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Willingness to Communicate in Japanese-Brazilian Communities:
A Case Study of a Japanese-Brazilian School
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This study aimed to compare willingness to communicate in English between elementary and high school stu-
dents at a Brazilian school in Japan because English is considered the “lingua franca” globally. Willingness to com-
municate helps to understand why learners do or do not engage in target language communication. Considering
the historical background of Japanese-Brazilian students living in Japan, but studying in a Brazilian school, a
Likert scale questionnaire was used for collecting data, and a two-sample ¢ test to calculate differences between
means was performed to explore whether willingness to communicate changed between elementary and high
school students. Of the 37 questionnaire items, nine showed significant differences, showing that changes occurred
as the students aged.
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1. Introduction

Japan and Brazil share a long history of migration
and immigration. Both countries have huge communi-
ties of each other’s citizens of workers, families, chil-
dren, and teenagers. This is because in the 1900s, there
was an incentive for Japanese people to pursue their
dreams in a foreign land (in this case, Brazil).

As years passed by, Japanese immigrants estab-
lished families in Brazil, and the social, political, and
economic aspect of both countries experienced chang-
es, leading to the Japanese-Brazilian people to migrate
to Japan. To help this demand, Brazilian schools in Ja-
pan follow the Brazilian curriculum, but the students
are surrounded by a lifestyle unique to Japanese-Bra-
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zilian communities.

Brazil and Japan have English as a foreign language
in their curricula. In a world where English is consid-
ered the lingua franca (a global language for means of
intercommunity communication that can be used from
speakers of different native languages to communi-
cate), it is important to understand what variables can
affect students’ learning process and willingness to
communicate (WTC) in English among these unique
communities. Therefore, this study aimed to compare
the WTC in English between elementary and high
school students from a Brazilian school in Japan.

2. Literature Review

2.1 The Importance of WTC in the Classroom
Several factors affect second language learning, in-
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cluding WTC. Originally proposed for first language
learning by McCroskey and Baer (1985), WTC is a the-
oretical concept affected by several factors that ob-
serves how prone a person is to communicate.

In L2 context, Maclntyre et al. (1998) described
WTC as the “readiness to enter into discourse at a par-
ticular time with a specific person or persons, using an
L2" (p. 547). That is, each person can have a different
degree of WTC considering their environment, back-
ground, living experiences, language abilities, personali-
ty, and context in which communication occurs. Also,
according to Dérnyei (1990), in a context where learn-
ers have little contact with the target foreign language,
it is difficult to have a clear affective reaction for the
target language. This can affect WTC because when
there is less exposure, students can become more anx-
ious.

The class environment can also impact WTC; it pro-
vides more variables, affecting how students come in
contact with language learning depending on their en-
gagement in class, teachers’ support, atmosphere be-
tween classmates, and interactional patterns in the
classroom (e.g., Khajavy et al, 2018; Peng, 2012; Zhang
et al, 2018).

A person’s worldview is another variable that affects
WTC. The way a person perceives the world and be-
comes interested in other cultures, seeks information
from other countries, and tries to communicate with
people of different backgrounds can increase or de-
crease their WTC.

Considering worldviews and how English is now
seen as the lingua franca, the Brazilian curriculum has
offered a different way for teachers and students to
approach English since 2017, as shown in the excerpt
below from the Brazil's National Common Curricular
Base:

In this proposal, the English language is no longer
that of the “foreigner,” hailing from hegemonic coun-
tries, whose speakers act as role models; nor is it a
variant of the English language. In this perspective,
the ways in which speakers of this language use it
across the globe are acknowledged and legitimized,
with varied cultural and linguistic repertoires, which
allows us to question the world view that the only
version of English that is correct-and correct to
teach-is that spoken by the Americans or the Brit-
ish. (p. 241)

Considering all variables that can affect WTC and
the way that the Brazilian curriculum for English edu-
cation presents an approach for the language, this
study aimed to understand how WTC of Japanese-Bra-
zilian students from a school in Ibaraki, in a context
where they belonged to a different cultural environ-

ment than Brazilian and Japanese, is affected. Each
person is expected to react differently to WTC, there-
fore, making it interesting to observe how culture
plays a part as a variable, especially among immigrant
communities.

2.2 Brazilian Schools in Japan

As several Japanese-Brazilians live in Japan, the Bra-
zilian Ministry of Education and Culture (MEC) recog-
nizes many Brazilian schools located in Japan because
they are homologated: however, the Japanese Ministry
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology
does not officially recognize it (Sera, 2019). As stated
in the “General Orientation About Education for Bra-
zilians in Japan,” published by the Brazilian MEC in
2018, to be homologated means:

The school petitioned for enrollment in the Chamber
of Basic Education of the National Council of Educa-
tion, and was received positively; thus, fulfilling the
requirements to be able to emit valid school docu-
ments for all appropriate ends. (p. 10).

