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Report writing tasks in Japanese at university:
application and student approaches
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Introduction

A foreign instructor at a Japanese university may have little understanding of the tasks students
undertake in Japanese-medium courses. One such task is the Japanese repooto, or report. Foreign English
instructors may wonder how instructors assign, comment upon, and evaluate these reports. It seems natural that
students’ experiences writing in their first language (L 1) at university may impact their approach towards second
language (L2) tasks.

This paper emerged from a desire to develop a deeper understanding of the report task. It begins with a
summary of popular notions about Japanese and English expository writing patterns and how these notions have
changed. I then present a questionnaire given to university students that attempts to elicit how report tasks are
implemented, what advice students have received about writing them, and how students define their own writing

style. Implications for English writing instruction will be offered in the conclusion.

Background

Examining texts written in a second language and attempting to deduce how writers write in their first
language is the core of the contrastive rhetoric project, initiated by Kaplan (1966). Hinds (1983) departed from

Kaplan’s approach by asserting that researchers must focus on texts in writers’ L1 rather than L2. He attempted
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to show how essays written for the Tensei Jingo column of the Asahi Shimbun followed a four-part “ki-shou-
ten-ketsu” pattern, which originated in classical Chinese poetry: in ki, the topic is introduced; shou develops
the topic; ten introduces a digression with an indirect connection to the topic; ketsu concludes the composition.
Hinds asserted that this pattern was often found in Japanese expository prose, and highly evaluated by Japanese
readers. However, this pattern may cause interference when a Japanese student writes an essay in English,
where a linear organization, with no digressions, is expected. Hinds (1987) went on to contrast English and
Japanese expository writing, claiming English to be “writer responsible” (the writer must write in a clear and
understandable manner) and Japanese to be “reader responsible” (the reader must be able to fill in missing
transitions and grasp a writer’s unstated intentions). Researchers and textbook writers less cautious than Hinds
seized upon implications drawn from his findings: Japanese is indirect, illogical, and digressive; English is
direct, logical and linear.

During the 1990s, however, Japanese composition manuals (e.g., Egawa, 1997 ; Kinoshita, 1994),
began giving advice modeled after manuals printed in North America: easy-to-understand writing was stressed,
and ki-shou-ten-ketsu was condemned as unfit for academic writing. On the research front, Kubota (1997) as-
serted that Hinds’ description of ki-shou-ten-ketsu as a pattern common to expository prose was an overgener-
alization. The Tensei Jingo column allows readers to comment on news items, and cannot be compared with
expository writing. Cahill (2003), having researched the history of ki-shou-ten-ketsu in Chinese and Japanese,
states that historically zen has served not as a digression but rather as a means of amplifying a topic. (The Japa-
nese Wikipedia site also defines fen as the kaku, or core, of an essay, and a website giving advice about writing
claims that zen is useful for introducing counterarguments). Moreover, Kubota and Lehner (2004) argue that re-
search in contrastive rhetoric has overemphasized interference from L1 rhetorical patterns, when a host of other
variables are involved, such as L1 writing expertise and L2 proficiency.

Hirose (2003) notes that writing instruction in Japan greatly differs from that in North America. Where-
as students at American high schools and universities receive intensive expository writing instruction, no unified
instruction takes place at any stage in Japanese education. In elementary and secondary schools students mostly
write kansoubun (personal impression essays) based on readings, and engage in journal writing. However, many
universities and companies now require students to write shou-ronbun (short argumentative essays) on their en-
trance exams. Kobayashi and Rinnert (2002) assert that many students receive intensive writing instruction from
their high school teachers in special after-school lessons, to prepare students for particular entrance exams that
they will take; a student’s experience with writing may therefore depend on the entrance exams that he or she
has prepared for, and universities and departments vary in their inclusion of shou-ronbun tests.

As a result, English writing instructors at Japanese universities may have little idea how students ap-
proach writing in Japanese. Furthermore, substantial research centering on short essay or shou-ronbun writing
exists, but less has been written about the university report. A brief description of this task, as presented in

Japanese manuals, follows in the next section.
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What is a report?

