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School Libraries as a Foreign Language Learning Environment

In Japan, English has been taught as a foreign language. For surviving in the quickly
changing 21st century, students have to learn English more autonomously, gathering
authentic input by themselves. Though school libraries can be a solution to such
problems, appeal to English educators is not sufficient and such educators do not
fully understand the possibilities offered by school libraries. The voices of
practitioners of English education who utilise school libraries were needed in this
respect. This study shared the perspectives of practitioners, using interviews in order
to reveal the potential uses of school libraries. The study concluded with the
possibility that school libraries can form an English learning environment in which
students’ autonomy is cultivated and authentic input is provided.
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1. Introduction

In Japan, English is mainly taught as a foreign language. Especially in high schools, English is
taught using the grammar translation method (GTM), in which students translate English into
Japanese and teachers add grammatical remarks. Nowadays, however, such a passive
method is criticised as ineffective for surviving quick changes in the 21st century (see Section
3.1 for more detailed discussion). English educators have begun to seek a way of cultivating
students’ autonomy. In addition, the language environment in Japan, as well as in other Asian
countries, is termed English as a foreign language (EFL). In an EFL environment, there is no
need to use English in daily life, while there is great need in English as a second language
(ESL) environment. Learners in an EFL environment have to accumulate more authentic input
than textbooks provided in English classrooms.

School libraries may be the solution to the problems raised above, cultivating students’
autonomy and providing resources of authentic input. However, English educators are not
aware of such potential uses of school libraries because of the lack of practitioners’ voices (we
will discuss this in more detail in Section 3.2).

There is a need to reveal the possibilities of school libraries and share them with English
educators. To appeal to such educators, the perspectives of practitioners who use school
libraries in English education can be most important. In this study, the authors gathered voices
of practitioners in order to clarify school libraries’ potential uses for solving problems in English
education.

2. Aim

The aim of this study is to discover the potential uses of school libraries for practitioners in
English education. In this research, practitioners include not only English teachers but also
school librarians and librarian-teachers. In addition, students’ perspectives are taken into
consideration.

3. Background

3.1. Roles of School Libraries in Japan

Japanese society has been changing rapidly, and the skills needed in this society are also
changing. According to the National Institute for Educational Policy Research (2013), in this
globalised society, worldwide problems such as economic problems and exhaustion of natural
resources impact on individuals’ lives. Thus, not only some experts but anyone who shares in
the problem must contribute to finding an answer, even if it is insufficient, and carrying it out. To
solve the complex problems we face, this report suggested that competencies required for the
21st century mainly focus on thinking skills, which are founded on the basic skills of language
literacy, mathematical literacy and information literacy. Based on these basic skills, thinking



skills such as problem solving, logical/critical thinking and metacognitive monitoring/control are
established. After acquiring thinking skills, these skills are supposed to be applied in practice.
The 21st century competencies consist of basic skills, thinking skills and skills of practice.
Again, the most important skills out of the three are thinking skills.

Education in Japan is changing correspondingly. Inai (2014) confirmed the importance of
learning by exploring, which is emphasised in the Course of Study to cultivate students’
learning skills. He also stated that attitude and skills for problem finding/solving with other
students are important, in addition to scholastic achievement in a narrow sense. Education in
school libraries should contribute to bringing up a person who has skills of problem solving,
communication and thinking in response to these social needs.

The Conference of Supporters of Children Reading (2009, pp. 3-4) described the roles and
functions of school libraries in Japan as follows:

(1) A center of reading

School libraries are places where students read freely and should be used for
reading education. School libraries cultivate students’ creativity, as well as
generosity, and foster a positive attitude toward studying.

(2) A center of learning and information

School libraries support students’ spontaneous and autonomous study. School
libraries cultivate students’ skills of gathering, choosing, and utilizing information
and contribute to school curricula.

(3) A function of supporting teachers

Utilizing school libraries is stipulated in the general provisions of the Course of
Study. Every teacher is required to utilize libraries through teaching each subject.
Every teacher should acquire skills to make the best use of functions of school
libraries to improve their instruction.

Although (1) and (2) are relevant in this study, (3) (function and role) also has an important
implication. Every teacher in Japan should be able to utilise school libraries to improve
students’ thinking skills. English, as one of the subjects taught in schools, is not an exception.
The next section will discuss English education in school libraries.

