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Problems in Top-Down Goal Setting in Second
Language Education:

A Case Study of the “Action Plan to Cultivate
‘Japanese with English Abilities’”

Yumi Hato
Fukui Prefectural University

This study critically examines the “Action Plan to Cultivate Japanese with Eng-
lish Abilities,”” which the Japanese Ministry of Education has implemented as
part of its reform of English education. Specifically, the paper appraises on the
basis of up-to-date research findings on L2 learning the attainment goals the
Ministry of Education through its Action Plan has set for junior and senior high
school students. In this regard, it is shown that there is no empirical data to justify
the Action Plan’s adoption of particular standardized tests into the definition of
these goals, and that the goals defined in terms of English proficiency cannot
be achieved within the available instructional time. This study thereby identifies
flaws in the Action Plan which are caused mainly by the lack of input from those
who are acquainted with the reality of L2 learning (i.e., teachers and research-
ers). The study also suggests possible ways for improving policy making and
specifies the types of research that would be instrumental in formulating realistic
and effective educational policies.
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