In Brazilian schools in Japan, classes are usually held
in Portuguese as per the Brazilian curriculum for edu-
cation. In addition to the regular Brazilian curriculum
subjects, the students also have Japanese language
classes.

These schools are an alternative for children whose
parents plan on returning to Brazil after a short while
so they can continue their education according to the
Brazilian curriculum, for those that did not adapt to
the Japanese school system, for those that came to Ja-
pan at an older age and have insufficient knowledge of
Japanese, and for other personal reasons.

As Sera (2019) stated, Japan is the country with
most Brazilian schools outside Japan, and it is the sec-
ond country with the highest number of Brazilians
outside of Brazil. Other than regular schools for chil-
dren, there are also school programs for adults who
did not complete their education when younger, allow-
ing them to achieve their elementary or high school di-
plomas while living in Japan.

According to Bugarin (2017, as cited by Costa, 2022),
there are 39 Brazilian schools registered in the Brazilian
Consulate in Tokyo, Japan, of which 35 are approved by
the Brazilian MEC, and four are in the process of being
approved. In all, the number of Brazilian schools is even
greater when NPOs (Non Profit Organization) are tak-
en into account, although those are not always recog-
nized (Sera, 2019 p. 10). From these schools, only 15 are
considered by the Japanese government as “miscella-
neous schools” the rest are private schools, which do
not receive any aid from the Japanese or Brazilian gov-
ernments, and which require tuition fees which may not
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be affordable in some scenarios (Kojima, 2013 p. 95).
Therefore, NPOs are important for Japanese-Brazilian
children’s education.

Counting the number of Japanese-Brazilian children
studying in the abovementioned Brazilian schools is dif-
ficult; however, in a document published by the Brazil-
ian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2022), only 2% of the
total of Brazilian students in Japan are enrolled in these
schools (considering only the homologated ones). Sev-
eral Brazilian schools in Japan follow the Brazilian cur-
riculum, but the context in which those schools exist is
unique to a Japanese scenario, where Japanese-Brazil-
ians live in closed communities. Students attending
Brazilian schools in Japan study Portuguese as L1, Jap-
anese as L2, and English as L3. As studying English
like public school students in Japan, is not their first
priority, WTC might be different for Japanese-Brazilian
students. Therefore, this study aimed to compare WTC
between elementary and high school students from a
Brazilian school in Japan. Although WTC is a common
concept in Brazil, it only exists in recent research, none
of which have compared the changes between elemen-
tary and high school students.

3. Methodology

3.1 Participants

In this study, to observe how students’ perceptions to-
ward a second language in different grade levels affected
their WTC, 28 elementary and 15 high school students
responded to our WTC questionnaire. The groups were
divided according to the grade levels of the Brazilian
Federal Law n. 11.274/2006, in which elementary school
grade levels cover nine years and high school grade lev-
els cover three.

The participants were from a Brazilian school in
Joso, Ibaraki. This school is a non-profitable organiza-
tion, and follows the Brazilian curriculum according to
the Ministry of Education in Brazil. Classes are held in
Portuguese; therefore, the questionnaire was also in
Portuguese.

The number of students in each grade level was as
follows:

Elementary school: second grade (z = 4), fourth
grade (z = 8), sixth grade (z = 5), seventh grade (# =
3), eighth grade (z = 4), and ninth grade (z = 4). The
questionnaire was not distributed to third and fifth
grade students because no students from these grades
were present on the day that the questionnaire was
distributed.

High School: first year (z = 9), second year (z = 4),
and third year (# = 2).

3.2 Materials
A 37-item questionnaire are used to collect data. The

questionnaire was adapted from Monoi (2020) to bet-
ter fit the aim of this study and the participants’ back-
ground. The questionnaire explored seven WTC con-
cepts: second language approach, interest in foreign
affairs, motivation, extroversion, perception of L2 com-
munication ability, anxiety in second language commu-
nication, and WTC in the second language.

The questionnaire items were the same for both ele-
mentary and high school students; however, they dif-
fered in terms of the Likert scale used for rating. For
elementary school students, a four-point Likert scale
was used, and a six-point Likert scale for high school
students, based on their developmental stages. Addi-
tionally, to avoid neutral responses, we used Likert
scales with even numbers as they do not have a mid-
point. As the midpoint can sometimes be misunder-
stood as neutral or undecided (which are different
opinions), the questionnaire used in this study did not
offer a midpoint option (Hair et al, 2019, p. 493).

3.3 Questionnaire Implementation

Before distributing the questionnaire, we explained
the research to the school’'s principal, and understood
the routine and background of the school. Both the
principal and researcher provided consent, and no stu-
dent was identified, to ensure anonymity.

Students from all grades responded to the question-
naire on the same day (November 25, 2022) during
their regular classes. The researcher read all the ques-
tions aloud in Portugese so the elementary students
could easily understand the contents of the questions.

