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Introduction

The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)
has encouraged teachers to use English picture books in the “foreign language activity”
classes in elementary schools (MEXT, 2016). It argued that through read-aloud
experience with English picture books, students can practice listening skills and get a
feel for the rhythm and pronunciation of the English language. In addition, students can
gain an understanding of culture through the stories. The English picture book read-
aloud experience is expected to raise students’ motivation to learn English. A review of
research on the effects of read-aloud of English picture books showed that although more
research 1s needed to understand the effects on students’ English skills, elementary
school students had shown to respond positively to read-aloud experience in the affect
domain (Kanayama, 2021). Can English picture books benefit English learning in
students beyond elementary school? If reading English picture books is believed to

improve English skills and motivation toward learning English for beginning learners,
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1.e., elementary school students, can we observe similar effects for college level students?
In this paper, we introduce how English picture books have been used in English classes
at the college level.

Based on the main purpose of using English picture books, the English courses
that incorporated English pictures books could be categorized into three types. One type
of courses used English picture books and English story books with illustrations mainly
as materials for extensive reading exercise. Another type of courses used English picture
books as part of the teacher-training program. The target students were English
education majors and other students who were training to become teachers. The third
type of courses targeted students in early childhood education major. Using English
picture books for students studying early childhood education was believed to be
motivating because of their training and future career needs. How English picture books

were used in the three types of college English courses are introduced in detail below.

English Picture Books for Learning English

Some universities have used English picture books or English books with
1llustrations as the main learning materials in English classes. The picture books were
used as materials for extensive reading activity. The target students were usually
remedial students who either had lower level of English abilities and/or had negative
attitude toward English. The rationales for using picture books as the main source of
learning English in remedial English classes are two folds. The first reason is English
picture books can encourage positive feelings toward English. Picture books usually
contain easy words which can help reducing anxiety toward learning English.
Additionally, having a real story line, rather than forced, artificial dialogs in most
English textbooks, makes it interesting for students to read. The second reason is
English picture books provide contexts to assist learning. By learning through stories,
students can experience how words and phrases are used in authentic situations.
Furthermore, when students encounter words or expressions they have not yet learned,
they can use the pictures/illustrations as context cues to help them understand the
meanings of those words and expressions. In this section, extensive reading activity
and reader books were first explained. Then, how English picture books have been used
as the main materials for extensive reading in college remedial English classes
(Makino, 2012, Takase, 2008, Takase & Otsuki, 2011) is introduced.

Extensive reading is an approach for learning or teaching reading. It aims to

improve reading fluency by having students read a large quantity of easy texts. Waring
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& McLean (2015) defined four core elements of extensive reading: (a) fluent, sustained
comprehension of text as meaning-focused input, (b) large volume of material, (c)
reading over extended periods of time, and (d) texts are longer, requiring
comprehension at the discourse level (p. 165). In other words, in order to “qualify” an
activity as extensive reading, students should read a large number of books (and/or
other reading materials) for general understanding of the stories in a smooth fashion
without having to stop frequently to check the dictionary. Students are often
encouraged to read at or below their reading level, and to read stories they enjoy.
Extensive reading is believed to enhance reading fluency and build understanding from
a top-down process.

Leveled readers and graded readers are often used for extensive reading.
Leveled readers and graded readers are series of stories specifically written for young
English-speaking children who are learning to read. These “reader” books offer stories
ranging from simple to difficult. Stories at the easiest level are usually written with a
few words on each page accompanied by large and colorful illustrations. As the
difficulty level increases, the number of words increases. An important advantage of
using leveled readers and graded readers for extensive reading exercise is that these
readers are arranged by difficulty levels. As mentioned earlier, students are
encouraged to read stories that are at or below their own level. Having books that are
already sorted by difficulty levels is clearly advantageous for students in choosing
books that promote successful reading experiences. Successful reading experiences help
building confidence as well as reading fluency. As students become more confident and
skilled, they can move up to the next level. Therefore, leveled readers and graded
readers are invaluable materials for extensive reading.

