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It is commonly agreed that using authentic
materials is most effective for foreign language
education. The term “authentic materials” has been
understood in various ways by scholars, with one
definition enjoying wider acceptance, one that
regards authentic language as “the language
produced by native speakers for native speakers.”
While this definition may ring true intuitively, it
proves inadequate in helping teachers identify
appropriate materials and decide on the most
effective pedagogy—at least as far as spoken
Japanese is concerned. This paper explores the
issue of authentic materials for the teaching of
spoken Japanese using as the point of departure the
theory on contemporary colloquial theater of
Hirata Oriza (1962-), playwright, director and the
founder of the theater company Youth Group
(Seinendan).

The paper begins with a look at how
“authenticity” has been defined in studies of
foreign language education since the end of the
19" century. Then, it goes on to demonstrate the
inadequacies of these definitions, including the one
that enjoys wider acceptance. After that, it will
introduce features of spoken Japanese, as proposed
by Hirata in his theory on contemporary colloquial
Japanese theater. In particular, it will highlight the
revolutionary nature of Hirata’s argument on some
of the most salient features of contemporary
spoken Japanese: its absence of subject and the
importance of auxiliary verbs and particles, its
flexible word order and the interruption of the flow
of thoughts, and its intonation and accent. This is
followed by an introduction of Hirata’s
classification of spoken Japanese, including his
pioneering research on the crucial difference
between two types of spoken Japanese, taiwa
(dialogue) and kaiwa (conversation). It will then
discuss the implications of Hirata’s theory to the
teaching of spoken Japanese. Finally, it will
propose strategies to apply Hirata’s theory to
improve the teaching of spoken Japanese. The

proposal includes a clarification of the goals of our
Japanese programs and suggestions for the
development of texts that not only use authentic
materials but also are tailored to meet the needs of
our students.
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[The] natural, idiomatic texts...that do justice
to every feature of the language, [without
artificially causing] incessant repetition of
certain grammatical constructions, certain
elements of the wvocabulary, certain
combinations of words to the almost total
exclusion of others which are equally, or
perhaps even more, essential. “
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a. [Authentic language is t]lhe language
produced by a real speaker/writer for a real
audience, conveying a real message.”

b. Authentic language is defined as language
used in real-life contexts.”

C. Authentic texts = “those written and oral
communications produced by members of a
language and culture group for members of
the same language and culture group.”®
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e. A text which is not written or spoken for
language teaching purposes. A newspaper
article, a rock song, a novel, a radio
interview and a traditional fairy story are
examples of authentic texts.”

f. Authentic materials [are] materials, such as
newspaper articles, brochures, train tickets,
letters, advertisements, recordings of the
news, airport announcements, etc. which
were originally used in real situations and

were not designed for use in language
teaching.”
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