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Spring starts the long march back to normal

This year I made the decision to
plant a couple vegetable pots in
my apartment. Among them was a
pot of komatsuna. When 1 woke
up one morning about a week
later, I found dozens of little green
leaves sprouting from the pot.
Then, on my way to work, I
noticed the cherry blossom trees
beginning to pink up as their
transient flowers started to bloom.
‘Spring is here!’ I thought.

Now, some weeks later, the
komatsuna are growing strong,
and the cherry blossoms — true to
their name — are already fluttering
in the wind. I, again, noticed
another change, this time while
out shopping. Like the spring
flowers emerging from the ground
in everyone’s gardens, people’s
faces are emerging from behind
their masks. ‘Spring is here!” I
thought again. The world is
marching back to a normal
summer.

As the masks fall from our faces
like the cherry blossoms from
their trees, it is time for us, too, to
chart a path back to an almost-
forgotten ‘normal.” The pandemic
and the measures taken against it
have had massive effects on our
lives, many of which we have yet
to understand and process fully.
One area most affected has been
education.

For stretches of time students
didn’t even go to school —
studying from home via the
internet instead. And even when

they did go, they lived a very
different school life from what we
can all remember from our
younger days. They couldn’t talk
with their friends during lunch
time, they had to wear masks
everywhere, and many activities
had to be altered or canceled
entirely because they were
incompatible with social
distancing.

At English Now!, we have striven
to preserve as much of the natural
language learning environment as
possible through these difficult
times, but some sacrifices were
inevitable. We have often
mentioned the importance of
being able to see the teacher’s
face, specifically their mouth, to
the proper learning of phonics and
English pronunciation. There is
another aspect to this, however,
that is of equal importance: the
teacher being able to see the
student’s face.

English and Japanese are radically
different languages, and one of the
major ways in which the two
differ, is the sounds they use.
Japanese has only 5 vowels, while
English has around 18. English
also has a number of consonants
Japanese doesn’t. Two of the most
infamous are ‘f” and ‘v.” Both are
made by pushing one’s lower lip
against one’s upper incisors, and
blowing the air between the two.
Japanese doesn’t use such a
sound.

As a result, many students often
articulate these by pronouncing
the Japanese ‘7’°. If done just

right, it makes a very convincing
substitute. Especially when the
teacher cannot see the student’s
mouth and the sound is muffled
through the mask. This does not,
however, hold when speaking at a
natural pace. The pronunciation
just doesn’t work, and saying the
word becomes excessively
difficult. Often, it reverts to a
noticeable < 7.’

The mask hides this from the
teacher, however, and so a chance
to correct the mistake has been
lost for 3 years. As part of the long
march back to normal, we must
endeavor to help students unlearn
this error and train in the proper
pronunciation of these sounds. To
do so, it is essential that we see
each other’s faces.

Just like the flower buds must
open to fully bloom and show us
their beauty, we must reveal our
faces to each other so our English
can bloom to its full potential.

I love spring. It is a season of new
life, of new beginnings, of joy and
celebration. 1 look forward to
seeing all the flowers it will bring.
And, in equal measure, I look
forward to seeing all our students’
faces as we march on in our
English learning journey.

Spring is here.

Gideon
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