Takase & Otsuki (2011) examined the effect of extensive reading on English
reading levels in remedial students. Edinburgh Project on Extensive Reading (EPER)
scores were used to identify the reading level of students. The EPER test is a test
developed specifically to identify reader mastery level and can be used to measure the
progress of extensive reading experience (Yoshizawa, Takase, & Otsuki, 2014). In
Takase & Otsuki’s (2011) class, students were required to read more than 100 leveled
reader and graded reader books during the semester. EPER tests were administered at
the beginning and at the end of the semester. The end-of-semester EPER test scores
showed that almost all students had improved and moved up in their reading mastery
level regardless of their initial level.

While Takase & Otsuki (2011) examined the effects of extensive reading on

reading performance, Makino (2012) focused on the attitude toward reading and
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vocabulary building. Remedial students were provided leveled reader and graded
reader books for extensive reading. Contrary to the usual practice of extensive reading
in which students were often discouraged from looking up the dictionary while they
read, students were allowed to check the dictionary for up to 3 words per book in
Makino’s (2012) class. The results showed that students performed significantly better
on the post reading vocabulary test. They also showed more positive attitude toward
reading in English. Even though some students reported feeling bored and that some
stories were not interesting, most students reported that they had enjoyed reading the
books and felt less reluctant to read English.

Takase (2008) compared different in-class extensive reading arrangements
and their effects on student achievement and attitude toward English. Three groups of
students: remedial students, freshmen, and sophomores taking university level
required English classes were asked to do extensive reading as part of the class
activity. Remedial students spent the majority of class time on extensive reading in the
school library once a week for one semester. Freshmen did extensive reading in class
for 30-40 minutes in the first semester and about 20 minutes in the second semester.
On the other hand, sophomores occasionally had about 10 minutes to read in class, but
overall, the class time for extensive reading was close to none throughout the school
year. All students were encouraged to do extensive reading on their own outside of
class. Takase (2008) found that, adjusted by the length of time, freshmen read the
largest number of books as well as number of words, followed by remedial students,
while sophomore students read the least number of books and words. Most students,
except one of the sophomore classes, gained significant improvement on their EPER
test scores. There were low but significant positive correlations between how much
students read and the post extensive reading EPER scores and EPER score gains. In
addition to improvement in reading English, more remedial and freshmen students
reported having positive attitude toward reading English. They reported that reading
was enjoyable, and they felt a sense of accomplishment. Takase (2008) concluded that
extensive reading was effective in improving English reading comprehension and
attitude toward English. Moreover, providing in-class time for extensive reading was
important to ensure reading would actually take place.

In sum, students in the remedial English classes were usually believed to be
with low English abilities and little motivation toward English. However, these
students seemed to respond well to the leveled reader and graded reader books as
shown in the research by Makino (2012), Takase (2008), and Takase & Otsuki (2011).

Reading a large number of simple, easy, illustrated books created for young, native
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English-speaking learners appeared to improve English reading comprehension, build
vocabulary knowledge, and enhance attitude toward English for remedial students in

Japanese universities.

English Picture Books for Teacher Training

In response to a change in curriculum policies announced by MEXT in the
early 2000s, some colleges began offering courses designed specifically for training
prospective teachers who would conduct English activities in education settings. These
courses took a hands-on approach, with an emphasis on how to lead English activities
in elementary schools, kindergartens and nursery schools. English picture books, along
with songs, picture cards, and other teaching materials were introduced systematically.
English picture books were introduced as a tool which provides authentic contexts for
teaching vocabulary and culture. Reading aloud techniques and English pronunciation
were emphasized in the training. Students were encouraged to interact with English
picture books, among other materials, from the teacher’s perspective. Two training
programs (Kodama & Kidd, 2014a, Takeshita, Murakami, Yanagisawa, Mori, & Suzuki,
2005) are described below.

Kodama & Kidd (2014a) created a course called “Kids’ English,” an English class
with the main purpose of training English major students the knowledge of teaching
materials and instructional methods for early English education targeting
kindergarteners and early elementary school students. Students taking this course
learned English picture books, songs, and games. Only the training regarding picture
books was described below.

