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The Japanese are becoming ever keener to study English. The language is now a must at elementary school.
Universities’ English entrance exams are placing more emphasis on testing all four of the main language skills:
reading, writing, listening, and speaking. Some Japanese business firms have even decided to make English their
official language. No doubt, this lingua franca will gain greater prominence in Japan in the future.

How many Japanese people actually choose to study English, though? The Survey of Time Use and Leisure
Activities, conducted every five years by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, reports on the
estimated numbers and percentages of learners involved in learning, self-education, and training in the English
language for selected age groups (Table 1). Here, those involved in learning, self-education, and training in English
are defined as those who voluntarily studied the language on at least one day of the 365 or 366 days before October
20 of the survey year. The percentage given for each age group shows the number of learners as a proportion of that
age group in the population as a whole. Learning English at school or in the workplace is excluded from the

statistics, as the survey only covers activities undertaken in a person’s free time.

Tahlz 1 :Estirmated numbers and percentages of the Japanese population studying English

2006 2011 2016
GECHELDT MNumbers Percentaze Numbers Percentaze MNurmbers Percentaze
(in thousands) {in thousands) (i thousands)

10-14 1,456 243 1,793 a04 1,858 338
165-15 1,447 227 1564 257 2,01 3356
20-24 1,328 183 1,284 203 15565 256
2529 1,003 126 774 1089 993 157
J0-34 =) 83 753 54 oo 1158
35-35 837 81 a1a BE Ba1 1058
40-44 785 ERE] 81z 84 1,046 108
45459 651 = G548 83 oG6o 94
o0-54 o633 lajka] o581 7 763 98
55-E5 572 54 527 64 F02 g4
B0-64 285 37 215]5) 54 556 6o
G569 224 30 254 38 G553 G5
Jo-74 163 250 225 02 a1z 44
75— 147 1.3 245 15 10 2a
Total 10,363 9.1 10899 ] 13472 118

Source Ministry of Internal Affairs and Cormmunications, Surnvey of Time Uss and Leisure Activities

In Table 1, we observe that, as a general rule, the percentage decreases as age increases in all survey years.
However, the difference between the percentages of Age Groups 10-14 and 15-19 in 2006 is not the same as that
between the percentages of Age Group 10-14 in 2006 and of those who appear to be the same people five years
later. Keeping this in mind, we can draw Figure 1 (not shown), which demonstrates the changes over time in the
percentages of English learners in each of three different cohorts as they become older: Cohort A (Age Group 10-14
in 2006), Cohort B (Age Group 15-19 in 2006), and Cohort C (Age Group 20-24 in 2006). Figure 1 shows that

o ]

Next, we look at changes in the distribution of days spent in a year on learning, self-education, and training
in the English language. Table 2 summarizes the results obtained from the Survey of Time Use and Leisure
Activities. It is clear from Table 2 that the number of those who spent less than 10 days annually studying English
increased significantly between 2011 and 2016. Consequently, for those who studied English in the year prior to
this survey, the average number of days spent on learning, self-education, and training in the English language

decreased from 89.1 days in 2011 to 77.3 days in 2016. From Tables 1 and 2, we conclude that .
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Table 2: Estimated numbers of English learners (in thousands) according to days spent annually on learning,
self-education, and training in the English language

Number of days spent in a year
1-4 5-9 10-19 20-39 40-99 100-199 200-
Year Total
(about 1 day (about 2 or 3 (about a day (about 2 or 3 (more than 4
per month) days per month) per week) days per week) | days per week)
2006 775 761 1,655 1,634 2,285 1,541 1,397 10,363
2011 933 621 1,355 1,634 2,649 1918 1,376 10,899
_2016 2129 1,049 1,648 1,633 2447 1873 1453] 13472

Note: The totals include respondents who fail to specify a number
Source : Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, Survey of Time Use and Leisure Activities

In the Survey of Time Use and Leisure Activities, we can also observe that the percentage of English
learners varies across prefectures, ranging from 6.0% to 18.4%. Figure 2 (not shown) presents a histogram of the
prefectural percentages obtained in the 2016 survey results. According to this histogram, more than half of the
prefectures recorded a lower percentage than the national average, which was 11.9 % in that year. In fact, the
median of the prefectural percentages is 2.7 points lower than the national average. This is due to the distribution

shown in Figure 2, which has a long right-hand side tail.
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Figure 3 Scatter plot of the percentage of English learners versus the population size for each prefecture

Source: Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, Survey of Time Use and Leisure Activities, 2016

Why are the percentages of English learners different from prefecture to prefecture? It is well known that
prefectures vary with respect to demographic figures. For example, they differ in terms of population size. Let us
draw a scatterplot of the percentage of English learners in each prefecture against the prefectural population size to
see the relationship between these two variables. In Figure 3, we observe a positive correlation between the two
factors. That is, a prefecture’s percentage of English learners tends to be high if its population is large, while its
percentage is likely to be low if its population size is small.

Why are the percentage of those who study English and the number of people in a prefecture positively
correlated? In general, population size is associated with other demographic and social statistics. It is likely, then,

that some characteristic aspect of a prefecture provides an explanation for the relation presented in Figure 3. Among

the possible explanations is this: .
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