3.2. English Education in School Libraries
The discussion of English education in school libraries has been focussed on the materials and
facilities that English education has required. The meta-research of Iba (2006) described three



problems of English education in school libraries: budget, contents of materials and how to
utilise school libraries.

Though limited, there are several studies (Yagi, 2005; Yagi et al., 2006; Yagi, 2008) regarding
English education in school libraries. Yagi (2005) discussed school libraries as a base of
language education (Japanese and English) and pointed out the insufficiency of attention paid
by EFL educators to English education in school libraries. He complained that there were few
practitioners’ reports that involve utilisation of school libraries at academic conferences.
According to his other works, Yagi et al. (2006) and Yagi (2008), process models of English
education and library user education have a similarity (this similarity will be examined in
Section 5.3); in addition, cooperation of school libraries and English education was found to be
desired by teachers. However, there are not so many teachers’ reports.

More recently, school libraries in Japan have paid greater attention to English education as
extensive reading practice has become popular. Several reports describe extensive reading
using school libraries (e.g., Imamura, 2015, Yonezawa, 2012; Yonezawa, 2014). Yonezawa
claimed that books for extensive reading should be placed in school libraries.

School libraries certainly play a role in English education. Most studies mentioned above,
however, did not focus on practitioners’ perspectives on English education in school libraries.
More importantly, there was little attention paid to the thinking skills cultivated in school
libraries. School libraries in Japan need to appeal to English educators to a greater extent. For
a deeper understanding of what school libraries can do for English education in Japan, more
voices from practitioners are needed. This study therefore focuses on the perspectives of
practitioners who use school libraries, paying attention to the thinking skills that are central for
the 21st century.

4. Method

Unstructured interviews concerning the practice of English education in school libraries were
conducted. Six English teachers, one librarian-teacher and two school librarians in six schools
provided their experience as practitioners. Their interviews were recorded and transcribed,
and the scripts were sent to them by email for confirmation. The author failed to record one of
the interviews, and the interview notes were sent and confirmed instead. Classroom
observation was allowed to be carried out in two schools. This provided further information on
the practice of the interviewees.

Case studies on English education in school libraries were included as a data resource as well.
Supporting evidence was also provided from the principal author’s own case studies as an
English teacher.



5. Results and Discussion
Four key themes were derived from the interviews. They are interpretations of school libraries,

uniqueness of English education in school libraries, the mutually complemental nature of
English education and school libraries, and changes of both English education and school
libraries. This chapter consists of descriptions of these themes. All the interviews and most of
the case studies mentioned above were conducted in Japanese and translated into English for

the following discussion by the principal author.

5.1. Interpretations of School Libraries

To investigate what sort of potential school libraries have for practitioners, it is essential to
understand what school libraries mean to practitioners. This section describes practitioners’
interpretations of school libraries.

Interpretations differ from one practitioner to another and indicate the flexibility of school
libraries. Practitioners, as other studies such as Shiomi (2006) and Watanabe (2009) point out,
notice that school libraries are used in more than one way. For example, Shiomi (2006) claims
that school libraries are places not only for reading books. They are now widely considered as
resource centres that are hubs for community and lifelong education. The common theme
extracted from these interpretations seems to be, ‘A library is a community centre for learning’,
where learners cooperate with one other, use the wealth of resources in the library and explore
their own topics. Through experiencing such a community, students are quite likely to
communicate and think more creatively.

The practitioners also mentioned the function of libraries as reading centres as well as learning
and information centres, which are mentioned in Chapter 3. The six schools contained both
functions. For example, extensive reading can be considered to utilise a function of a reading
centre, and a research project in a library can be explained as making use of a function as a
learning and information centre. These two different functions had an impact on the
practitioners’ interpretations of libraries. Two of the interviewees who are teachers had used
the libraries with both functions, but, first, their comments about the function as a reading
centre are discussed.

Their comments seemed to explain an advantage of extensive reading. That is, students
spontaneously read what they want to read, keeping their pace and interest, which can
motivate them for further reading. This can be interpreted as the function of reading centres for
a library: Mitsuno and Fukuda (2012) reported that children in their elementary school came to
a library to read Japanese versions of the books that were read in a class involving foreign



language activities, finding differences in the two versions and getting into the worlds of the
books more deeply. In school libraries as reading centres, students are supposed to read
voluntarily. Such a norm corresponds with the principle of extensive reading and makes the
extensive reading more effective. Since the students are supposed to choose their own books,
they are required to monitor and control their learning.

