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Dear Sir/Madam,

I am an American who has been teaching English in Aomori Prefecture for the past 2 years. I am writing to you regarding the restrictions for the Takamadonomiya All Japan Junior High School English Speech Contest.  I wish to express my displeasure with the extent to which your contest’s rules have caused a great many students in Japan to miss out on this chance to study English.  I am referring specifically to restrictions 2a, 2b, and 3, which needlessly exclude a great many junior high school students for reasons that are destructive to them as well as to education in Japan.  Unlike the other restrictions they have nothing to do with a student’s English ability and are highly discriminatory towards foreigners and Japanese students who have lived abroad.  Furthermore, by excluding these students these rules run counter to the important purpose of this contest, which states, 

“To create an internationally rich youth culture, both proficient in English and widely popular, which aims to develop Japanese culture and contribute to international relations.”  

I believe these restrictions (number 3 especially) adversely affect education in Japan by implying that all foreign students, or students who have been abroad for a prolonged period, have some sort of English advantage over their peers, and they should thus be treated differently.  I am not implying that there should be no restrictions on who can enter the contest.  Indeed, I agree with rule 2c, which restricts students with special English environments.  However, I believe this rule also should be amended to make it less problematic.  Below I have listed the restrictions and their problems.

2a If you are born in a foreign country and have stayed abroad past your 5th birthday.

· The problem with this restriction is that it fails to distinguish between students who were born and lived in an English speaking foreign country where English was used at home, at school, or in their daily life, and students who have lived in a foreign country where they had no exposure to English.

2b If after your 5th birthday you have lived in a foreign country for over a total of one year, or if you have lived in a foreign country over a continuous six-month period.

· As with 2a this restriction needlessly excludes students who have lived in foreign countries where English was not used at home, at school, or in their daily life.

2c If in your daily or school life you use English as a means to communicate.  Also, if compared to other students you have a special English environment.  This includes students who are attending, or have ever attended an international language school, American school, or any other school where English is used for daily instruction.

· This restriction fails to exclude students who have friends or relatives with whom they do not live, but with whom they speak English on a regular basis. It also does not exclude students who attend English Juku, receive other special English tutoring, or whose families have hosted English speaking exchange students.

3 If any of your parents or grandparents are foreigners (including naturalized Japanese) in principle you are excluded.  

· This restriction should be amended to exclude only students who presently have English speaking parents or grandparents.  There is no reason why a student from a non-English speaking background should be denied the right to participate with his/her classmates in this competition simply because they are not 100% Japanese.  This suggests that third generation Japanese Americans, who do not speak Japanese should be excluded from participating in Japanese Speech contests with other American students.  Incidentally , in most countries this would be illegal.

The irrationality of the current restrictions are apparent in the following hypothetical situations.

· Kenta was born and lived in England with his 100% Japanese parents who both speak English and Korean.  In England he only spoke Japanese with his parents and attended a Japanese school.  In school most of his friends only spoke Japanese, but after school Kenta sometimes talked English with them.  He returned to Japan with his mother just before his 5th birthday, but goes to visit his father every year for 4 weeks in London.  Now he is 14 and has spent a total of 40 weeks (less than a year) in England. His mother has taught him some English and he e-mails his friends in England using English.  However, because he is 100% Japanese and has not spent over 1 year in a foreign country he can attend the Takamadonomiya English Speech Contest.

· On the other hand, Tomoko was born in Japan and has always lived here with her parents.  Her Chinese grandfather, who spoke no English, came to Japan during WWII and married a Japanese woman, however, he died before Tomoko was born.  Her father is a Japanese citizen and her mother is Japanese.  Her parents and remaining grandparents can only speak Japanese.  Now she is 14 and has never left Japan.  Tomoko loves English, but because of her late grandfather and father she cannot attend the Takamadonomiya English Speech Contest.

These examples clearly show how unjust and harmful the current restrictions are to the many students in Japan, who like Tomoko become segregated from the rest of their classmates.  Oftentimes this takes the form of ijime or ostracism.  These restrictions also convey to students like Kenta that they are somehow better than Tomoko.  Worst of all, these restrictions cause teachers to believe that Kenta’s English education is more important than Tomoko’s, and therefore he is entitled to more educational opportunities.

It is my sincere hope that your organization will take these problems into consideration when reviewing the rules for next year’s competition.  Indeed, the reinstatement of rule 3 this year marks a step backwards by disqualifying many students who had taken part in the competition last year and had planned to do so again.  Also, this rule is contrary to the beliefs of many people in the world.

Finally, it is my belief that if all students in Japan are given an equal and fair opportunity to learn and practice their English together Japanese society will become a more international and harmonious place. 

Sincerely,

John Marshall
e-mail: takamado_taikai@yahoo.com

phone: 0179-34-2930
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