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[ The divorce law of the Japanese Taiho code was substantially the same as that in China, but practically a
wife could be divorced at the pleasure of her husband under any slight or flimsy pretext, the most usual
being that she did not “conform to the usage of his family.” As in China, the wife had no legal right to demand
a divorce from her husband on any ground.
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ABSTRACT

This paper attempts to answer the following question: What does a child centered
English lesson look like? To do this, I explain the social and school settings in
which I teach, explore the key differences between the child centered and teacher
centered approaches, show how humanistic ideas have shaped and influenced the
child centered approach, and describe child centered activities I have used. These

activities are contrasted with teacher centered activities.
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INTRODUCTION

I have been teaching children in Japan since 1999. At many of the
conferences I've attended over the past few years, phrases like
“teacher centered” and “learner centered” kept on popping up.
Despite having heard these phrases over and over, I couldn't quite
understand the difference between the two. At a conference in Tokyo,
I attended a presentation by David Paul, a well-known teacher and
presenter in Japan. Instead of “learner centered” he used the phrase
“child centered.” This was the first time I heard this phrase, and it
piqued my curiosity as well as imagination. For the past few years,
I've tried to put what I learned about the child centered approach into
action. It is through these experiences that I will attempt to explain
what a child centered lesson looks like.

The first part of this paper takes a brief look at the social and
school settings in which this paper was written. The second part
explores the basic differences between the “child centered” approach
and the “teacher centered” approach. The third part of this paper
takes a closer look at the influence of humanistic research and beliefs
on the child centered approach. The fourth part will describe child
centered activeties in more detail and contrast them with teacher

centered activities.

SOCIAL AND SCHOOL SETTINGS

In this section, I want to discuss briefly the social and school
settings in which English is taught in Japan.

Steven D. Levitt, a well-known American economist, once
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quipped that “Morality, .. represents the way that people would like
the world to work—whereas economics represents how it actually
does work” (13) —warts and all. Visit one of Japan's many book stores
and you'll notice the shelves are packed with books about English.
There are countless dictionaries and books that promise to help
people pass any number of standardized tests.

Judging from my frequent visits to Japanese bookstores, the
learning of English is mostly an act of passing or scoring high on some
test.

According to a recent 2007 survey conducted in Japan, some
97% of elementary schools surveyed have English programs. The time
spent studying English varied from as little as one hour to over 71
school hours a year. How English is taught and what is taught varies
from school to school.

Recently, the Japanese government announced its decision to
include English as a compulsory subject in primary schools. From
2011, fifth and sixth graders will be required to spend 35 class hours
each year studying English. There will be no required textbook and
the students will not be given a grade. It is also hoped that students
will get a better understanding of the Japanese language and Japanese
culture through the study of English.

Many primary school teachers in Japan now feel unprepared to
teach their students English. Some teachers feel their English is
inadequate, some feel English should not be taught at the primary
level, while other have mixed feelings. The critics have been harsh,
and one of the harshest has been former Tama University president
Gregory Clark.

Clark wondered why the Japanese government would spend
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time and money placing an “intolerable burden” on children so they
could speak “stilted English with bad pronunciation.” He believes that
the testing culture in Japan will have a negative impact on the
students' view of English. Instead, he suggests keeping English as an
elective. That is, giving students the right to choose English.
Nonetheless, the trend in Japan is going toward introducing English
from the third grade onwards as a mandatory subject.

A number of changes have been made to the testing of English
in Japan. Each year in January, students hoping to enter one of
Japan's national (or municipal) or one of Japan's top private
universities are required to take something called the National Center
Test for University Admissions. Since the test includes an English
listening portion, the result may be that parents are going to feel the
need to help their children bone up on listening.

As English becomes more apart of the mandatory primary
school curriculum, I wonder how this will affect the testing of English.
Will future university entrance exams include oral interviews? Will
primary school teachers be up to the challenge? These questions
remain in the future, but in the meantime, recent trends suggest that
English will be introduced to Japanese children at earlier stages in
their education. Schools and families are now readying themselves to
meet the new demands.

