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Oliver Edwards, Robert Dykes, and Dave Bollen

It is an unfortunate truism that the introduction of new technology to an educational system is often met with resistance. In the 1980s, some Japanese universities reported declining kanji reproduction skills among their student body, attributing this to the increasing use of newly available Japanese-language word processors. By 1991, a survey of 114 students at Tsukuba University found that the longer a student had been using a word processor, the more likely they were to indicate a drop in their handwritten kanji skills (Gottlieb, 2000, pp. 98–99). It is difficult to draw firm conclusions from such a study, but it reflects broader anxieties about how new tools might disrupt essential learning processes or shift responsibility within the educational system. Such skepticism is by no means a contemporary phenomenon; Plato writes in Phaedrus (c. 370 BCE) of Socrates’ discussion of writing as something which would “introduce forgetfulness into the soul of those who learn to use it” (Plato, trans. Jowett, c. 370 BCE). While concerns about educational integrity, feedback practices, and the roles of students and teachers are understandable, especially when new technologies challenge existing norms, initial misgivings have rarely constrained the march of innovation. Today, expecting learners to abandon digital word processors in favor of handwriting seems as unlikely as demanding a total reversion to the oral tradition.

A Sociocultural Perspective on Technology and Learning

The potential pitfalls of any technology should be carefully examined before widespread adoption, yet it is undeniable that technologies create opportunities for learning and can, when used with care, effectively transform the learning process for the better. Viewed from a sociocultural perspective, technology use is inseparable from the act of learning itself. Learning can be explained only through the complex web of relationships between the learner and their historical, social, and cultural context, including the tools that facilitate, mediate, and inform their learning (Ünlüsoy et al., 2021). Meaning and knowledge are synthesized through reference to a learner’s sociocultural context, and the technologies of a given time and place are an important dimension of that context (Cole, 1996; Wertsch, 1991). Thus, we should consider the technology in use in education not merely as an appendage to learning – something which can be utilized, with varying degrees of efficacy, to speed up or otherwise improve the acquisition of knowledge – but rather as a fundamental component of what learning is. It is therefore essential that educators engage, critically and continuously, with the technologies that shape their chosen discipline.

The Rise of Generative AI

A key technology of the current moment is Generative Artificial Intelligence (Gen AI). The rapid increase in the prominence of Gen AI, arguably catalyzed by the public release of OpenAI’s ChatGPT in late 2022, presents a seismic technological shift with huge implications for education. No longer restricted to computer science or relatively niche applications within the hard sciences, Gen AI is now being applied in multifarious contexts, including in the realms of applied linguistics and second language acquisition (SLA). It is also being explored in Japan within the digital humanities, such as research at Ritsumeikan University’s Art Research Center, which investigates how Gen AI can support and extend cultural and textual analysis (Akama, 2024). Within education, Gen AI is informing pedagogical practices, demanding wide-ranging policy innovations at the administrative and institutional level, and fundamentally reshaping the learning experience. 

Policy and Institutional Response in Japan

Educational bodies within Japan are attempting to contend with these developments, with “information literacy” specified as a goal in the national curriculum standards and the release of guidelines for AI use in schools by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) in July 2023 (MEXT, 2024). This acknowledgment of the important role understanding of current technology plays is further underlined by the 2023 release of a MEXT white paper focused on the development and future of AI and its place in Japanese society, while a Gen AI Pilot Schools initiative has also been enacted, in which 52 schools from 37 municipalities within Japan incorporated Gen AI into their curricula (MEXT, 2024). At the tertiary level, research into AI and its application in higher education contexts continues apace, while institutions, researchers, students, and educators grapple with important questions relating to academic integrity, copyright, and concepts of authorship that surround the technology.

AI in Japanese SLA Research and Conferences

The field of Second Language Acquisition is no stranger to adopting new technologies, and Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) in particular has been at the forefront of leveraging computing power to assist in the difficult task of mastering a foreign language. There has been a surge in AI-related research throughout Japan, and Japan-based SLA conferences have seen a notable increase in presentations concerned with the topic. In 2023, major conferences under the umbrella of the Japan Association for Language Teaching (JALT) – including the JALT International conference, the JALTCALL conference, and the JALT PanSIG (Pan-Special Interest Group) conference – hosted fewer than 30 AI-related talks combined (JALT, 2023; JALT PanSIG, 2023; JALTCALL, 2023), while the Japan Association of College English Teachers (JACET) national conference held fewer than ten (JACET, 2023). By 2024, the JALTCALL conference alone hosted 75 AI-related presentations, accounting for almost half of all sessions delivered (JALTCALL, 2024). In 2025, these trends continued, with nearly 50% of all JALTCALL presentations relating to AI (JALTCALL, 2025).

