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 To use or not to use? That (frequently) is the question. We say “yes,” with 
several qualifications. Although pupils, when they meet a new English word, 
naturally search their minds for the equivalent in their own language, the act 
of translating is dropped as soon as the English word has become familiar to 
them—as FG French has pointed out, “The mind will not indulge in a double op-
eration when a single one is adequate1.” Our object is to make our kids familiar 
enough with new words that there is no need to translate them internally. While 
this naturally entails strict limits on the amount of Japanese we use and allow 
in class, we don’t carry it as far as outright banning of anything but English. 
Judiciously used, Japanese in class is often helpful and efficient, and is occa-
sionally indispensable. Used imprudently, though, it hinders more than helps.

When Japanese Helps

 Translation is called for when there is no other practicable way of teach-
ing the meaning of a word or phrase. For example, many of the Double Action 
Verb Card stories begin with “One day2” (in the sense of “once upon a time”), a 
phrase whose meaning no amount of gesticulation or whiteboard sketching will 
convey. Abstract questions (“How old are you?3” “Can you swim?4”) or phrases 
(“See you next time5,” “I’m fine6”) likewise can’t initially be made intelligible 
without at least a hint in Japanese. Some of our materials (the illustrations 
for days of the week in Alphabet and Calendar Click, for example) incorporate 
kanji for this reason.

 Even when translation is not strictly necessary, it can sometimes simplify 
things. For example, we teach the present continuous tense (“I’m jumping”) 
and later the past tense (“I jumped”) with the Paired Command Cards, giving 
kids functional grammar practice in which the use of Japanese plays no part. 
But at the outset, a quick Japanese explanation saves a great deal of time. We 
might have kids command us to act: they’ll say, “Jump,” and we’ll jump and si-
multaneously say, “I’m jumping.” Then, we’ll elicit the Japanese for “Jump7” and 
“I’m jumping8” to confirm comprehension, and follow it up with another spoken 
model of the English, which we’ll have the kids repeat (as they jump). This fol-

1 FG French, Teaching English as an International Language (1963)
2 aru hi 3 Nan sai desu ka. 4 Oyogemasu ka.
5 Kondo aimashō. 6 Chōshi ga ii desu. 7 Tobinasai.
8 Watashi wa tonde imasu.
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lows our favored pattern: whenever we use Japanese, whether we’ve supplied 
or elicited it, we follow it with the English equivalent.

 This routine for introducing the present continuous not only allows us to 
cut to the chase much more quickly than a convoluted English-only demonstra-
tion would, but also spares us any uncertainty about whether all the kids know 
exactly what they’re saying. Eliciting a translation ensures comprehension. 
Teachers who neglect periodic comprehension checks in Japanese may find 
themselves in the embarrassing position of having kids capable of reciting long 
English phrases with a misunderstanding or even no clue of what they mean, a 
state of affairs to which the teacher will be oblivious until a third person quizzes 
the kids in their own tongue.

 In addition to confirming the understanding of individuals, translation also 
helps students to learn from one another. Say that, for example, in a game of 
Elementary Openers, a girl says, “I like spinach.” The teacher asks the other 
children to say ‘spinach’ in Japanese, to confirm that they understand what it 
means. If they can’t, she asks the first girl for a translation—the teacher repeat-
ing ‘spinach’ (and bringing it up again later). Without doing so, ‘spinach’ will not 
otherwise have been comprehensible input for the others that day.

 Having put some English across with a Japanese explanation, we’ll have 
no need to use Japanese again. Nor will we always use Japanese to introduce 
concepts in English. The fact that we distinguish singular from plural when we 
flash noun cards, and that we use the articles ‘a’ or ‘an’ for every countable 
noun, will lead our kids to a natural understanding of how to form the plural and 
of the idea that, for uncountable nouns, the rules don’t apply. We’ll later lead 
them to articulate for themselves in Japanese just what this means, but not 
until they’ve absorbed enough direct examples that the concept has become 
intuitive. Japanese explanation will then reinforce English directly learned.

When Japanese Harms

 Even provided we can resist the insidious (and professionally unethical) 
temptation to use our students as captive partners for Japanese conversation 
practice, it is sometimes difficult to know whether Japanese will be appropriate 
in a given situation. The harm of overuse is evident: our kids (and adult stu-
dents, too) become dependent on Japanese following English and never learn 
to glean the meaning of new English input, even when it’s mostly composed of 
words and grammar they’ve already learned. Listening skill is developed only 
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when they have no choice but to strain for whatever words they can recognize 
in an unfamiliar context. Likewise, a teacher who indulges students’ penchant 
for speaking Japanese when they ought to be using English isn’t doing them 
any favors either: these students will never form the habit of producing sponta-
neous English. A case might be made for opting against Japanese use when-
ever in doubt, and for ‘not understanding’ what students have said in Japanese, 
prompting (and, if need be, guiding) them to express themselves in English. 
(Example: Mid-lesson a student blurts, “Enpitsu chōdai! 9” The teacher, who in 
‘real life’ understands Japanese just fine, does a “Huh?” pantomime and plays 
dumb. The student, catching the hint, rephrases in English: “May I have a pen-
cil?” Only now does the teacher ‘understand’ and reply.)

 Even the question form, “How do you say... in English?”, which we teach 
and sometimes require students to use, can do more harm than good if stu-
dents of an intermediate level or above rely on it when they ought to be using 
whatever English circumlocutions they do know to get at an unknown word or 
phrase. Sure, “How do you say risu10 in English?” isn’t bad, but it also won’t be 
useful in real life except with an English speaker who knows some Japanese 
(and then what’s the point?). “How do you say—um, the animal that lives in 
trees and —um, and eats nuts...?” would be much better, and might be within 
the abilities of a mid-level student, once we’ve helped them develop the habit 
and skill of such roundabout enquiry.

 Teachers who are new to the Japanese language find themselves in a bind 
because the elementary Japanese they do know, which corresponds roughly 
to the English their students know, is thereby disqualified from classroom use. 
We should never use Japanese when our kids can be supposed to know the 
equivalent English. And when we do use Japanese to explain something new, 
we should use only enough to get across what we mean, and from then on stick 
to English.

 We should also not use Japanese when gestures, pictures, or other de-
vices will work; and we even avoid gestures when unadorned English is, or 
should be, enough. For example, on the first day of a new class, a teacher may 
decide it’s time for a standing activity. Herself still seated, she says, “Stand 
up.” She speaks no Japanese, remains seated and refrains from gesturing with 

9 “Gimme a pencil!”
10 squirrel
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her hands.

 It may be that the class has just seen the Pink Verb Cards, which include 
“Stand up,” or it may be that one of the pupils has heard the English some-
where before; at any rate, at least one student may tentatively begin to stand 
and, for that initiative, earns beaming praise from the teacher. The others, now 
clued in, scramble to their feet.

 Or perhaps none of the children catches on this first time, in which case 
the teacher gestures or stands herself, repeating the English but not resorting 
to Japanese—because, after all, her meaning has now been made obvious.

 Nonetheless, a short time later, occasion to stand up will again present 
itself. (Our savvy teacher will see to this.) “Stand up,” says the teacher, still 
seated, without gesturing, just as before. At least one student begins to comply 
and then basks in acclaim. From then on, neither Japanese nor gestures will 
be required. In this and in many similar classroom situations, the English alone 
will do.

 A careful awareness of when Japanese use in the classroom helps us in 
our instructional aims, and when it harms, is essential to every teacher. As with 
many other classroom skills, knowing it’s important, understanding one needs 
to develop it, thinking carefully about it, and bearing it in mind during lessons 
are among the keys to mastery.