Teaching children in Japan is a challenge and a joy. It is a
challenge for one very obvious reason: The children don't need
English in the same ways that immigrant children living in the U.S.
do. Immigrant children in the U.S. face a number of challenges to
learning English, but need and opportunity are not lacking. Take the

average Japanese child in an English class. It is not uncommon that
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both her parents speak little (if any) English. It is doubtful that she'll
have ample opportunities to make friends with English speaking
children her age. The probability is high that she's heard significant
others (e.g., a parent, an older sibling, a close friend, a teacher, etc.) say
something like “I'm not good at English” and then, be told that she

has to learn English.

HOW DOES A CHILD CENTERED LESSON DIFFER
FROM A TEACHER CENTERED LESSON?

As I started teaching children more, the phrase “child centered”
kept on popping up. For a few years I couldn't quite understand what
that phrase meant, especially in terms of classroom practices. A few
years back I attended an English teaching conference, and I listened
to David Paul, a well-known English teacher and teacher trainer, give
a presentation on “child centered” lessons. Below are two diagrams
he drew. The first depicts a child centered lesson while the second

depicts a teacher centered lesson.

A Children Centered Lesson A Teacher Centered Lesson

/O

yy
000

O The Children I:I The Teacher
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Emotional Energy: What's the Source?

A teacher centered lesson introduces language in a way that is
clear and easy to understand. Think for a moment about your own
teaching experiences. How many times have we stood in front of a
classroom holding our flashcards and said something like “Repeat
after me..Red, YELLOW..” ?

There is little doubt about this being a teacher centered
activity. Think of the two models. The teacher has the cards; the
teacher shows the cards to the children and models the pronunciation;
and finally the children repeat. The teacher can do this activity with a
lot of enthusiasm and emotion and the students will feed off this
emotion and do likewise. Their enthusiasm can give us a sense that
the children are learning. It's important to ask where that enthusiasm
comes from. Does it come from the teacher's performance (the
edutainer)? or does that enthusiasm come from the child? If the source
of emotional energy comes from the teacher then can that activity be

considered a child centered activity? I think not.

Whose Needs? The Parents'? The Teacher's? or The Child's?

A student centered lesson draws students in. In other words it
grabs there attention. I notice this with my own children. Once I
brought out an English word game puzzle to show my kids. I thought
by playing this game they could improve their English. No matter
how much I prodded I couldn't get my kids interested in the game.
They were more interested in watching TV and playing their video
games. Let's go back a few sentences. Notice I said that | wanted my
kids to improve their English.

Child psychologists often use the concept of ownership when
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discussing knowledge acquisition. If a parent or teacher initiates the
learning then the parent or teacher is the one who owns that
knowledge. The parent's or teacher's role is that of a sender of
knowledge. The child, like a passive plant receiving its vital nutrients
from the sun, is a receiver of knowledge. It was my need to have my
children speak English rather than my children's desire and need to
learn.

I, like most of my students' parents, want my children to speak
English. Since English is my native language, I can claim some
ownership over it: IT'S MY LANGUAGE! But from my children's point
of view, it's their dad's language, NOT THEIRS! Theirs is Japanese.

My hopes and desires for my children won't change in the near
future. I believe with all my heart that learning English can enrich my
children's lives emotionally and financially. How then do I get them to
learn English? The belief that we can get (force?) or children to do (or
don't) do something needs to be reconsidered. It needs to be
reconsidered for a number of reasons. First, there are alternatives to
the teacher centered approach. Second, and more importantly, there's

a more effective way to teach children English.

Extrinsic or Intrinsic Motivation

I want to go back to my story about wanting my children to play an
English word game. My attempts at enticing them to play didn't work.
I thought about offering a prize for the winner but this didn't seem
much like a good idea. I thought about the consequences of offering a
reward to the winner and here is what I came up with:

® My oldest daughter would win all the time. My younger daughters

would always lose and never get a prize. Who wants to play a

(56)



HNBREERAALE 207 20094 3 ]

game in which they always lose? I know I wouldn't.
® If I gave them a prize would they play for the prize or for the
mere enjoyment without prizes in the future? Probably not!
® I simply can't offer prizes every time I want them to play the game.
Which is more important: intrinsic or extrinsic motivation? Although
this is not a purely either/or question, I would argue that intrinsic
motivation is more important and more lasting. In fact, I would go so
far as to argue that extrinsic motivation is mostly a teacher centered
approach. The teacher says “If you answer this question, I'll give you
something.” The need to learn comes not from within the student but
mostly out of the desire to get something. If the child is drawn into
the lesson and develops the need to ask questions then it becomes

meaningful to the child.