These presentations included, for example, projects such as Teacher Approaches toward Using ChatGPT to Analyze a Corpus of Student Writing Samples (Barr & Dennisson, Kyoto University of Foreign Studies) and Impact of AI-Based Educational Practices on Student Motivation in English Language Learning (Oda & Saito, Reitaku University). They also included classroom pilot tests on CEFR-aligned writing level analyzers, prompt engineering for learner autonomy, and studies of AI literacy and institutional policy frameworks. This marked increase shows both the volume and variety of work exploring the potential of Gen AI in the language classroom within the Japanese SLA community (see JALTCALL, 2024; JALTCALL, 2025). Outside of the conference circuit, research carried out at Japanese universities has tested the viability of AI-powered chatbot applications for conversation practice (Kovalyova, 2023), the use of Gen AI as a companion for second language writing assessment (Mizumoto et al., 2024), and its potential in supporting listening (Lambacher et al., 2022), reading (Mass et al., 2024) and pronunciation practice (Sanchez & Elkassas, 2025). Meanwhile, the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS) grants-in-aid for scientific research (kakenhi) system has funded numerous projects relating to Gen AI and SLA. These include the development of the CEFR-based Writing Level Analyzer (CWLA) at Kyushu University (Uchida & Negishi, 2025), and a recent study by Price (2024) investigating Japanese university students’ perceptions of ChatGPT in language learning contexts. Japan, then, provides a particularly rich context for examining how Gen AI is reshaping language education. Yet the pace and breadth of this activity also create a need for sustained, context-sensitive analysis: not simply accounts of individual tools or classroom innovations, but critical discussion of how Gen AI is changing pedagogy, policy, ethics, and learner experience. This book responds to that need by bringing together Japan-based perspectives on the opportunities and risks Gen AI presents for language learning.

Ethical Tensions and Emerging Concerns

As the previous sections have shown, Gen AI holds great promise for transforming education, but its adoption is not without critical concerns. Questions of authorship, plagiarism, bias, over-reliance, and the integrity of assessment continue to challenge educators and institutions alike. Recent studies and policy reports suggest that students and educators are navigating these complexities with a mixture of interest, caution, and ethical uncertainty. Dizon et al. (2025), in a survey of 521 Japanese university EFL students, found generally positive perceptions of ChatGPT for English learning while also noting student concerns that over-reliance could hinder language development. Ohashi and Uehara (2025), drawing on a larger mixed-methods study of 2,521 Japanese undergraduates, found that approximately half had used ChatGPT for L2 learning, primarily for writing, vocabulary, grammar, translation, and feedback, although some responses also pointed to breaches of academic integrity. At the policy level, the OECD (2026) similarly warns that Gen AI can support learning when guided by clear pedagogical principles, but may also encourage cognitive offloading and raise academic integrity concerns when used without sufficient guidance. For example, in Price’s (2024) study of Japanese university EFL learners, several participants expressed anxiety about using AI tools in ways that, even when permitted, might be seen as academically dishonest. In the following chapters, authors critically examine issues relating to Gen AI and its use in language classrooms. Topics range from overarching concerns for the future of SLA to specific use cases, such as AI analysis of conversation closings in popular media. They encompass myriad critical issues spanning ethics, racial bias, and decolonization, as well as learner and teacher perceptions of AI’s place in education. The editors trust that anyone with an interest in technology, language learning, or the educational landscape of contemporary Japan will find something of interest and value within.

Structure and Organization of This Volume

This book is divided into four sections, each exploring a different aspect of Gen AI within Japanese education. The opening section – composed of a single chapter by Robert Swier – interrogates the role of Gen AI within SLA by introducing the dual histories of SLA and AI. Swier then asks the following bold question: What happens when the effort-intensive process of language learning is challenged by a technology that may circumvent the need for learning altogether? The author explores the provocative idea that Gen AI might not simply support SLA, but that it may, in fact, supersede it. The chapter invites readers to critically reflect on the very foundations of the field of SLA, establishing a core tension which can be found throughout the book: that of Gen AI’s role as a mediating artifact which can enhance learning and the possibility of its use as an external solution which renders second language acquisition itself unnecessary.

From these wide-ranging issues, we then narrow our gaze to concentrate on more specific examples of AI in action. The second section highlights ways that Gen AI is being integrated into language learning within Japan, with a focus on how these tools reshape the social, cultural, and pedagogical dynamics of the classroom. The chapters in this section highlight how meaning-making and language development occur not in isolation but through mediated interaction between learners, technologies, and institutional as well as instructional contexts.

