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“English in 2021”

2020 turned everything upside
down. What had worked till then, in
many cases no longer worked. Big
changes already on the way came
faster. Possibilities and opportunities
vanished. New, often confusing
possibilities presented themselves.

So is it a time to buckle down the
hatches and just sit it out ... or to
drop familiar old paradigms and
start from a blank slate?

Probably a bit of both.

As “back-to-normal” is not likely to
happen for some time, what is the
place of English in our lives amidst
all of this? It’s hardly a good time to
travel abroad. Most foreigners
cannot enter Japan. Overall, the
number of foreigners in Japan with
whom English must be spoken is
likely to be much smaller for the
foreseeable future. International
conferences are only being held
online, and often with little active
participation by most attendees. It
might seem that there’s not much
reason to focus on English right
Now.

However, perhaps surprisingly, our
Covid-induced isolation has actually
increased the need for excellent
English skills for many. This is due
to the communication requirements
of mask culture, online meetings,
and the rapidly advancing
automation of services.

Masks, though absolutely necessary
face-to-face, present many
difficulties to communicating in
English. With only eyes visible and
speech often muffled, it can be
extremely difficult to understand
and be understood through the mask
— even in our native language. It’s
been demonstrated that the majority

of human communication occurs
through gesture, body language and
intonation, rather than the spoken
word. Masks obstruct these.
Consequently, we must rely much
more than before on the spoken
language itself for effectively
expressing ourselves. The demand
for both clear, correct spoken
English and excellent listening skills
has become much higher. To get
through the masks and the
ubiquitous plastic or acrylic barriers,
our grammar, pronunciation, word
choice, intonation and listening must
greatly improve. This is no small
task, and requires a sizable jump up
in our English skills.

Online video meetings and
conferences have also increased the
demand for higher quality English.
Even though, thankfully, we can
remove our masks online, audio
quality often leaves much to be
desired and any network lag only
makes it worse. In an online
meeting, you may feel even more
exposed and put-on-the-spot than
usual as everyone gets a close-up of
your face as you speak. There is
more pressure for succinct, clear
English which gets effectively to the
point. Roundabout, fuzzy
expressions or confusing
pronunciation and grammar may
draw even more impatience online.
Add to this the fact that, due to time
differences, Japanese participants
are often at a disadvantage having to
join international meetings at
strange hours of the night.

We can’t travel now, but someday
when we can travel abroad again,
we’ll find that numerous services
previously handled by humans will
have become automated. Due to
concerns about virus-transmission

and the increasing cost of human
labor, companies all over the world
are accelerating the automation of
service jobs. A.l. will certainly be
employed, but no more than
necessary to get the job done — in
the native language! And that will
often mean English, not Japanese.
Waiterless restaurants, hotels
without front desk clerks, driverless
buses, unattended gasoline stations,
staffless convenience stores, fully
automated banking, unstaffed
checkout registers, automated
parking lots, and of course
automated telephone
communication are all likely to
become the norm — and will often
not be set up to serve visitors from
foreign countries with inadequate
English. If our English doesn’t
improve to handle this, we’ll have
trouble with even the most basic
tasks when traveling abroad — and
there may be no human staft around
to help us! We need to greatly
improve our English now to get
ready for this future.

These are compelling reasons to
improve our English now. However,
studying English should not be only
because we feel pressure to. We
can’t go abroad right now, but we
can come to FEnglish Now! to
experience and enjoy new worlds.
Our classes with native English-
speaking instructors provide an open
gateway to stimulating new places
and cultures — even without a plane
ticket!

Covid’s going to be with us for
awhile, but as they say, “This, too,
shall pass.” In the meantime, let’s
look on the bright side and see this
as an opportunity to grow and learn!

Jacques Saffell