HUMANSISM AND THE CHILD CENTERED APPROACH

Humanism has had a big impact on the development of the
child centered approach. The idea that a child's thoughts, feelings, and
emotions are vital to the process of learning has shaped how I teach
children in Japan. Some of the key thinkers of humanism are Erik
Erikson, Abraham Maslow, and Carl Rodgers. Each of these researchers'
ideas will be briefly discussed. I'll explain how their ideas fit into my

own conception of the child centered approach.

Erik Erikson
In his book Childhood and Society (1963), psychologist Erik
Erikson argued that humans go through eight stages of psychological

development. We pass through these stages as we age and mature
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into old age. This was what Erikson referred to as his epigenetic
principle.

When a child is born, she spends her first years of life in the
care of parents or loved ones. By her second or third year of life she
begins to show signs of autonomy. By her fourth year of life, with the
encouragement of her loved ones, she is more able to think and take
action on her own.

It is at this stage that she begins to show signs of initiative. My
four year old daughter, Mei, shows signs of autonomy and initiative.
Her older sister had a wallet with money. Mei had a wallet but no
money. One day, I asked my wife for some money to buy lunch. She
left two 1,000 yen bills on the table. Mei, as an autonomous human,
seized the moment and took the money and put it in her wallet, like
her hig sister. As a parent, I was put in a tight situation. Here's the
dilemma; On one hand I don't won't my daughter taking money that
doesn't belong to her—that's called stealing. On the other hand,
punishing my daughter's “exploratory” behavior runs the risk of her
developing an unhealthy sense of guilt, which will discourage her from
showing future initiative.

As teachers of children, it's important that we develop our
children's sense of initiative, or what others have called “risk taking.”
I once taught a class consisting of two girls and one boy. The two
girls had been studying together for three months before the boy
joined the class. The boy felt uneasy and would say things like T
don't understand English!” He would sometimes even refuse to
participate in activities.

Unfortunately, his first few lessons were full of failed experiences.

With each failed experience his belief that he couldn't understand
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English grew. I needed to make his experiences in class more positive.
I wanted him to develop his sense of autonomy to think and take the
Initiative to act without my direction.

Think back to the child centered lesson model. A child centered
lesson draws the children in. This is what I wanted to do with this
child. I wanted to draw him into the lesson. At the beginning of one
class, I made a racetrack with various animal flashcards. I took out
three toy cars and placed them at the start line.

I didn't say anything to the children. I wanted them to notice
the racetrack and the toy cars. Too often teachers feel that they have
to direct the children's attention to a game. They say things like “Look
at this really fun game we are going to play.” The problem is that the
child's autonomy and initiative are totally ignored. The child is capable
of making that choice for her or himself.

To my joy, the boy noticed the racetrack and the cars. With his
interest piqued he joined the game. The rules of the game were easy
to understand. Each child rolled a die. If the children rolled a number
4 or 6 they would lose a turn. If they rolled any other number, they
would move along the racetrack. When they landed on an animal
flashcard, a child would have to ask a question, such as “What is it?”
If the child is unable to answer the question, she could ask the
teacher: “What is it?" Because the game is based on luck (the roll of a
die) rather than skill (being able to answer a question correctly) all the
children have a reasonable chance at winning.

The boy, to his own amazement, won the race. He showed
autonomy because he didn't need anyone to tell him what to do. He

gained more confidence and took more risks with language.
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Abraham Maslow

Psychologist Abraham Maslow believed humans were motivated
by needs. He argued that there were two basic types of needs:
deficiency and being needs. Deficiency needs are often considered the
lower of the two. At the very bottom are the “basic psychological
needs,” such as water and food. One basic psychological need is sleep.
If the child doesn't get enough sleep, then it's a good bet the child
won't learn much English. Recent studies have found that sleep and
memory are correlates. It was discovered that the less a person sleeps
the more likely they are to forget things.

If a child has a lack of self-esteem (‘I'm no good at English!”)
then the result may be that the child will develop a sense of
inferiority, just as Erikson suggested. When deficiencies are properly
dealt with, then the child's being needs kick in. This is when the child's
brain is cognitively involved. Maslow also formulated the idea of self-
actualization. Self-actualization is when a person realizes their full
potential. This is the goal, however impossible, of all teachers of

children.