The section opens with a chapter by Hirschel and Horai in which they detail their use of Gen AI in writing instruction. Through their chapter, the authors show how Gen AI can enable more immediate and individualized feedback for learners, casting teachers in the role of designers of learning environments rather than sole providers of didactic corrective input. Hirschel and Horai focus on the use of Gen AI to deliver feedback in the learner’s L1, arguing that timely, comprehensible corrections can transform the traditionally delayed and demotivating process of written feedback. 

The relationship between Gen AI and writing is continued in the subsequent chapter, in which Melnikova and Dawes emphasize learner agency. They argue that by seeking out and evaluating AI-generated feedback, students engage in reflective decision-making, contributing to their own development as writers. 

The third chapter in the section, by Saito, concerns the use of Gen AI in pragmatics instruction. Their analysis of AI-generated conversation closings demonstrates how large language models can offer diverse and contextually appropriate discourse patterns that support sociocultural competence. Together, these chapters underscore how Gen AI can function as a cultural and cognitive tool, mediating feedback, scaffolding learner reflection, and supporting context-sensitive language use.

The integration of Gen AI into education brings not only new tools but also new cultural and ethical tensions. Technology is not as neutral as we may think or wish it to be. It inherits traits from its creators and mirrors its users. As AI systems are adopted into language education, questions around racial and gender bias, ethical use, and colonial legacies take on a new priority for educators. The authors of the chapters in Section 3 critically explore how learners and educators in Japan engage with these deeper dimensions of AI-mediated language learning.

In Chapter 5, Wiegand investigates how Japanese university students identify and discuss racial and gender bias in AI-generated imagery, revealing both the potential and the limits of learner agency in confronting algorithmic discrimination. AI-generated imagery is scrutinized for racial and gender bias, examining students’ ability to identify such biases and suggesting more diverse training datasets as a solution. The ethical challenges in Japanese higher education include balancing AI integration with privacy and responsible use, emphasizing the need for standardized guidelines. 

In Chapter 6, Donnellan explores whether AI can serve as a tool for decolonizing language education, engaging with theoretical frameworks from Asia, and offering practical guidance for educators seeking to resist epistemic capture. The author explores using AI to decolonize English Language Teaching (ELT) by challenging Western-dominated knowledge frameworks and suggests pathways for educators to incorporate AI in their teaching. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, Neff and Arciaga introduce the vignette technique as a flexible, responsive method for assessing student perceptions of ethical AI use, an approach that foregrounds learners’ voices and emotional engagement. Possibly of even greater importance is the flexibility of their vignette technique as AI rapidly shifts norms and ethics within classrooms, and also within society at large. Together, these chapter authors examine how AI use in education intersects with broader sociocultural structures, power, identity, and equity, and how critical engagement with these issues can drive more reflective, inclusive language teaching practices.

Sociocultural theory emphasizes that learning and motivation are shaped not only by internal factors, but also by the tools, communities, and institutional structures that surround learners and educators. As generative AI tools become increasingly embedded in the Japanese educational landscape, they are reshaping and disrupting both learner identity and teacher agency. In Section 4, researchers explore how Gen AI influences motivation, beliefs, and administrative policies, providing insights into how institutions and educators are adapting to this technological shift.

Chapter 8, by Oda and Saito, examines the complex relationship between AI literacy and student motivation, presenting evidence that learning about AI tools can strengthen students’ desire to continue language study. Their chapter suggests that AI literacy should not be understood merely as a technical skill, but as part of the motivational and affective conditions that shape learner engagement.

Ito shifts the focus to educators in Chapter 9, examining how teachers in Japan perceive and negotiate the integration of AI tools into their professional practice. The chapter highlights the beliefs, uncertainties, and practical considerations that shape teacher responses to Gen AI in institutional and classroom contexts.

In Chapter 10, MacWhinnie foregrounds student voices in his study of AI chatbots as classroom conversation partners. Students’ excitement at using a novel technology is balanced with a discussion of pertinent ethical concerns, including the pedagogical responsibilities involved in bringing AI-mediated interaction into the language classroom.

