one, i.e., less than 60 points
(below 60%). In addition, those who achieved higher levels in the section, giving in-
structions for a game, also tended to achieve higher levels in the section, modeling a
dialogue.

Through the administration of the pilot teaching skills test, three problems
with the test became evident. First, although the test was originally meant to evaluate
the participants’ teaching skills, it evaluated more of their English proficiency than
their teaching skills. In other words, the test tended to evaluate how fluently they
spoke English rather than how well they conveyed necessary information to their stu-
dents. Second, the test cards that the participants received for each section included
too much information to process within the time they had been given. This also led the
participants only to read out the instructions or dialogue in English, not paying too

much attention to the fact that they were supposed to be talking to their students.

10
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Finally, the section, modeling a dialogue, did not reflect the participants’ actual teach-
ing at their schools. This means that most participants did not seem to understand
what they were asked to do with the dialogue although the instructions for the test
were explained on the card. Keeping these problems in mind, the test should be revised

to more effectively assess teaching skills, and reflect actual teaching situations.

Table 4.  Means and Standard Deviations for Teaching Skills Test Scores

M SD
Teaching skills Total 67.0 17.04
Game instructions 64.14 29.79
Modeling a dialogue 69.29 12.05

Note, The teaching skills test consisted of two sections: giving instructions for a
game, and modeling a dialogue. The highest possible score of each section was
80 points. There were seven participants for the test.

Final Remarks

The author developed pilot instruments that evaluated the competence of
English teachers in Japanese elementary schools. These instruments focused on oral
English ability and teaching skills, and therefore, they included a listening test that
evaluated listening skills, and an interview test in English that evaluated speaking and
teaching skills. In the evaluation process, listening skills, speaking skills, and teaching
skills were separately assessed using different criteria and level descriptions, which
corresponded to the CEF, CLB, and SEAMEO-RELC, NLLIA LTRC, & IKIP scales. In
this paper, the results of the pilot tests were mainly discussed.

Seven in-service elementary school teachers, who were the leaders of English
education at their schools, took the tests in fall, 2008. Regarding the listening test, the
average total score surpassed a passing score, which was set at 18 points (60%). In ad-
dition, six out of the seven participants gained the passing score and five of them ob-
tained the score necessary for level four (the highest level), 1.e., more than 21 points
(over 70%). These results revealed that the majority of the participants had the level
of listening skills that was considered as a requirement to be a successful English
teacher at the elementary school level in this study. Regarding the speaking skills test
in the interview test, the overall average speaking skills score surpassed a passing
score, which was set at 70 points (level three). However, looking at the results of the

sectlon, reading a paragraph aloud and answering questions, the average of the total
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score fell short of the passing score. This was mainly due to the fact that three partici-
pants achieved only low levels in the part, answering questions, and this fact lowered
the average score of the whole section. Regarding the teaching skills test in the inter-
view test, the average total score of teaching skills fell short of a passing score, which
was set at 70 points (level three). In addition, the average score of each section in the
teaching skills test, 1.e., giving instructions for a game, or modeling a dialogue, fell
short of the passing score. This rather low average was due to a discrepancy in teach-
ing skills of the participants. Therefore, to sum up the results of the pilot tests, the
participants tended to achieve high levels in the listening and conversation sections
while they tended to vary in their skills in answering questions on a paragraph, and
teaching English.

Even though this study had only a limited numbeyr of participants, and there-
fore, the data may not be statistically valid, the author believes that the data can show
an overall tendency of elementary school teachers to an extent. Based on the results
and analysis of the pilot tests, a revised version will be developed for the second pilot
tests. Major revisions will have to be made in the teaching skills test in order to more
appropriately reflect the level set as necessary for a successful English teacher at the
elementary school level in the study. In other words, the level of the pilot teaching
skills test was rather high, and the test contents did not necessarily reflect actual
teaching situations in elementary schools. The author hopes that her study and meas-
uring instruments will contribute to teacher development and further improvements

in elementary school English education in Japan.
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