Carl Rodgers

Carl Rodgers influence on humanism has been immense.
Rodgers believed that all humans have the potential to learn. Rodgers'
contribution to the teaching of children was his belief that learning
takes place when it's significant to the learner. When we teach
children, do we ever consider if what we're teaching actually matters
to the children. If we teach colors and then ask “What color is it?”
and the child answers “It's red,” can we really assume that the child

has “deeply” learned how to use colors in a creative and natural
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manner? How to make what we teach significant to our students is a
challenge. One way to overcome this challenge is to first allow the
children to notice things and then develop their need to learn.

Significance can have a number of meanings. Psychologist
Frank Smith's take on significance is informative. Smith argued that
learning (or not learning) takes place when knowledge is important to
the image of the learner. He used the word “club” to describe the
ideal situation of learning. My oldest daughter loves dancing and
envisions herself as a dancer. Her image of herself as a dancer is
important to her. But what about her image of herself as an English
speaker? And what about my other students? Do my students view
themselves as part of the “English speaking club” ? or do they see
themselves as not belonging to the English speaking club? Smith's
message to teachers is that we provide significant opportunities for
children to develop and solidify their membership into the English
speaking club.

CHILD CENTERED ACTIVITIES

We often run into words like “meaningful” and “meaningless.”
What do these words mean? How are they related to the teaching of
children? Psychologist George Kelly's personal construct theory of learning
can help us better understand the differences.

A popular teaching technique for introducing a target language
is to use flashcards. The teacher models the pronunciation of a word
or phrase and the children repeat. I have used this technique many
times over the years, but I stopped using it a few years ago. The

reason I stopped using it is because I felt it wasn't a worthwhile learning
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experience for the children.

Instead of drawing on the students' curiosity to notice the
target language, I was basically telling them what they needed to
know. Kelly believed that knowledge is a personal endeavor. The child
makes sense of English on her own terms. This is the essence of
meaningful learning. The child may know that an apple is red, but
doesn't care.

One activity that I use with children to teach colors is called
counting cards. I put the children in groups of three, and ask them to
sit in a circle. Each group is given a set of color cards. The first child
tells the second child a number—usually a number from 1-10. If the
first child tells the second child “four,” the second child counts four
color cards. The second child holds the fourth color card in his hand,
and says ‘T have a red book.” When each child has had a turn, each
child then takes turns telling their group members what each member
has.

Child 1: He has a blue Stitch. She has a brown bag.

Child 2: He has a red book. He has a blue Stitch.

Child 3: She has a brown bag. He has a red book.
During this time, I usually walk around the class and help students
who are having trouble. Often, a child will ask me questions in
Japanese like “Enpitsu ha nani?” At this point, I shrug my shoulders
and pretend like I don't understand. Before the start of each class I
write “What's ___ in English?” and some other phrases I think might
be useful during a particular lesson, such as “I'm sorry. I don't
understand” or “How do you spell ___ ?”
From my experience, children are pretty quick to use and pick

up these types of phrases, especially if they find ample opportunities
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to use them during lessons. In a child centered lesson, the child
develops a need to use language in a manner that is both personal
and meaningful. Let's think more carefully about the differences
between a teacher centered lesson and a child centered lesson.

One basic need of a person is to think. Children have this same
need. In a teacher centered approach, most of the thinking is done by
the teacher. A teacher shows a child a flashcard of a red apple and
say's “APPLE.” The children (at least ideally) repeat once or twice. A
little while later, the teacher asks a child “What's this?” One of two
things may happen: one, the child will answer “It's an apple” ; or two,
the child may not be able to answer the question.

Beyond the question of whether it's important to either the
child or the teacher that the object in the flashcard is an apple, the
child, regardless if he's able to answer the question, is not thinking
deeply or emotionally about the question.

Now, let's consider a child centered activity. The child is
holding a red color card and must think about something he has that's
red. A child knows that her mother just bought apples from the local
grocery store, but she doesn't know what the word is in English.
However, she knows the phrase “What's _ in English?” She asks
her teacher “What's ringo in English?” The teacher answers “Apple.”
The child is now able to complete the activity.

