Figure 42. Akashi: Our Feast

Another home visit that really impacted me was my stay in Hiroshima, Japan. |
had a former student whose family lived there, and they graciously welcomed me into
their home for a weekend. Upon arriving, the mother had a huge feast prepared for me,
complete with tempura fried shrimp and vegetables, sushi, and other treats. The father
also took me to the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum the second day of my visit. |
will never forget how heavy my heart felt while walking through that museum. When we
left, I couldn’t even speak to him for fear that [ would cry.

Figure 43 is a photo | took of the delicious feast her mother prepared for my visit.
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Figure 43. Hiroshima: Our Feast

Figure 44 is a photo | took of the A-Dome. It was difficult for me to even take a
photo as | felt incredibly shaky and somber standing in front of a place that had witnessed
such extreme despair and loss of life. | still feel my stomach drop when | look at this
photo and remember all the lost lives I read about while touring the Hiroshima Peace

Memorial Museum.

110



Figure 44. “Genbaku Domu” (The A-Dome) in Hiroshima

One common trend in all my homestays was that | was fed like a queen and
shown all the places that their hometown was known for. | was taken care of very well.

Of course, | have hundreds and hundreds of photos from my life outside of school
in Japan, but | chose to share these because they really represent the warmth, love, and
hospitality | was shown by my Japanese friends. When you teach abroad, it is important
to find a Japanese friend or family to help you adjust to the culture. | strongly recommend

you do this to maintain a balance in your psyche.
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XI1V. Saying Goodbye

When | made the decision to return to the states, | was asked to give formal
farewells to everyone at the school. First, | went around to each of my eighth grade
classes, explaining to the students that | was leaving in order to travel and to study
teaching further. As | went from class to class giving my goodbye speech, many students’
jaws dropped or their hands jumped to their mouths in shock. To my surprise, there were
a lot of tears and gasps of disbelief. Though I knew from all the welcome gifts and sweet
notes throughout the year that my students loved me, until this moment | hadn’t fully
realized how much they valued my classes as well.

In addition to the formal class farewells, | also gave a speech in front of the entire
school. After all the speeches, students came and showered me with goodbye gifts. To
this day, | have saved all the sweet notes | received when leaving Japan.

Figure 45 is a photo of one of these goodbye notes.

@ou wanchg to My Tutte
{ FOCebook,QM(_ \hdd‘/ 3 -
"'W,\‘oek‘ that Your <333

ey

Figure 45. A Sweet Goodbye Note from a Grateful Student
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Figure 46 shows another sweet goodbye note from one of my students.

Figure 46. Another Sweet Goodbye Note

In addition to all the individual goodbye notes, one class even gave me a little
booklet they made in which each of them wrote me lovely goodbye notes. If there is one
memory | will take away from my time in Japan, it is all the warm, thoughtful, and
generous people I was blessed to meet. My students made me feel loved, appreciated, and
valued daily, and it is because of them that | decided to pursue an education in TESL. If
you decide to teach EFL in Japan, be prepared for your heart to be filled and a bit
overwhelmed by a showering of gifts from your students.

Figure 47 shows one of the notes from the booklet.
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Like Feiler, my feelings were constantly changing. One day | felt like the privileged
foreign guest whom every student adored, and another day | would feel like the outsider
who wasn’t fully accepted because | was hakujin (a white foreigner).

In order to end this discussion on a happier note, let us start with the frustrations,

shall we?

I. Frustrations

A. Devalued?

One of my biggest frustrations was that I often didn’t feel as if | was taken
seriously as a teacher. In the first place, | was young—I was a freshly graduated twenty-
two-year-old, coming to teach in a new country. | was also an American, so | was a
foreign guest. Finally, I was a woman. All three of these factors directly affected my pay
as well. Due to my age, gender, and nationality, | was paid the lowest salary of any of the
teachers at the school—even teachers who taught the same number of classes as | did.
But beyond the pay, at times | felt a bit devalued, and this bothered me the most when |
felt 1 had something to contribute.

