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CAE or TESTDAF, the admissions test authors, while working on the
university admissions exams, also take into account teaching traditions
of the country and they also have to consider the way foreign language is
taught at schools in a particular country.

The focus of language teaching and teaching traditions in Japan are
in many aspects different from those in Europe and North America. The
input of traditional Japanese philosophy shaped a special emphasis on
the ability to read and understand the text, which is sometimes put over
the development of communicative skills. Taking the Western form of
standardized written examinations Japanese methodologists made an in-
put of Japanese attitudes and priorities in education and Japanese tradi-
tions into the content of the exam. One of the leading Japanese educa-
tion philosophers Kiyonobu Itakura stated that the modern Japanese
science is a process of imitation followed by creation of something new!.

1. Center Test and the egalitarian culture

Before considering the foreign language test in particular, a short
overview over the history of the Japanese National Center Test for Uni-
versity Admissions may be done. The reason to do so is to prove the fact
that from the beginning the idea of the exam was (0 promote objective
evaluation and to give equal opportunity for those willing to enter a uni-
versity. The key words in this case were equal, objective, unified, center,
standardized — which are substantial in mainstream Japanese culture.

The predecessor of the current exam was the Common First Stage
Exam. The first ideas of a standardized exam were discussed by the Min-
istry of Education in 1960-5—1970-s and finally in 1979 this exam was
implemented. The original aim of the exam was to reduce the “examina-
tion hell” (stress caused by the difficulty of entrance examinations to the
Japanese top universities)?. The standardized center exam could guaran-
tee that all of the questions in the exams were covered by the school cur-

ricula. In 1990 the Common First stage exam was superseded by the Jap-
anese National Center Test for University Admissions.

Nowadays there are basically three main ways the results of the Cen-
ter Test (short version of the name used in Japanese media by common-
ers) are used: some private and local public universities use it as the only
source of information for admissions; other universities sum up its score
with the results of the secondary exam at the university; Japanese top
universities use it as the primary selection of the candidates, after which
the most successful are given the second and the third examination by

the university.

u ni okeru kenkyuu no sahou

! Kivonobu ltakura. Mohou to Souzou: Kagaku Gijuts
and Education). Tokyo, 1987.

(Imitation and Creation: Researcher’s Manner in Science
P 37.
! Cummings W. Education and Equality in Japan. Princeton. 1980. P. 20.
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The academic part of lest preparation and development is held by the
articipating universities. The universities also an-
nounce the subject areas and subjects of the test, as well as every univer-
sity decides, which exams an applicant to every faculty of the university
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3. Main goals of the Center Test in English and German

Traditionally, the main goal of the foreign language tests in Europe
and the USA was to evaluate the development of the communicative
competence. This aim is methodologically based on the beliel that a for-
eign language is a tool of communication and should be Jearned at
school with the aim to use it in the process of international communica-
tion, expressing opinions, bringing forward views, interacting and under-
standing the ideas of the communication partner.

However, the main aim of foreign language learning in Japan was the
ability to read accurately and understand a written text in a foreign lan-
guage. The current implementation of this tradition is the amount of
reading tasks in the tests (more than 50% in the English language test
and almost 40% of the German language test). The positive side of this
fact is that more than the half of the (asks are contextualized and there is
relative diversity in genres and the types of texts.
The university admissions tests in Japan usu
not on skills, but on the ability to memorize details, logi
in facts. This has an effect on the language tests
s — phonetics — does not check the ability to pro-
a word or a sound pro-
phonetic structure of a
a vowel or different

ally put more emphasis
cal thinking and
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nounce a word appropriately or to recognize
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word and to find a word with a different length of
type of a sound:

3 hup://wwwdnc;w.jp}lnnduIcs/ccmcr_ exam/content0229.huml
125



In which word is the length of the underlined vowe| different? (Cen-
ter Test in German 2010. Part 1, Question 3):

M 3 RDEE(1~4 YDSETR WEDOE S AT, ¢
2N,

I. Minute 2. Tag 3. Monat 4. Stunde

A correct answer to this question does not
date can pronounce the word in g correct or at least recognizable way,
but it guarantees that he or she has a good memory, to remember (he
phonetic structure of those words, This makes the language test to some
certain.extent similar to a geography or history test. where the amount of
memorized facts is checked.