Kinoshita (1994) defines a report as a form of writing that presents information about research or
surveys (p. 9). The primary difference between a report and a ronbun (argumentative paper) is the projected
number of readers; reports are usually written for one reader (the teacher or manager) while ronbun may have
a wider audience. Kinoshita also distinguishes reports from sakubun (expressive essays) in that the writer’s
opinions must be grounded in evidence, and subjective impressions are impermissible (p. 10). Egawa (1997)
also defines reports as papers intended to present information to an audience of one (p. 25). Satou et. a/ (2006),
however, claim that students should not write reports simply with one reader, namely the teacher, in mind,
rather, reports should be accessible to all people possessing the same amount of knowledge as the writer’s
classmates (p. 134).

Yoshida (2006) likens the Japanese report to the American “term paper” (p. 11). He distinguishes
between two forms of reports that require greatly different approaches: reports written in humanities courses,
centering primarily on social topics, and scientific reports, which present the results of experiments (his book
focuses on the former). Yoshida proceeds with advice similar to that found in North American writing manuals:
writers should narrow their themes as much as possible; outside research is required, but blatant copying of
sources is to be avoided; and the report should be written in wakariyasui (easy to understand) language. In all
manuals the use of ki-shou-ten-ketsu is disdained, and variations of joron-honron-ketsuron, or an introduction-
body-conclusion format, are recommended. Takaya (2007, p.44-45) even illustrates how a paper written in the
ki-shou-ten-ketsu style will produce an unsatisfactory essay (though he also shows how ki-shou-ten-ketsu can be

used effectively).

Methods

1. Questionnaire
In order to learn more about students’ experiences writing reports in Japanese at university, a
questionnaire in Japanese was drafted and distributed to 123 second-year students at Kagawa University. These
students were enrolled in English courses, and questionnaires were distributed and filled in at the beginning of
class. One class (59 students) consisted of non-English majors in the Faculty of Education; the second consisted
of 41 students in the School of Medicine, majoring in Medicine; the third comprised 23 students in the Faculties
of Law, Economics, and Education. It was felt that the questionnaire should be in Japanese, and students should
respond in Japanese, since students would be less restricted in their responses. It was also thought that second
year students, in their first semester, would be ideal targets. They had completed a full year of Liberal Arts
courses, and would have written many reports, many with no particular connection to their majors.
It was hoped that general knowledge about report writing would be elicited to generate information for
a more focused study. The questionnaire developed from three research questions:
1.  How are report tasks implemented?
2. Do students generally receive writing instruction and feedback?

3. Which organizational patterns do students prefer?
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Questionnaire (English translation not given to students)

Some questions about report writing tasks in Japanese universities
HAROKRFAIBITS [LA— FRE] CHTLT7 o — b

1. When have you generally submitted reports that you have written as university students?
[CHETICRFETRULZVAE - MEERXOORINLEDTT %]
a. atsemester’s end (in place of a final test) [ZJiX (HEKREBORDLH E L T)]
b. during the semester (=]
c. bothaandb [a&bDWf]

2. Generally, reports topics [F& LT, LAR—FDEHIE]
a. were assigned by the instructor.  [# B2 5 HE S 72,]
b. were up to the students to create. [HHT#H o 7o)

c. bothaandb [aX boOWH]

3. Were criteria for evaluating reports made clear at the time reports were assigned?
[LAE— Tt o MBERICEHIEEORBELTHIETH D £ Lk
[ yesidw sometimes B 4 never V3V z ]
1 2 3 4 5

4, Was outside research required in writing these reports?
[(LAR— PREIIEHNEZLEELETHHDOTLAD]
[ yes lZw sometimes ¥ 4 never \ 2 ]
1 2 3 4 5

5. These reports were generally [F & LT, LKR—MIHEH» L]

a. returned to students. LRI E N, ]
b. notreturned to students. (RIS N5 72, ]
c. bothaandb. [a & b DififJy]