B. Suggestions

I remember making suggestions to some of my Japanese co-teachers for different
ideas | had in the classroom, and several times my ideas were quickly brushed aside
without a second thought. I also remember making suggestions for more efficient ways to
complete tasks—such as having sign-up sheets for the teachers for holiday party setup
and cleanup. Each teacher was assigned one task, but all teachers had to wait until all the

tasks were completed, even though some tasks took longer than others. For example,
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Amy and | would have to set up some lights, and that was it. After that we tried to help
others with their tasks, but we ended up having “too many cooks in the kitchen.” Instead,
we had to wait until everyone completed their tasks, even though some chores took more
than an hour. | suggested we do sign-up sheets for the tasks so people could leave once
their part was done, but | was told, “No, this is the way we do it.” Sometimes | wanted
my voice heard more, and that was one of my biggest frustrations. In retrospect, | realize
that they weren’t rejecting my suggestions, but they had an unspoken way of managing
workload among themselves to maintain group harmony. In my American way, | valued
efficiency, but now I realize that maybe they saw an American imposing her way on their
way. What | now think I understand is that the teachers know this system, and I just
didn’t know this unwritten system at the time. | was the kohai and they were my senpai.
In Japanese practice, the senpai is the older, more experienced leader who takes care of
everything, and the kohai is the younger, less experienced follower who does what she is
asked (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994). So it is highly possible that as my senpai, they
wanted to lighten my load as a newcomer.

C. Isolation of Foreigners?

Along with this feeling of being a bit devalued, 1 also felt like an outsider due to
the fact that | was foreign. We five foreign guests had our own separate office we shared
in the Seminar building—a building a couple hallways away from the main office. In the
main office, the Japanese teachers were all together in one large room with no walls and
no cubicles. Perhaps this is an example of what Gudykunst & Nishida (1994) refer to as

“collectivism”.
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As | already mentioned, students often came to see me in the Seminar office, but
at times I did feel a bit secluded and segregated from the Japanese teachers. Looking back
now though, I realize | could have made more of an effort to go into the main office and
get to know my fellow Japanese teachers. | believe now it is up to the EFL teacher to take
initiative and try to get to know the local people. Even if you feel a bit isolated, it is
possible that the local people are simply trying to be hospitable and give you extra space
and privacy. | believe now that this special privacy is what was intended, and |
incorrectly interpreted my situation at the time. It occurs to me that the Japanese might
perceive we Americans as more individualistic, so they were trying to give us what they
perceived we wanted—that is, more privacy in contrast to their collectivistic grouping in
the main office.

D. Living to Work

Another frustration | had, which | touched upon in more depth in the
autoethnography under section seven—“Living to Work”—was the feeling of being stuck
at the office for so many hours every day without enough classes to prep. There was an
unwritten policy that said that all teachers needed to be in the building from before 8:00
A.M. until after 5:00 P.M. daily. | found myself wishing that | either had more classes to
teach or | could leave the office and explore Japan. | often felt rather stir-crazy sitting in
that office, so | would often spend this excess time writing, skyping with friends and
family from back home, or chatting with my co-workers. Occasionally I would go for a
walk with Amy, but leaving the office for too long was frowned upon, so | had to keep

my walks sparse.
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E. Winter

The final frustration | had, which I also touched on in the autoethnography in
section ten—*Darker Times”—was the mental unrest | experienced during the harsh,
cold winter. My experience was pretty similar to Feiler’s (2004) experience: “My
apartment, for example, had no heating, no insulation, no hot running water in the sink,
and no overhead lighting” (p. 18). Much like Feiler’s apartment, there was a lack of
central heating in my apartment, so | locked myself away in my room whenever | was
home. Was | becoming agoraphobic?

In the mornings, | would leave my warm room, which had its own heater, and
enter the cold brisk air that froze the rest of the apartment. There was no heat in my
bathroom, so | would shiver and wait for the hot water to turn on. Then when | was ready
for school, 1 would ride my bike to school in the frigid, wet cold. At school, there was
heat in the individual offices and classrooms, but no heat in the hallways or the
bathrooms. Walking to class was a very shivery and uncomfortable experience.