Some of the questions in the reading parts check not only the ability
to understand the lext, but also logical thinking, which is a traditional
value in Japanese education. Certain amount of background knowledge

IS necessary as wel] Lo pass the Center Tes in foreign languages suffj-
ciently,

guarantee that the candj-

4. Composition of the tests

The composition of the Center Tests in English
lar (excluding the listening par, which deserves particular attention).
Both tests offer 51 multiple choice (matching) tasks. Those are divided
into phonetics, sentence construction, vocabulary and grammar, dig-
logue reconstruction, and varioys reading assignments. The overall length
of the test is 80 minutes,

An evident feature of the Center Test is the overwhelming number of
receptive (reading) tasks over those simulating production (reconstruc-
tion of a dialogue, construction of g sentence). This is 4 consequence of
a Japanese belief that it is more important to teach to understand and

accurately analyze or translate the text, than (o CXpress one’s opinion.
That is why the (est in German includes a task, where the exam-taker
has 1o select out ol 4 sentences in Japanese, which js the better trans|
tion of a segment of the text,

Logical thinking along with the ability to memorize and implement
‘ules in a particular situation (a Very important social feature for the Jap-
nese culture) is tested in the grammar part of the test.
anguage test this part with 21 questions is the largest in the test. This was
nabled by excluding the contextual Suessing — Synonyms and text-diyi-
ion parts from the test. This peculiarities of the German language test
1ay be explained by the certain difficulty of the German grammar, but
5o by the fact, that there IS much more material 1o memorize and to
aluate the exam-takers’ abilities to memorize that material (therefore,

and German js simi-
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takers and included texts about weather, school report preparation. food,
generation gap and cycling into the test., An important advantage of the
English language test is the presence of 2 texts devoted Lo Japan (food
and foreign stereotypes). The implementation of those texts might be
necessary, because students should not only be ready to read about or to
discuss foreign affairs. but 1o POssess some vocabulary to tell about their
own country as well,

An ideal candidate for university admission should be also interested
in science and social problems. That is why there is a text devoted Lo
gene modification in the German language test and a text about history
ofattitudes towards age and childhood in the English language test. Both
texts correspond with the general Japanese interest in technology and
age issues.

Conclusions

The Center Test as well as the Japanese System of Education in gen-
eral is a delicate synthesis of Western European and American technolo-
gies and patterns with Japanese values and attitudes. While analyzing the
Center Test one may find different aspects of Japanese teaching tradi-
tions, interests, values and even the influence of the history of modern
Japanese education in just 76 tasks of the Center Test.

The primary objectives of the test are defined by the universities. who
want to evaluate general knowledge, logic and memory, and only then do
the universities asses foreign language skills of the exam takers, The exam
is designed for the selection of the most motivated and hard-working,
not necessarily creative.

The key characteristics of the Center Test are uniformity, equality and
objective evaluation. Development of creativity and productive commu-
nicative skills of the students are almost left without attention in this test.
The multiple choice or multiple matching form of the exam leaves no
space for their evaluation. The most prestigious universities have an op-
portunity to evaluate it during the secondary exams, although. for the
majority of Japanese students those skills will remain unchecked. As a
result, most Japanese students are insullicient in expressing their opinion
in a foreign language?,

The possibilities of the changes in foreign language teaching in Japan
may be seen in the introduction of the Listening part in 2006. Listening
includes a lot of dialogues simulating everyday conversations and some
of the tasks in the Listening test the ability not only to get the direct
meaning of what has been said, but also to predict the behavior of the
conversation participant, to guess the reason of an event described in the

* Suzuki Kazue, Damning report on school English // AEN, 1998, September 20, P 9,
128 '

iate reaction to the
text or to choose a sentence, that could be an appropriate rea

ion. .
e eetor. T sbesl be mentioned, that at some points the

onclusion, it should b i o
J 1pF1?1c(s'::]Ccnler Test in Englishis a developed example of a sta
d e

i i he texts and the
i test is the selection of t |

b’ he strongest point of the e the mulcals
hjll*llt[é%.u;illiza{ion of the tasks. Although, lumt.mon[:;_]c(;z bl .
ghnic;: (matching) form make the Center Test E'OI- sl]u"r oy —
the communicative competence of a stude‘nt. lln{;l ' ',sochhel‘e 1 the
that the Center Test in foreign langquesrt?ri;? Ianl;u'ige i A0

S iti ore ‘

iddle between Japanese traditions in AnE b

pos lﬁtlf:gn moi(JJern challenges and necessities, that encourag

[

teaching, evelopment of the communicative skills

extended attention Lowar@s the d
in foreign language teaching.

Acknowledgements

The author of the article is infclest;(gq ll?i aTO

i 2SpecCi Prof. Shinic ca

ate this work, especially to Tof. .
;I‘clél:l'l.lcmion at Hokkaido University, who was superv

in Japan.

Il, who encouraged him to
koro, Dean of the Faculty
¢ the research

Sources of information

Cummings W. Education and Equality inl

. Kapa
Kivonobu Itakura. Mohou 10 Souzou: Kd% gt
(Imitation and Creation: Researcher’s

g . i 2 . September 20.
Y 'T:‘r: I'\i?:-z:tg Damning report on school English // /\01221;\21Li :g?:l p
‘i!:;lt;f/;wwwd.nc.ac.jp,fmodules/cemcr_exam/comem i

apan. Princeton, 1980.
I?u Gijutsu ni okeru kenkyuu no sghou
ence and Education).

f o, Ne |
O BMY. DEBHCTHED 0 MEKEYARTYPHAA KOMMYHHRR