Answer 6 and 7 if reports were returned. [L R — FEHDH o H136 - 7TICER TS W0,]

6. Did instructors provide feedback? [BENS LA —MIHLT7 14— Ny 7 EdbFLnr
(WE-FHIIC oW TDa X ¥ b, BRFEREDERHD 5 VIZETIES).]
[ yes iZw» sometimes Ff 4 never \3\2 % ]
1 2 3 4 5
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7 . Were grades clearly justified or explained?
(B2 M S NE, LR FORBICHTEHIIDH D T L]
[ yes lZw sometimes K % never W\ % ]
1 2 3 4 5

Answer 8 if reports were not returned.  [LR— NEHO L0 o713 8ITEZL TLE3 W]

8. Do you attempt to contact your instructors to receive and/or discuss your graded reports?
(7T BICEKZID ., LAR— MEFRICET 23R L A PEEZRD T Lzd]
[ yes lZw sometimes Ff 4 never \ >\ 2 ]
1 2 3 4 5

9. Have you received any instruction on how to write reports in Japanese at university? If yes, describe it.
[(RETEARFEOL R - POFEXZHIIOWTIHERST FANL A% 2T Lich, RIF1H
By EDXD RIRE, T FNA A TLAD]

10. How would you describe your own writing style? Do you use a particular writing pattern? (For
example, ki-shou-ten-ketsu, or joron-honron-ketsuron). [H 7O B ERFEEEFHEL AT A VIOV THE
WTL 3w, FIZIE LR— P 2ECR, LT 2HRZEEH) F3d0. (- K- - #5.
s - Aam - REERSE) o]

Since feedback contributes to improvement in writing, Questions 5 through 8 were included. However,
the time period when reports are due is closely connected to whether or not a paper will be returned (and
consequently, whether or not it will receive feedback). Final reports are usually submitted at the end of the
semester, often in the last class, and cannot be returned to students. Students who turned in reports mostly at
the end of the semester will thus, in most cases, never see their reports again, and Question 1 was included to
take this into account. Finally, because all students were enrolled primarily in Liberal Arts classes at the main

campus, an attempt will not be made to compare the resuits of each group of students.

Results

It was found that the majority of students (82%) submitted reports both during and at the end of the
semester (Figure 1); 12% submitted them only during the semester, and only 6% submitted reports exclusively
at the semester’s end. Students overwhelmingly (83%) reported that topics were assigned by the instructor; no
students claimed to have been able to create their own topics all the time, though 17% reported both assigned

and free topics (Figure 2). Questions 4-5 and 6-8 required responses on a five-point scale (Figure 3).
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Figure 1
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82%

12%

1. When have you generally submitted reports that you have
written as university students?

a) semester's end
M b) during semester
[Oc)bothaandb |

Figure 2
2. Generally, reports topics
B a) were assignéd by
instructor
Mb) were up to
students to create
Oc) bothaand b
Figure 3

3. Were criteria for evaluating re

orts made clear at the time reports were assigned?

1 (yes) 2 3 4 5 (no) |Noresponse] Total Mean
5 21 46 29 21 1 122 3.33
4. W as outside research required in writing these reports?
1 (yes) 2 3 4 5 (l‘lO) No response} Total Mean
26 38 49 8 2 0 123 2.37
(Answer 6 and 7 if reports were returned.)
6. Did instructors provide feedback?
1 (yes) 2 3 4 5 (no) |Noresponse] Total Mean
9 9 14 19 0 72 51 2.84
7. Were grades clearly justified or explained?
l (yes) 2 3 4 5 (no) [Noresponse] Total Mean
7 3 5 20 16 72 51 3.69

(Answer 8 ifreports were not returned.)