The cold bothered me so much that | never wanted to leave my apartment,
particularly my room, outside of school. When 1 first arrived in Japan, | was making
plans with all my former MFW!1 students and enjoying exploring all the beautiful places
the country had to offer. But once winter hit, | hated the cold so much that I shut myself
off from the world and stayed in my room.

As you know from my autoethnography, at the time I blamed Japan and thought 1
was homesick and longing for America, but really | think the cold alone was what was
frustrating me. Be prepared for a harsh winter if you follow in my footsteps, and assess

yourself and your mental health. What I didn’t do, that | wish | would have done, was
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practice Pipher’s sixth attribute: “positive mental health”. Pipher defines this as “an
optimistic nature, a sense of humor, and the ability to appreciate and enjoy what one can
in the midst of sorrow” (Reeves, 2004, p. 4). I didn’t take the time to Stop and appreciate
the positive moments in my life, because | allowed myself to be too overwhelmed by my
frustrations with the cold. And don’t forget, I wasn’t allowed to put my hands in my
pockets.

It is my hope that through reading my negative experiences, you can be stronger

than | was and practice positive mental health.

11. Joys

A. Food

Much more long-lasting in my mind are the positive experiences I had in Japan.
When someone asks me now about my time in Japan, one of the first memories that
comes to mind is the food. It may sound a bit trivial, but my goodness was the food in
Japan delicious! Never before had I tasted such fresh produce. Before going to Japan, |
was nervous | would be eating raw fish and sushi for every meal, but I was sorely
mistaken. Japan had foods from all over the world, and everything was prepared with
such care and beauty. If you are worried about missing food from back home, worry not.
The only items | missed were hamburgers (they make the beef patties differently in
Japan), “Cool Ranch Doritos” (and pretty much anything “ranch”—they had no ranch
dressing that I could find), and Mexican food. But everything else you can find there, and
more often than not, it is even better in Japan. There are also import stores where you can

find ingredients from back home and make the dishes you miss most. | am telling you,

122



worry not about food. You will be well taken care of in that department. In fact, | gained
quite a bit of weight while living in Japan because | was trying all sorts of new foods and
eating like a queen.

My favorite Japanese dishes were kushi-katsu < L 7> (fried items on a stick
with delicious dipping sauces), okonomiyaki F34f 7+ X (a savory pancake filled with
meat and cabbage and topped with delicious sauce), takoyaki 7= Z ¢ = (octopus fried in a

breading with great sauce), and, of course, fresh sushi. I also loved Japanese Italian
dishes. I had the most delicious garlic pastas while living there. And the Indian food in
Japan was some of the best I have ever tasted—I wish I could find Indian food that
delicious here in America. | even tried some cuisines | had never tried before—French,
Spanish, and Vietnamese dishes. Everything was incredible.

Toward the end of my stay, I found a Mexican restaurant called “El Pancho” in
Osaka, Japan. Though it wasn’t quite the same as Mexican food here in Spokane,
Washington, it was still delicious in its own way. Of all concerns, food will not be a
worry for you in Japan. You will eat like a queen.

B. Gifts

Another joy | experienced in Japan was all the material culture and gifts that were
bestowed upon me. As | mentioned in my autoethnography, | felt constantly adored by
my students as they brought me sweet notes and gifts throughout the year. In addition to
my Muko-jo students, my former MFW1 students often came to my house and showered
me with gifts as well. For my birthday, one group of students heard that I love takoyaki

and even bought me a takoyaki maker that I still have to this day. In my seven years of
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experience with them, Japanese people are a loving, gift-giving people, and you can
expect to be blessed continually with their thoughtfulness.

In addition to the physical gifts, my Japanese friends gave me the gift of their
time. As | mentioned in the autoethnography, my former Japanese students went out of
their way to welcome me to their country, showing me different parts of Japan that |
surely would not have experienced without their friendship.