The English picture books introduced in this course were books written for
young native speakers. These books were written by famous children’s book authors such
as Eric Carle (“Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? and “From Head to To€”)
and Eric Hill (“Where’s Spot? and “ Who's There, Spot?’). Reading aloud techniques such
as articulation, syllabication, rhythm, and timing were taught and practiced repeatedly.
In addition, students participated in an event called “English Story Time” which was a
university-sponsored read-aloud event for children in the community on weekends
(Kodama & Kidd, 2014b). Students could apply what they had learned in class to real
children in the community and received feedback on how they had performed. Students
reported feeling joy through this experience and realizing the importance of practicing
read-aloud techniques. This course offered not only information on teaching materials

and instructional techniques but also opportunities for applying the knowledge to

_67_



SULFRKRARE TR FEALE %155 2023

working with real children.

Takeshita, Murakami, Yanagisawa, Mori, & Suzuki (2005) extended training for
early English education to non-English major students. The reason for offering such
training to non-English major students was due to the realization that students in other
majors may become teachers in early educational settings and would also need the skills
of teaching English because of the change in policy by MEXT. The course, named
“Children and English” was a one-semester course arranged in repeated cycle of lecture
and workshop. The contents of the classes included understanding of children, children’s
literature in Britain, read-aloud techniques, instructional techniques for English
teaching, and cross-cultural understanding, to name just a few. English picture books
were used in read-aloud technique training and in promoting cross-cultural
understanding. Students watched videos of read-aloud sessions at a community center
and interviews of read-aloud volunteers to gain a general understanding of read-aloud
activity for children. Then, students tried reading aloud English picture books in small
groups. The books were provided by teachers and included books written originally in
English (e.g., “Swimmy” and “The Very Hungry Caterpillar’) as well as traditional
Japanese stories translated into English (e.g., “One-Inch Boy’ and “Peach Boy’).
Students reported that English picture books were interesting, the unique rhythm of
English and matching illustrations were fun, and some stories (e.g., “Swimmy’) were
unexpectedly difficult to read.

Part of the exercises for learning cross-cultural understanding also used English
picture books. Five books (e.g., “David Gets in Trouble’ and “Throw Your Tooth on the
Roof’) were distributed to students, and students were to discuss in small groups how
they would use these books to promote cultural understanding if they were teachers.
Students commented that the illustrations in picture books may help children visually
notice everyday things that were different from those in Japan. Furthermore, some
stories described universal experiences that children can identify with. Therefore, these
stories can be expected to stimulate interests in discussing similarities and differences
as compared to Japanese culture. English picture books were believed to be good
materials for teaching and learning cross-cultural understanding.

In sum, English picture books have been incorporated in college-level English
courses designed specifically for training prospective teachers to teach English in
educational settings. In such courses, English picture books, along with songs, chants,
and other teaching materials, were presented as tools with authentic language
expressions. Picture books written for the enjoyment of native English-speaking children

by well-known authors were introduced. Students were taught read-aloud techniques
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and were encouraged to practice using picture books to teach English language as well
as cultural understanding. One of the courses even had students participated in
university-sponsored read-aloud event in which students could apply the skills they had
learned in the course. English picture books and read-aloud have shown to be important
parts of teacher training course, which were in compliance with the MEXT’s

recommendation.

English Picture Books for Early Childhood Education Majors

How English picture books have been used in English courses for students
aspired to become kindergarten or nursery school teachers is introduced in this section.
These courses are introduced separately from those in the previous section because of
the difference in course objectives. Instead of being designed specifically for training
teachers to teach English in elementary schools or preschool settings, the courses
introduced here used English picture books mainly for motivational purposes. The
reasons for introducing English picture books in English course for students in this major
were that (a) picture books could lower the mental hurdle for learning English; (b)
picture books use easy words and expressions; and (c) picture books describe beautiful
scenes or cultural-specific situations (Kombu, 2015). Students who want to become
kindergarten or nursery school teachers are believed to have been trained in working
with young children using picture books in Japanese. Therefore, they may be more
motivated to learn English if English picture books were used. English picture books
were thus deemed appropriate for college students in early childhood education major to
learn English. Four English courses were introduced below.