8. Do you attempt to contact your instructors to receive/discuss your graded reports?

2

3

4

5 (no)

No response

Total

Mean

1 (yes)
0

1

1

11

84

26

97

4.84
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For question 3, regarding whether criteria for evaluation are made clear when reports are assigned, the
majority of students gave neutral or negative responses. Responses for Question 4 indicate that outside research
is usually required. Only 51 students, less than half of the total, responded to Questions 6 and 7, concerning
feedback. Responses suggest that students do receive some feedback, though a mean of 2.84 indicates that this is
not always the case. For question 7, regarding whether grades are justified or explained, over half (36 students)
responded negatively. Perhaps most striking is the result for Question 8. Of the 94 students who responded, 84
indicated that they do not attempt to contact their instructors to receive or discuss their reports. If reports are
collected in the last class of the semester, and students never visit their instructors’ offices to discuss or receive
their reports, then many instructors are unable to give feedback to students, even if they would like to do so.

The two open-response questions generated a variety of responses. For Question 9, about writing
instruction/advice received at university, responses touched on such aspects of the writing process as prewriting,
note-taking, paragraph development, rhetorical organization, clarity (for instance, short, simple sentences are
best), format, citing sources and writing reference lists, register, character usage, and plagiarism (see Appendix
for the complete responses). Two areas not mentioned were content revision and narrowing down one’s topic.
However, since 83% of students reported that report topics were always assigned by instructors, the absence of
this aspect of writing instruction should not be surprising.

More striking was the fact that 66 students, or 53.6% of the 123 students who responded to this
questionnaire, reported having had received no instruction whatsoever at university. Several more wrote that
they had received almost none, or had been advised to buy a report writing manual. A few students expressed
frustration at this lack of writing instruction, and claimed that formal instruction should be implemented in the
future.

Question 10 asked students about their writing style, especially in terms of rhetorical organization.
In line with the advice found in composition manuals, the majority of respondents (24) gave joron-honron-
ketsuron, or variations of this format, as their format of choice. However, 13 claimed to organize their reports

according to ki-shou-ten-ketsu, which violates the advice offered in manuals. Other noteworthy responses are

listed below.

Organizational Pattern Approximate translation

1. BIERR - BRAE-BR - £&® | problem-method of solution-opinion-conclusion

2. R - KR IEA - B - R title-conclusion-reason-example-conclusion
3. MIRRIRER - AGR - 5% - 15R problem-body-counterargument-conclusion
4. BA - AR - KR introduction-body-conclusion

5. B% - BW- - E8BAE - #ER - EE | title-objective-methods-results-discussion

6. AFm- - K 8- ¥ 1R intro.-intro.-development-turn-conclusion-conclusion

7. - KGR - TR conclusion-body-conclusion
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(1) and (2) seem representative of organizational patterns offered in composition manuals, though
interestingly the writer’s opinion in (1) is kept separate from the conclusion or summary. The structure of
(3) could perhaps be likened to ki-shou-ten-ketsu, with the counterargument functioning as ten. (4) is nearly
identical to joron-honron-ketsuron, though dounyuu () implies that the topic or theme has been imported.
(5) can be recognized as a standard means of organizing scientific papers. It is unclear how (6), a fusion of
Jjoron-honron-ketsuron and ki-shou-ten-ketsu, would appear in form, with its apparently double introductions
and conclusions. Finally, (7) may most resemble the North American introduction-body-conclusion format; the
thesis (conclusion) is stated up front and repeated at the end, as is prescribed in most English academic writing
textbooks (some scholars, such as Emig, 1971, have accused this pattern of being redundant). Several other
students also wrote that the conclusion should be stated at the beginning and repeated at the end.

These findings, though limited, seem to confirm a “bottom heavy” nature of Japanese expository prose,
with the conclusion weighing more than the introduction (Hirose, 2003). However, one student wrote that this
conclusion must be danteiteki (conclusive), which Hinds (1983) said that it need not be. Overall, it appears that
reports written by many students in Japanese share similarities with English papers, though an analysis of actual
student reports in both English and Japanese would be needed before conclusions can be drawn.