C. Trips

Some particular joys | experienced through my school, in addition to the adoring
students, were the cultural experiences like the class trips. | never would have gone to or
even heard of some of these places in Japan were it not for the school trips. During these
trips, I was also exposed directly to some Japanese culture and mindsets that I couldn’t
see in school alone. For example, as you saw in section 13—*Letters to Grandma”, |
learned that sleep at night is not as much of a necessity to Japanese people as it is to
American people. We teachers would have our last meeting at 11 P.M. and wake-up call
was at 6 A.M., so | was averaging five hours of sleep a night during these trips—a bit
difficult when I was accustomed to eight hours nightly. In fact, when I first noticed
sleeping in public as a common occurrence in Japan, | went around and asked teachers
and students alike how much sleep a night was normal to them. Nearly everyone said four
to five hours—so different from the American standard of eight. I found this to ring very
true during my class trips. Another cultural enlightenment for me were the morning
exercises. During every class trip and even summer camp, we did daily exercises as a
group together, waving our arms to flouncy music. | found this to be quite delightful, and

something | would love to see in American schools.
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D. Travel

Another great joy while teaching in Japan was that | was encouraged to travel and
explore during my free time. As | mentioned, | spent most of my weekends adventuring
and visiting new places in Japan. | saw many a beautiful World Heritage sight, tried all
sorts of great new foods, and met wonderful Japanese people. But in addition to exploring
Japan, | also got to explore various countries in Southeast Asia. During our first break
from school, | went to Thailand. On the next break, | went to Bali. During the three-week
summer vacation, | traveled throughout Malaysia and Cambodia. Traveling is a popular
and well-accepted hobby in Japan, so my colleagues were happy for me and eager to hear
about my adventures.

E. My Apartment

My apartment was another joy in Japan. Though | complained of the lack of
central heating, | found that the positives in my apartment far outweighed the negatives.
My apartment was a big, spacious place where | could host friends easily. In fact, my
apartment in Japan was even bigger than the apartment | had in the states before moving.
Muko-jo provided the apartment for me, fully furnished. All I had to do was pay rent, but
it was wonderful that I didn’t have to search for an apartment on my own, and it was
wonderful that the apartment was a 10 to 15 minute bike ride from my school.

F. Pay

And finally, but well worth mentioning, was the joy of a generous paycheck. I
was paid much more in Japan as a teacher than 1 would have been paid here in America.
Thanks to all that money, | was able to travel and explore Japan much more than | would

have without such a grand paycheck. In that regard, 1 did feel valued as a teacher—at
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least | felt that my occupation itself was a respected one. When strangers in Japan asked
me what my occupation was, they would “000” and “ahhh” and act genuinely impressed
that | was a teacher. In the general public, you will surely feel respected as an EFL

teacher in Japan.

I11. Bridging the Cultural Gap

In this section, | will reflect upon the two most important lessons I learned while
writing my story of teaching in Japan: cultural relativism and the value of writing. As
Kehe and Kehe (2014) emphasize in their work, “Understanding that there are good
reasons why cultures have the norms that they do can lead to a greater acceptance of the
behavior of others that is unexpected or confusing” (p. 7). So it has been my goal to
attempt to understand the experiences that were “unexpected” and “confusing” during my
year in Japan from August of 2011 through August of 2012. This reflection has helped
me put many events into perspective and has helped me to grow both as a professional

and as a person.

A. Cultural Relativism

The first lesson | learned is the value of being open-minded and accepting of
behaviors and thinking that are different from my own. I have to remember that my way
is not the only way and be culturally sensitive which means realizing that a culture can be
understood only through the lens of that culture and through experience with members of
the culture (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994). Despite the fact that | had lived with Japanese

in the United States for four years and had taught Japanese in Japan for another year,
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those five years alone did not seem to teach me cultural relativism. In other words, only
contact with a culture is not enough. One of the best ways to understand another culture
is to reflect on these experiences in a systematic way after some time has passed. At the
same time, one has to open her heart and be mindful of her lived experiences, be open to
her “cultural brokers” (Pipher, 2002), and be intentional in the reflection. I can’t
understand Japanese culture through an American lens—I can only understand Japanese
culture through a Japanese lens