As for the function as learning and information centres, which are also considered to help
students’ autonomous learning, the interpretation of the library is different for practitioners.
Though the two teachers do not oppose the idea that school libraries can facilitate autonomous
learning, their focus is mainly on the media available in school libraries. Their interpretation of
school libraries as learning and information centres can be described as constituting ‘a
multimedia centre’.

Based on the interpretations above, the next three sections describe English education in
school libraries in Japan.

5.2. Uniqueness of English Education in School Libraries

Though competence that can be achieved in school libraries goes beyond boundaries among
subjects, English teachers have unique reasons to utilise school libraries. One of them is to
improve learners’ skills in reading spontaneously. Indeed, libraries are the optimal place for
students’ reading in school.

Some of the interviewees agreed that a school library is essential for extensive reading, asitis
arduous to manage books. One interviewee who is a school librarian added that borrowing
books in a school library, no matter whether they are written in English or Japanese, is quite
natural for students. Kishida (2006) conducted interviews mainly with high schools and
colleges of technology. She insisted that a library ‘is an external factor which affects the ER
[Extensive Reading] program to a great extent’ (p. 59). Her interviewees admitted that help
from school libraries and school librarians is quite important. This help includes supervising the
books, providing space for reading and purchasing books.

If practitioners would like to help learners’ autonomous reading, as we have seen in the
previous section, establishing the optimal environment for cultivating autonomy is especially
beneficial. Since one of its central roles is to provide a place for reading, a library is a better
location than a classroom in this respect. Students can concentrate, communicate with one
other through books and consult books in Japanese if necessary. In fact, one of the
interviewees’ cases shows that the students benefited from reading the same book in both
English and Japanese. This comparison leads to deeper thinking, associating the knowledge



obtained in their first and second languages. In addition, English teachers can save time to
supervise books.

In order to enable students to read, Watanabe (2009) claimed that it is not sufficient to provide
books. There should be teachers who hand books to students; moreover, this should be linked
to teaching in classes. This statement would also be applied to English education. Kasahara
(2005) argued that reading activities should be planned yearly by a school library. Although
Japanese education seems to be the primary subject to take part in such a plan, English
education can join in language education as well. Language education puts more emphasis on
reading than other subjects as one of the four skills. English teachers should hand out books
during English classes if they hope for their students to be able to read. In a school library,
there would be a collection of books optimised for teachers to choose for their students. There
could also be school librarians and librarian-teachers who support teachers and students in
choosing the right books. A school library serves as the best environment not only for students
to read but for teachers to hand their students books. Such an environment is a unique reason
for English teachers to utilise school libraries. There would be no doubt of the importance of
reading in teaching English and establishing an optimal environment for reading.

A school library as an environment for reading is not the only unigue part of English education
utilising a school library. According to Endo (2014), while an English teacher should provide an
actual language-use situation to introduce a concrete image of the contents of study, there are
not so many things that one English teacher alone can prepare learning materials effectively.
Endo points out that exploring resources in school libraries can help enable students to
achieve the viewpoints espoused by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT, 2010). MEXT states that teaching materials in English education should
be useful in the following ways:

A. enhancing understanding of various ways of viewing and thinking, fostering an
ability to make impartial judgments and cultivating a rich sensibility.

B. deepening understanding of ways of life and cultures of foreign countries and
Japan, raising interest in language and culture and developing respectful attitudes
toward these.

C. deepening international understanding from a broad perspective, heightening
students’ awareness of being Japanese citizens living in a global community and
cultivating a spirit of international cooperation. (p. 8)

Interviewees in this study are also aware of the effectiveness of the teaching materials that
school libraries offer. Practitioners are aware that, in English education, teaching materials
apart from textbooks play considerably important roles. Such materials can offer actual



situations of language use, advanced communication activities and natural input, which
teachers in other subjects might not need. Especially in an EFL environment, English teachers
have to seek out authentic resources other than textbooks. A school library can act as a
resource centre, utilising multimedia. Due to the resources that school libraries supply,
students will be able to utilise their language literacy and analyse information effectively.