3.4 Analysis

Data gathered from the questionnaires were orga-
nized in excel tables for the elementary school and the
high school. Because the range of the Likert scales
were different for each group, the data were interpo-
lated for comparison. After interpolation, we calculated
the mean and the standard deviation of both elementa-
ry and high school students. Then, we used a two-sam-
ple ttest to determine whether WTC changed be-
tween the elementary and the high school students.

4. Results and Discussion

Of the 37 questionnaire items, nine presented a sig-
nificant difference (p < .05). This means that some as-
pects of WTC changed from elementary to high school.

The questions 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 13, 24 and 37 showed
significant differences, as shown in Table 1. By check-
ing the seven WTC concepts (Monoi, 2020), we could
see that five questions belonged to language approach,
one question belonged to interest in foreign affairs, one
question belonged to motivation, one question to per-
ception of L2 communicative ability concept, and one
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Table 1. Questions showing significant differences between elementary and high school students

Concept Qu;sot.lon Question sig
App 1 I want to study English to meet and talk to people from different countries around the 00494
world.

App 2 I want to study English and learn about different cultures. 0.03
App 3 If T see someone asking for help in English, I try to communicate. 0.04
App 5 I wish I had friendships that I could communicate in English. 0.04
App 6 I always try to help foreigners who do not speak Portuguese. 0.01
IFA 7 I often check foreign news in the media. 0.001
MOT 13 When I do not understand something in English class, I ask the teacher. 0.02
PC 24 I can create short sentences in English. 0.03
WTC 37 If T have a Brazilian friend who knows English, I will try to speak to them in English.  0.003

Note. APP: approach; IFA: interest in foreign affairs; MOT: motivation; PC, perception of L2 communicative ability; WTC, willingness to

communicate

question to the WTC concepts.

Correa (2000) mentioned that it is possible to ob-
serve identity crisis that originates from the loss of
cultural and affective references. Koltai (2013) added
that a person’s first language is considered their sec-
ond skin, as each language has a different way to read
and interpret the world, creating a unique identity to
those who share the same language. For these reasons,
the questions 1, 2, 3, 5 and 6 from the language ap-
proach concept may have been affected. This study
was conducted to observe WTC in English as a foreign
language, and although both Brazil and Japan provide
English as a second language in their curricula, for the
Japanese-Brazilian community, being able to use Japa-
nese as a second language might be perceived as
something more meaningful. These children speak Por-
tuguese as a first language in Japan, and in a country
where the main language is Japanese and only a few
people speak English, the language approach to En-
glish might be different from the language approach to
Japanese.

When observing question 7, it is important to note
that there was a similar question which mentioned
news specifically about Brazil and not about the world.
One of the assumptions that may explain that the Jap-
anese society has different characteristics than the
Brazilian one (Okamoto, 2007) is that Japanese-Brazil-
ians realize that although they are of Japanese ascen-
dancy, by being foreigners, society has a different role
in the social structure for them. Therefore, Brazil be-
comes their homeland, a country in which the culture
is somewhat closer to what they experience in their
communities in Japan, and is a more welcoming place.
Therefore, news from countries other than Brazil
might not be that interesting for the high school stu-
dents.

A study by Harter (1981; as cited in Lepper et al,
2005) noted that a progressive and significant decline
in motivation as children grew up, especially when go-
ing from elementary to middle school. This statement
can support the change seen in question 13, that rep-
resents the concept of motivation. Although Brazilian
schools divide school years somewhat different than
the study proposed by Harter did, the students experi-
enced a decrease in motivation to participate in class
by asking questions to the teacher in the study per-
formed in the Brazilian school.

The reason behind the decrease in question 24, that
related to perception of L2 communication ability con-
cept, could be explained by the fact that in high school,
the English language curriculum covers more complex
patterns of grammar which can demotivate students.
The difference in language pronunciation (as pho-
nemes are not always the same in English and Portu-
guese) can make it difficult for students to realize
their communication ability. Communicating in a lan-
guage does not necessarily need to comprise of a per-
fect accent or pronunciation. As speakers of other lan-
guages, it is important to communicate, but this fact
might not be considered by high school students.

For question 37, that considered WTC, students in
high school might not feel motivated to speak English
with a Brazilian friend because they can communicate
perfectly in their first language (Portuguese). If they
struggle speaking English, communication might be
difficult, thereby reducing their interest in speaking
English.

5. Conclusion

This study observed that although living in an envi-
ronment in which English is not spoken often, students
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from Japanese-Brazilian backgrounds who lived in Ja-
pan understood that being able to speak English could
bring opportunities in life. However, their motivation
decreases as they age, and is also affected by their
contexts (being neither Brazilian nor Japanese), an
identity that is somehow difficult to understand (Nak-
agawa, 2005) in younger developmental stages. Future
studies should observe and compare WTC in English
and in Japanese as neither of these languages are the
students’ first language. This could help us better un-
derstand the scenario of language approach and per-
ception of L2 communication ability.
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