The differences between the two activities are striking. In the
child centered activity, the child must first think about something red
she has as opposed to a red apple depicted in some flashcard. If the
child doesn't know the English word for apple, she can ask the teacher
what it means in English. The latter is a very important language

learning strategy. Other differences between the two activities are
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just as striking.

Rob Olson, a longtime teacher of children in Japan, wrote about
a fascinating experience with colors. He found that children were
noticing that the crabs in his flashcards were blue. From their own
life experiences the children believed that all crabs were red. They
argued with him and told him that crabs were not blue. He told them
that some crabs were indeed blue. It was at this point the children's
curiosity kicked in. Their old knowledge was transformed to fit the
new information. This made the color blue meaningful to the children
he was teaching.

Another interesting way to make colors meaningful is through
language games. The game counting cards is a good example. I used
this activity with a large class at a Japanese primary school. At the
start of the class, I divided the class in to groups of three or four.
Each group was given a set of color cards. The first child says a
number, such as “three.” The next child pulls three color cards. The
child holds the third color card and says ‘I like yellow (the color of
the card) bananas.” This process is repeated until each child has at
least two chances to speak.

What's nice about this activity is that the target language can
be changed. Instead of the children saying °I like yellow bananas’
they can say ‘I have yellow pencils.” Notice the teacher's role in this
activity. The teacher's role is that of mediator. A rule (which the
students have trouble keeping) is that they are not allowed to use
Japanese. If they don't know the word, they have to ask the teacher
“What's ___ in English?” One child picked a brown card and asked
me “What's unko in English?” I told him, “It's poop.” With a smile, he
told his group “I like brown poop.”
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This activity was done with beginning students, but it can be
adapted for more advanced students. For my more capable students,
we play a game called Touch and Write. I divide the class into two
teams. Each team selects a team name. I place the color cards on the
table. A team member from one of the teams pulls the top color card.
Another team member from the opposing team rolls a die. If the
number rolled is five, then each team must touch five items that are
the same color as the color card. If the students don't know how to
say the word in English, they ask the teacher “What's this in
English?” If they don't know the spelling they ask “How do you spell

?" T even let them use a picture dictionary so they can look up
the word for themselves. The first team to write five items on the
whiteboard wins and gets five points. After a few rounds of playing
the game, the team with the highest point total wins. I usually put a
time limit, about a minute or two, on the activity.

Again, notice the teacher's role in each activity. The teacher is
a resource for the students. When they want to know a word or a
spelling of a word, they ask the teacher in English. The students have
something they want to say that is meaningful and the teacher helps
them say it. For a more thorough discussion of the differences
between a child centered lesson and a teacher centered I suggest

reading David Paul's excellent book Teaching English to Children in Asia.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, I have attempted to describe the child centered
approach. In the first section, I discussed the social and school settings

in which I teach. There is a trend in Japan to introduce English in the
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primary schools. Although many primary schools already have
English programs in place to some extent or another, English is not
yet a compulsory subject. Many primary schools feel unprepared to
teach their students. The critics suggest that making English a
compulsory subject will not produce better English speakers.

In the second section, I discussed some key differences between
the child centered approach and the teacher centered approach. A
major difference between the two is that a child centered lesson
draws children into the lesson. It puts the needs of the child above the
needs of the teacher and the parents. I also argued that motivation
must come from within the child. A child should feel the emotional
need to say something in English. Giving kids prizes may lessen the
child's intrinsic need to learn English and make it her own.

In the third section, I discussed the role of important humanistic
thinkers and ideas in the child centered approach. The idea that the
child is a real thinking and feeling human is important. The teacher
centered approach often treats children like computers. All you need
to do is put the input inside the children and they'll be talking. What's
missing is the very real fact that children construct their world,
including knowledge of English, in a manner that is meaningful to
them.

In the final section, I contrasted a child centered activity with
a teacher centered activity. In the child centered activity the child
produced language that was personal and undirected. In the teacher
centered activity, the child did not produce language that was
personal and only spoke as directed. The child centered activity
encouraged thinking and the use of basic language learning strategies

(What's ____ in English?) while the other only encouraged the child to
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reproduce knowledge in way that was contrived and unknown to the

child's real world outside of school.
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