Finally, several students claimed not to have any particular method of organizing reports, or that the
report’s form must follow the needs of the topic (for example, reports on social topics must differ structurally
from reports describing experiments). Some comments also revealed attitudes towards the report task itself: one
claimed that for “unimportant reports” he/she just wrote whatever came to mind (daradara to kaku). According
to another, “for Liberal Arts courses at Japanese universities all one has to do is turn in a report to get credit, so

few teachers provide writing instruction, and few students care about this.”

Discussion

Before discussing the results, a few problems found with this questionnaire after data was collected
should be mentioned. An instructor who distributed this questionnaire in one class reported that students were
confused by the wording in Question 1 (“When have you generally submitted reports that you have written
as university students?”’) Reports submitted at the end of the semester may have been assigned several weeks
earlier, and therefore may not be considered final reports; several reports submitted in a portfolio format would
be hard to place either in the “semester’s end” or “during the semester” categories. Also, it was found that
some students were confused by the meaning of “writing style” in Question 10. It was hoped that the following
question, “Do you use a particular writing pattern?”, would explain the meaning of this word. Perhaps it would
have been best to avoid the ambiguous word “style” all together. This survey also made no attempt to distinguish
between humanities and scientific report writing, two different genres that perhaps cannot be treated together.

This study, focusing on a limited number of students at one national university, was too small in
scope to allow for conclusions to be made about how report tasks are applied and how students write reports.
Nonetheless, the following can be said at least about this group of students (drawing largely from their first-year

experiences in Liberal Arts courses):
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Reports are not written only at semester’s end;

Topics are usually assigned by instructors;

In over half of all cases, reports are not returned;

Some evaluation criteria are given when reports are assigned (but often not);
Outside research is often required;

Students sometimes receive feedback, but not always;

Grades are largely unjustified;

Students do not attempt to retrieve their reports;

Advice about writing is generally not given;

S 0 ® N Y AW N

—

Students incorporate a variety of writing patterns (including ki-shou-ten-ketsu).

What implications can be drawn about how students’ report writing experience in Japanese will affect
how they approach English writing tasks? It perhaps can be said that the explicit writing instruction commonly
given in university English classes will be a first to many students. Assignments where students can create their
own topics may also be a first, which may explain the difficulty students have in deciding upon a topic. Students
may also be unaccustomed to such staples of the “process” approach as content feedback and revision; students
may not see the purpose of rewriting their papers and therefore may put little effort in revising them. Students
also are accustomed to doing research for their Japanese reports, and personal, non text-based writing assign-
ments in English classes may seem trivial. (However, students receive little research training in high school
(Kobayashi & Rinnert, 2002), which suggests that they are unready for the research demands required of them
in university).

English writing instructors should also recognize that students utilize a number of writing patterns oth-
er than ki-shou-ten-ketsu, and that they will likely approach writing tasks with the same flexibility demanded of
university students in North America. Many students also know that plagiarism is a violation of academic ethics,
though instructors need to provide clear definitions of plagiarism as well as explain its severe consequences in a
North American setting. Until recently, plagiarism was not officially recognized as cheating at Kagawa Univer-
sity, but this has changed. Students caught plagiarizing their final reports may now be denied credit for a course.

It is hoped that this move will help reduce the number of cut-and-paste essays submitted in English writing

classes each semester.

Further questions

One question that arises from this paper is whether first year students may need formal writing instruc-
tion in Japanese. Certainly a number of students feel this need. Most university students in North America are
required to take a composition course during their freshmen year, to prepare them for the writing and research
demands of university. North American universities also typically have a “writing center,” where students who
need extra help can receive guidance from writing instructors and peer tutors. As Amano (2004, p. 69-70) as-

serts, as universities in Japan relax admission standards due to the decreasing number of applicants, students’
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basic academic skills will continue to decline. Supplementary or remedial education is essential to prevent stu-
dents from becoming overwhelmed and dropping out. Report writing is one area where students will need extra
help.