Komiya (2003) introduced “creative translation” of English picture books to
teach reading, vocabulary, and cultural understanding in English classes for students
majoring in early childhood education. English picture books were chosen as
translation materials because of student major. It was believed that students in early
childhood education would be interested and could identify more with picture books.
Students were taught to translate English picture books of their choice into Japanese
literally and verbatim as the first step. Then, students were to re-translate based on
cultural and linguistic appropriateness. The translated stories were compared to
professionally translated versions if available and shared with classmates, before
presented in the school festival to visiting children and their families. Students were
also instructed to select English picture books that could aid cross-cultural

understanding. Through the translation process, students gained deeper
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understanding and appreciation for the English language and cultures. Komiya (2003)
argued that translating English picture books creatively was effective for students
studying early childhood education to learn English because of their professional
interests.

Sugimoto (2022) cited the same reason for using English picture books in her
English classes for early childhood education major students. Through both read-aloud
and extensive reading exercises, students were expected to improve their pronunciation,
understanding of sentence structure, and appreciation for culture. In every class of a
one-year English course for freshmen majoring in early childhood education, the
instructor first read an English picture book aloud to students before explaining the story
in a conversational style. Vocabulary and grammar were then explained. Students were
taught the pronunciation of words in the picture book and were asked to practice read-
aloud. The second half of each class was then devoted to extensive reading, which
students were provided graded reader books from the Oxford Reading Tree series. A
majority of students reported feeling less reluctant toward reading English. Many of
them also reported feeling some improvement in English pronunciation, as well as their
understanding of English vocabulary and grammar. Sugimoto (2022) concluded that
English picture books helped improving student attitude toward English and their
English abilities. In addition, the read-aloud experience may further enhance students’
skills in child care.

Joichi (2015) believed that read-aloud experience not only affects the children
who are being read to but also the parents/teachers who read to children. Would
experience in reading aloud English picture books affect college students’ learning of
English? The effects of read-aloud experience on early childhood education major
students’ attitude toward English and toward read-aloud activity itself were examined
(Joichi, 2015). In a required English class, freshmen in the early childhood education
and care major were to read English picture books and other books for extensive reading
in the school library. They could choose books freely from a collection of about 3000 books
for pleasure reading. In addition to pleasure reading, students were required to read
aloud English picture books to their classmates in small groups two times in the semester.
Students were advised to choose books they like for the read-aloud. For those who would
like assistance in pronunciation and other read aloud skills, the instructor provided one-
on-one training. The results showed that almost all students enjoyed reading English
picture books, and they would like to continue reading picture books in English even
after the class ended. Most of them also reported feeling that they could read English
faster, and felt less reluctant toward reading English. They reported feeling their
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vocabulary had increased and feeling more confident with their ability to understand the
story by contextual cues. Joichi (2015) concluded that read-aloud experience not only
helped improving reading skills and understanding of content but also helped improved
attitude toward reading English.

Kombu (2015) incorporated English picture books and English songs in an
English course developed specifically for college students studying early childhood
education with the intention to prepare these students to become “child care workers
who can speak English” (Kombu, 2015, p. 171). The English course was divided into three
parts. In the first part of the course, a college-level English textbook was used for
learning English vocabulary and grammar. In the second part, English expressions
useful for kindergarten and child care facilities were taught using handouts created by
the instructor. Each topic was chosen based on situations in child care, and dialogs were
the central features of the handout. In the third part, English picture books and songs
that could be used in early English education were introduced. With the use of English
picture books, students learned the basic rules of English pronunciation and practiced
reading aloud picture books repeatedly in class. For writing exercise, bingo game was
used for vocabulary memorization while creating original picture books and translating
picture book stories into Japanese were used for creative writing. Students also learned
to plan lessons for early childhood English activities, such as learning the names of
animals or days of the week through combining the use of picture books, songs, finger
plays, etc.

The results showed that students responded positively to the use of English
picture books. More than half of all students reported feeling that they could read words
and daily expressions written in English picture books. Many of them also felt that
they could re-write and create stories for picture books. Students commented that they
enjoyed learning using English picture books and that the class was fun. They also
commented that they could read and understand the stories because of the illustrations
and the repeating patterns of expressions in picture books. Kombu (2015) concluded that
English picture books and songs motivated students to learn English, and the experience
in this course helped students gained confidence in and positive attitude toward English.