Gallagher closes the section in Chapter 11 by providing a broader institutional view, detailing how universities are navigating the creation of AI policies amid concerns about data privacy, plagiarism, and national inconsistency. By moving from learner motivation to teacher beliefs, classroom interaction, and institutional policy, these chapters reveal the socio-institutional dynamics of AI implementation and foreground the roles of belief systems, motivation, and ethical norms in shaping how AI is adopted, adapted, and challenged within Japanese language education.
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Part 1: The Role of Generative AI in Second Language Acquisition
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Chapter 1: The End of Second Language Acquisition?
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Robert Swier 

Imagine that you and I are having a conversation in the early 1970s. We are university professors interested in how people learn language. We recognize that there is something different about how children learn languages compared to adults, though the precise nature of the difference remains unclear. That some difference exists is evident from the fact that even children who are the least interested in studying never fail to learn their first language, but intelligent adults often struggle with a second language. As we speak, it is just over a decade since Noam Chomsky started the cognitive revolution in linguistics with the publication of Syntactic Structures (1957). Scholars like us are just beginning to view second language learning as a distinct area of study, and contemporaries such as Larry Selinker, Michael Halliday, and Heidi Dulay have only recently begun to formulate and publish their ideas on language acquisition. It is an exciting time. Since the field is so new, many fundamental questions have yet to be asked, and many discoveries seem to await. 

Researchers like us in the early 1970s would have had every reason to believe that a better understanding of how language is processed in the brain, combined with a serious academic focus on second language learning, would eventually lead to meaningfully better results for learners. Second language learning had never before been the subject of deliberate study. The state of the art then was the same as it had always been—learning a second language was clearly possible, and there was no shortage of people who had done it, but it required a tremendous amount of time and energy, and learners often failed to achieve high proficiency. The practice would have seemed obviously ripe for improvement.

Continuing this hypothetical conversation, now imagine that one of our colleagues comes over and joins us. Our acquaintance has no particular interest in language learning. Their background is in electrical engineering, and they have recently taken a position in the university’s new “computer science” department. After listening awhile, our colleague offers us a prediction: In the next fifty years, researchers in SLA will make almost no progress at all. Despite enormous effort, there will be no meaningful decrease in the time, effort, or motivation required for someone to learn a second language. The best language teachers of the future will be no more effective than the best language teachers of our own time. 

Perhaps we would grimace at the suggestion that so little progress will be made in language learning. Our friend continues: while SLA will struggle, the computer scientists and engineers will do something spectacular. Since their first construction in the mid-1940s as room-sized behemoths, computers had shifted from using vacuum tubes as logic switches to transistors, and engineers had replaced large sections of manually wired circuit boards with integrated circuits. These innovations helped to make computers smaller, faster, and more reliable. Our colleague claims that not only will hardware improvements continue for the next half-century, but that the pace of the improvements will increase exponentially, to the point where typical computers will contain hundreds of billions of transistors, shrunk down to a few nanometers each, and computers will be so inexpensive and useful as to be ubiquitous in society. 

Though we might smile politely at the absurd notion that computers could ever be ubiquitous, our friend is undeterred: not only will computers in the future sit on nearly every desktop in the world, but battery-powered computers will be small enough to carry around in pockets. Further, we will connect all these devices into a giant network. We will build extensive wired networks to reach the vast majority of buildings throughout the world, and we will connect the continents with gigantic underwater cables that crisscross the oceans. To connect computers to this network without wires, we will build radio transceivers into the computers, send thousands of communication satellites into orbit, and cover the populated regions of the Earth with millions of radio towers. 

Perhaps sensing our doubt, our colleague brings his prediction to a close: these machines will handle a staggering volume of data and communication, and computer scientists will develop techniques that leverage these vast resources to create highly intelligent systems. Nearly every person will have a device constantly within arm’s reach that will be capable of many fantastic tasks requiring intelligence and reasoning, not the least of which will be near-perfect translation to and from all the world’s major languages, including the ability to speak, listen, read, and write.

What would we have thought upon hearing such a prediction in the early days of SLA? We surely would have been incredulous. The idea that such a series of expensive and improbable steps could be accomplished more easily than the seemingly far more straightforward task of improving language learning with better methodologies would have seemed to us so far-fetched that we would have rejected it without a second thought. And yet, that is the reality we are in now.

SLA: Many Theories, Few Results

The claim that the field of SLA has produced almost no meaningful results in its entire fifty- or sixty-year history is likely to be controversial, so let us first consider another hypothetical situation. You are a language teacher, and you will be given forty students from a teaching context that you are familiar with—say, Japanese university students studying English, or American high school students studying Spanish. You have one year to work with them. Assume that we have a method to perfectly assess language ability. Your students will be assessed at the beginning of the year and the end, and they will all start with a roughly similar skill level. You have wide latitude in the methodologies you can apply. One hundred other teachers will also have the same opportunity with forty similar students (or perhaps identical students, since this is a thought experiment). The teacher whose students show the most improvement after a year wins $10 million. The relevant


















































































































Part 2: Practical AI Applications in Language Learning
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