One problem, however, is the faculty’s attitudes towards writing. Rinnert and Kobayashi (2004) found
that many faculty members at their universities reported not taking report writing very seriously; more important
to them was helping students with their graduation theses. Attempts to incorporate writing courses, seminars, or
workshops into university curricula should therefore be made known to all faculty members, particularly those
who include writing in their syllabuses.

Native English-speaking instructors, who have received formal writing training or have taught writing
courses to Japanese students, can help in the designing of such writing courses or writing/resource centers. Writ-
ing is one of the most important skills students should gain in university, and Japanese and foreign faculty can

work together to ensure that students receive formal training that meets today’s global standard.
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Appendix: Responses to Question 9 (in Japanese)

1.

2".year Medical (Medicine) majors

CHARYDOEZR, E8ELR— MICANRS

- BAkb % #E <

CEKRHTT7 [(FF77] mANLZIE)BRV,

CREEMNT D, BHIRES, A MV REREALS)ICEL . MR (R, R ZERY)

F Do

CERLRIEIVI SO0, HERELNEMEL DBNE L) ADD,
CBBIIREERRTH, BRIZLY WHE),
WHOEBOLVR— P TIIHFREDOLR—TIFELLEDDET N R SNT LT

BB REFHIFE LK B o7z, EMEDITS HRZHO,ICTS  FIH &R BEE2EHE

& &

CEREOT S, B BE EBRGE EBRSER BH BRE R rviilithTEC (BR

ERIZONWT)

cEBOUR-PDOFBEFIZOWTIRT FNA A EZIT 7, MEHFNTHWL, EEOFEZXT,
—FERYRDOREETHD BETERW),

- EBROLVAE-FTIZ, B - ik #BR - Z82E2EL
[EBROVE—ro%s, EBROBK., B, HiE BR ZEOJCHEC L)) LiE#EDLY

Tl 2272, ENFLCEBHDbo T LA,

CcRETE BlHEbo Twav, Z#IZL T 74 -9y ML SN BT,
FHSORREZRRL LR— FOFESHIIOWTR)EREZ hdolzo EROBRIEH LA

FOFEEHICOWTEHEIBET FNA A% L5072, BRIFHENLERLZE LY, KL
20T BHREDT FNA R %272,

CEBRABRALVR—TIOBEZ FICHRERE LB, EREOLAR— TR, HW. K

B, EBRAEFOHE MR T 5 &) EEE %7
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- FRERT PN 2L, FIZERLR—-FOFBEEXFThHolzo —HHLZLVE— MIOWTOIREIX

BEAELRDPoT

CFFTwERAL (X2)

CZIFTVWRW (X 4)
CEQIZRTFTVRY

- ZF R R

CZF TRV, (X 3)

T hhol (X2)

“HED,

- HRIZ..

HRIZT TR

CRRICRIT TRV, ZOLI BT FNL RAREHREHRETS
CHRICR L

%L (X2)

VWV R

vz (NOY

HEBELT PN AL B HDFTATL,
-EERL 1

. 2" year Education majors

CBEIIDTAZE, BRI-ENEZ D E S,
DB (BFZEZ) OLAR— MIFELWEEHTOHEEL, LV X 2flio TRHLIHEAR TN,
8575 7% 2L o THL, B INTR—TVH - XFEC T8 T 5, ZEREOE

&

cHRIOEF Y. RO A RIETE.

CVELRDEZILOT, FTEIILEETLDLTOAERESL,

cFHET RR TR, XEEBIIOWT

MR IZONWT

AT DOWT, T, F—T—F, B, AL Lo, B, BZELH, etc

- BEYWOFEH, BFOFREHM LI PCCERRZZERZIHEE LT)

CXTFOKEE RKROLY ex)[FH#] (X) = [FL] (0)

CREPBRERICHEBAL TV A2 LR- MIEC L XL, [ZoZ e kYAZ] &b H)—E

BEREEo T NELz, HHEOZEZEEFECLZINE, Lohh FEWT, BFIT LA
b, EHbALADOLAHETZEHELZETT,
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