In sum, some English courses incorporated English picture books because the
target students were prospective kindergarten and nursery school teachers. The use of
English picture books was considered suitable for students of this particular major
because they are trained read-aloud skills and are believed to have a general interest in
picture books. Students, as a whole, enjoyed learning English through interacting with

English picture books. Whether the interaction was translation (Kombu, 2015; Komiya,
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2003), extensive reading (Joichi, 2015; Sugimoto, 2021) or read-aloud exercise (Joichi,
2015; Kombu, 2015; Sugimoto, 2021), students showed more positive attitude toward
learning English and higher confidence regarding their English reading ability.
Therefore, English picture books are effective learning materials for students studying

early childhood education.

Conclusion and Discussion

Overall, students responded positively to the use of English picture books in
college-level English classes. Students, on average, improved their English abilities such
as vocabulary (Makino, 2012) and reading (Takase, 2008; Takase & Otsuki, 2011). They
also reported to have more positive attitude toward English and toward reading English
books aloud (Joichi, 2015; Kodama & Kidd, 2014a; Kombu, 2015; Sugimoto, 2021). Most
students either reported or were observed to have enjoyed the experience of reading
English picture books in classes (Joichi, 2015; Makino, 2012; Sugimoto, 2021).
Incorporating picture books and leveled/graded reader books appeared to be effective in
not only improving student English abilities but also improving attitude toward English
learning.

As described in this paper, three different main purposes for using English
picture books were observed in college level English courses. In other words, college level
English courses incorporating picture books for different objectives. The difference in
objectives influenced how the courses were planned. For example, when the objective of
the course was to help remedial students improve their basic English abilities and
attitude toward English (Makino, 2012; Takase, 2008; Takase & Otsuki, 2011), students
read leveled/graded reader books for extensive reading exercise as the main activity for
the course. When the objective of the course was to train prospective teachers (Kodama
& Kidd, 2014a, Takeshita, Murakami, Yanagisawa, Mori, & Suzuki, 2005), English
picture books written with simple vocabulary and repeating patterns were introduced in
combination with songs, picture cards, and finger plays. When cross-cultural
understanding was the main purpose (Komiya, 2003; Takeshita, Murakami, Yanagisawa,
Mori, & Suzuki, 2005), students read stories with cultural context before carrying out
group discussion. When motivating students studying early childhood education was the
main purpose (Joichi, 2015; Sugimoto, 2022), read-aloud was an important feature of the
course. Therefore, the course objectives affected how the courses were structured and
how reading materials (leveled/graded readers vs. picture books, etc.) were chosen and

used in class.
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Objectives of the course also affect the selection of reading materials. In courses
that did extensive reading exercise (Joichi, 2015; Makino, 2012; Sugimoto, 2021; Takase,
2008; Takase & Otsuki, 2011), level reader and graded reader books were used. Leveled
and graded readers are used for extensive reading because they have already been sorted
by difficulty level. Students can choose books easily based on their own reading levels.
While reader books were used for extensive reading, English picture books were used
more frequently for teacher training and read-aloud purposes (Kodama & Kidd, 2014a;
Kombu, 2015; Takeshita, Murakami, Yanagisawa, Mori, & Suzuki, 2005). These
children’s books were written originally for young, native English-speaking children.
They usually included simple words and expressions; many were also written in
repeating patterns. The stories were usually about themes that children can identify and
sympathize with. Thus, they are usually fun and easy to use for teaching young children.
The picture books used for cross-cultural understanding, on the other hand, tended to be
longer in length, had cultural contexts with more difficult vocabulary and more complex
story plots. Though the stories were still about themes that children have experienced
in their lives, these picture books were written in the style of story-telling which help
children better understand the life situations of the characters in the stories. Instructors
of the courses described in this report had chosen different reading materials based on
the objectives of their courses. Therefore, it is important for instructors who are
interested in incorporating English picture books in their courses to select picture books
that are appropriate for the objectives of the courses.

In conclusion, English picture books and English books with illustrations are
effective materials for learning English at the college level. Regular students, remedial
students, students in teacher training programs, and students majoring in early
childhood education all reported being benefited by these reading materials. The benefits
included not only improvement in academic skills but also in motivation and attitude
toward English. It is essential that instructors clearly define the objectives of their

courses and choose reading materials that are appropriate to achieve those objectives.
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