5.3. Mutually Complemental Nature of English Education and School Libraries

Yagi (2008) analysed the process models of English education and library user education. He
considered the metacognitive model as a process model of English education and the
information problem-solving model as a process model of library user education. The
metacognitive model was related to problem solving and self-education, while the information
problem-solving model was related to problem solving and information utilisation. By
integrating these two models, learning from one model can transfer to learning from another.
Thus, Yagi concluded that the relationship between them is mutually beneficial. Such a
complementary nature is true from the perspectives of practitioners as well. English education
in school libraries lets learners apply basic English skills that they have learned in classrooms
to an authentic situation in which they can actually use these skills. For example, students who
join an extensive reading course in school libraries make use of their vocabulary and grammar
knowledge to read authentic books. One of the interviewees in this study also suggested that
classroom-English improves learners’ basic English skills, while library-English encourages
them to advance the basics they have already gained in the classroom.

In addition, library-English is found to have a positive impact on classroom-English. In one
interviewee’s case, students were told not to plagiarise. This is library-English in the sense of
information utilisation. To avoid plagiarism, students payed more attention to the vocabulary
and structures they used, and they improved their skills of expression, which constituted one of
the skills taught in classrooms. In other words, information utilising skills acquired in a school
library (see Section 3.1) transferred to learning English expressions in the classroom.

In the principal author’'s own cases of extensive reading in a school library, the students were
asked to answer a questionnaire after their classes. The author consequently found that 9 out
of 28 students reported that they had gained inference ability, and another 9 students replied
that they had become to be able to read books faster. These answers show that the students
had made use of the ability they had gained in the classroom. Beyond that, 15 students
responded that they still had difficulty in learning vocabulary and noticed that they needed to
improve their basic skills. By learning in a library, learners are more likely to find that the
English they are taught in a classroom is necessary for further learning, thereby raising
metalinguistic awareness. Basic skills students gain in classrooms and utilisation of these skills



exist in neither a trade-off relationship nor merely a basic-and-advance relationship. They are
complementing each other, as well as improving students’ metalinguistic competence.

Besides English skills, other new aspects can be found in school libraries. One interviewee
referred to engaging in extensive listening while undertaking extensive reading. School
libraries collect learning materials other than books, including CDs and DVDs, with students in
the interviewee’s school being able to borrow CDs, CD players and headsets. In spite of this
unigue context, it is important to recognise that there are various kinds of learning styles and
that school libraries can respond to a variety of needs.

Another interviewee also pointed out that there are some students who cannot keep up with
the ‘skill-training’ nature of English education but are saved in school libraries. She argued that
students who are weak in speaking in front of others but fond of reading can improve their
overall English skills by extensive reading.

Their issues are similar in the sense of supporting learners’ diversity. English language
teaching has a ‘skill-training’ nature. Some learners inevitably fail to acquire some skills if
training is the only method teachers provide. School libraries can supplement English
language teaching by providing another approach to learning English. If learners are taught
using more than one approach, they will be more conscious about how they can control their
learning. In other words, their metacognition about learning will become more sophisticated by
noticing their various learning styles.

5.4. Changes in Both English Education and School Libraries
School librarians and librarian-teachers, who could act as a medium between libraries and
users, bring some positive changes to English education by using their specialist knowledge.

We have seen in Section 5.2 that school libraries can serve as resource centres that provide
materials other than textbooks, and that this can be helpful for EFL learning. Teachers and
students, however, are not experts in finding the appropriate information for learning, and they
therefore need help to search the multimedia of school libraries. School librarians and
librarian-teachers are experts of library science; hence, their reference service is necessary for
English teachers to assemble suitable materials to use in their classes. The service is also
helpful for students in finding the information that they need. To put it more concretely, school
librarians in the interviewees’ stories collected information from their own libraries, public
libraries and other school libraries that formed a network. A variety of contents are found in
EFL classes, and exploring several libraries is essential for research projects related to EFL.
With experts’ support, interviewees and their students carried out their projects efficiently.



Students also need such experts’ help so as to gain enough information literacy in order to
carry out their research. Otherwise, they cannot obtain appropriate information. As mentioned
in Section 3.1, information literacy is one of the basic skills that make up the foundation of
thinking skills, as well as language literacy. School librarians and librarian-teachers are
supposed to improve students’ information literacy through services such as a reference
service. Watanabe (2009) proposed that information literacy would be developed through
seeking, organising, examining and communicating with information. She also pointed out that
one of the roles of librarian teachers should be to support this process, aiming at the
systematic development of information literacy through learning in a school curriculum.
According to the Ministry of Public Management, Home Affairs, Posts and
Telecommunications (n.d.), Article 6, in which school librarians were introduced officially for
the first time, was added to the School Library Act in Japan in 2015. School librarians will join
librarian-teachers more than ever and play a more active role in cultivating information literacy.
Based on information literacy, English education in school libraries is established.

