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Anthony (Tony) Green is Professor of Language Assessment and Deputy Director of the Centre for Research in
English Language Learning and Assessment at the University of Bedfordshire, UK. He is Vice-President of the
International Language Testing Association and also serves on the board of the European Association for Language
Testing and Assessment. His research interests concern the design and use of language assessments and
relationships between assessment, teaching and learning. He has published widely on language assessment issues
and his most recent book Exploring Language Assessment and Testing (Routledge, 2013) provides an accessible

introduction to the field for teachers and students.
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Testing Four Skills in Japan

This paper considers the arguments for and against testing spoken language skills and the contribution the use of
such tests might make to language education in Japan.

Traditionally, Japan has, like most other countries, given priority in language education to the written language.
Following the general trend, this is now changing and the Japanese government, recognising the importance of
spontaneous social interaction in English and other international languages to participation in regional and global
communities, now promotes the development of all ‘four skills’ in English in schools. However, tests tend to be more
conservative than other areas of education and many of the university admissions tests that face students when
they complete their high school education are still predominantly tests of reading skills and of knowledge of discrete
points of written grammar.

When tests have the potential to affect the life chances of those who take them, their content can have a powerful
effect on what is taught and learned in schools. When they support a conservative tendency in the education system,
there is a serious risk that tests will serve to inhibit innovation. In other words, tests that continue to emphasize the
structure of the written language run counter to the intention to encourage the teaching and learning of speaking and
listening in context. Comprehensive testing of spoken language skills should, in contrast, encourage (or at least not
discourage) the teaching and learning of these skills.

However, testing spoken language skills also represents a substantial challenge for the current system. Tests of
speaking skills in particular are relatively difficult to administer and score and these make them both expensive and
cumbersome to manage. New organisational structures are needed to support new testing formats and these will be
unfamiliar to all involved, resulting in an increased risk of system failures.

Introducing radical change to any educational system is likely to provoke a reaction from those who benefit most
from the status quo. For this reason, critics will be ready to exploit any perceived shortcomings to reverse innovative
policies. Experience suggests that radical changes in approaches to testing are unlikely to deliver benefits for the
education system unless they are well supported by teacher training, new materials and public relations initiatives.
The introduction of spoken language tests is no doubt essential to the success of Japan’s language policies, but it is

not without risk and needs to be carefully integrated with other aspects of the education system.
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