One of the interviewees mentioned another facet of multimedia in a school library. Some
school libraries have facilities such as a screen, a projector, an electric blackboard and so on.
For example, libraries in her school include computers, printers, whiteboards, audiovisual
equipment, projectors and screens to be used in a class. School librarians and
librarian-teachers can manage these facilities so as to support English education that
emphasises sharing information through, for example, presentation, and can thus contribute to
establishing a learning community. The practitioners’ interpretation discussed in Section 5.1
specified: ‘A library is a community centre for learning.” To build this community, such devices
are important. Staff in school libraries can create a community by establishing a learning
environment, and students will consequently share their input and feedback.

We have hitherto concentrated on school librarians and librarian-teachers in libraries as
learning and information centres. Let us now shift the emphasis back to reading centres.

In the case of one interviewee, the department of English featured graded readers at first. The
interviewee’s librarian-teacher suggested some series to enrich the collection and bought
them as library books. A large and rich collection of books is needed for extensive reading, but
it is hard for a teacher to collect them by himself or herself (Kishida, 2006). School librarians
and librarian-teachers, as professional collectors of books, can offer solutions to the problem.

Two of the interviewees raised the point that school librarians and librarian-teachers can offer a
medium as ‘non-evaluators’ between teachers and students. School librarians and
librarian-teachers do not rate students by giving them tests, and they thus educate students as
readers. Indeed, some students can be motivated by being treated as readers. Another



interviewee who is a librarian-teacher observed students’ reading and chose the appropriate
books to read. She helped students to choose books containing the appropriate number of
words, as shown above, and she also suggested some books based on students’ preferences
in class when the author observed her in the library. This coaching is called reading education,
which librarian-teachers and school librarians offer as one of their services. Daily observation
as library staff can help them guide learners to read appropriate books. The students’ reading
skills, and skills for monitoring and controlling their learning, can be improved by this guidance.

Now that we have discussed the positive effects that school librarians and librarian-teachers
offer for English education, we will be able to discuss the effects of English teachers. English
teachers also introduce several reforms to school libraries by making the best use of these
facilities. One of the reforms involves enriching the collections featured in school libraries. In
the case of Hoshi (2012), English books in her school libraries were bought mostly according to
English teachers’ demands. In her school library, English teachers categorise all English books
into levels of readability. English books are difficult to choose; even for experts of library
science. English teachers’ cooperation can therefore lead to a better collection and develop a
better environment for EFL learning.

One reform that English teachers introduce is the professional development of school
librarians and librarian-teachers. Yonezawa (2012) reported that, as a school librarian, she
tried extensive reading by herself and obtained a perspective as a learner. By the experience
of extensive reading, she has widened her understanding and knowledge of books for
extensive reading.

The books that English teachers need may be unique. School librarians and librarian-teachers
can learn from the requests of English teachers and improve their service by accumulating an
understanding of the materials needed for education. English books might be the most unique
request. Yagi (2005) mentioned that Japanese education has been discussed primarily in the
context of school library user education. This shows the possibility that materials in school
libraries are mainly related to Japanese education and that staff in school libraries have not
developed skills in choosing English books. Watanabe (2009) said that staff members in
school libraries usually use booklists to choose what books to buy. The booklists she showed
as examples mainly contained Japanese books. It is unlikely that school librarians and
librarian-teachers buy English books without English teachers’ request or without observation
of extensive reading in a school library. English teachers are able to choose English books that
are suitable for the students’ proficiency through involvement in English classes. For instance,
they can request picture books in English even for high school students, knowing that picture
books are easy enough for students to enjoy reading by themselves. Meanwhile, English
teachers can provide students with comprehensible input using such relatively easy books.



School librarians and librarian-teachers can thus understand how to choose and provide
proper English books for their students through English teachers’ involvement.

6. Conclusion

This study explored the potential use of school libraries for practitioners in English education. It
was found that the potential use of such libraries is as an educational environment in which
students cultivate their autonomy, monitor and control their learning and gain and share more
authentic input.

The cooperation between English education and school libraries was found to be beneficial to
school libraries as well. School libraries can improve their quality as a learning environment
by involving English education. Further research is needed, however, to obtain a deeper
understanding of the relationship between English education and school libraries.
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