The same is true in reverse. Japanese cannot understand American culture through
a Japanese lens; they can only understand American culture through an American lens.
They also need cultural brokers; in other words, someone from the culture to explain
behaviors and thinking. Feiler (2014), for example, having lived in Japan for a
considerable period, wrote, “Most people assumed that no matter how hard I tried, no
matter how long I lived in Japan, | could never tolerate Japanese customs” (p. 12). He,
however, exceeded their expectations and adapted well to using chopsticks, bathing nude
in public baths, bowing properly, and understanding senpai-kohai relationships. Further,
he explains that ““...most Japanese believe that only they can understand Japan...‘But we
are one race,” he insisted. ‘We are unique. Only a Japanese person can understand the
heart of another. You can’t figure us out because you are a foreign guest’” (p. 12). And
many Japanese say there is a national character, and that there will be common traits
among the Japanese regardless of upbringing and region of one’s birth.

Whether we admit it or not, we impose an agenda on other cultures. For example,
Miyahira (1991) asked Japanese people to describe the “ideal” North American and

found:
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This prototype is a person who is tolerant of silence, listens to others, is not too
direct, keeps one’s word, and does not dominate the conversation. The North
Americans’ prototype of an ‘ideal’ Japanese with whom they would like to
communicate is a person who has a good sense of humor, favors confrontations, is
not overly polite, is expressive, and is not unduly self-conscious. (cited in
Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994, p. 82-83)

This survey shows the inclination we have of imposing our own cultural values on others,
often unknowingly. In other words, Japanese just want Americans to be Japanese, and
Americans want Japanese to be Americans.

Instead of imposing my way onto Japanese, | should have realized that sometimes

what is not said is often more important than what is said. As Kehe and Kehe found:

For collectivists [Japanese], how a message is conveyed is what is of the greatest
importance; they are apt to verbalize what they imagine the other person wants to
hear, but to express their true thought, they might use non-verbal cues such as
hesitation, breathing deeply, or even smiling. (p. 7)

As an American in Japan, | discovered that not only the words, but also the tone and
feeling of the words are important in all communication. At the same time, the nonverbal
behavior of Japanese often speaks more than the words. For example, the authors point
out that it is very difficult for Japanese people to say no, so instead of saying no, they
might say, “Muzukashii 237> L\ (“It’s difficult”). This is their way of saying no
without being so direct and to save the face of the interlocutor as well as one’s own face.
All of the subtleties that | am describing here escaped me at the time, and as Gudykunst

and Nishida explain “To understand people from other cultures, individuals must
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cognitively manage their anxiety” (1994, p. 89). Writing this thesis two and half years
later, put me in touch with many feelings that | had set aside as I reentered my own
culture here in Spokane. Writing has been one way | have managed the anxiety |

experienced at that time and during the composing of this thesis (Okabe, 2008).

B. The Value of Writing

The other major lesson | learned is the value of writing. In her article
“Minimizing Writing Apprehension in the Learner-Centered Classroom”, Reeves writes:

In Soul on Ice, Eldridge Cleaver wrote, “That is why I started to write. To save

myself...I had to seek out truth and unravel the snarled web of my motivations. |

had to find out who | am and what I want to be.” (cited in Reeves, 1997, p. 38)
Writing can be a valuable tool and even therapeutic at times. As you saw in section 11—
“Darker Times”, I wrote a lot during the times | was experiencing unrest in my psyche. |
found that writing helped me release my frustrations. It also taught me more about myself
and my values.

Reeves also speaks of being more reflective and looking within yourself to find
meaning (p. 39). Though she is speaking of what we should teach our students, it is also
something we teachers should practice: “We need to encourage positive self-talk™ (p. 41).
This reminds me of Pipher’s sixth attribute: “positive mental health”. One great way to
practice positive mental health is through positive self-talk.

Reeves also talks about the courage we need in order to write: “It takes courage to
write...There is a small voice saying, ‘What I have to say isn’t very important’” (1997, p.

44). You have to keep encouraging yourself through positive self-talk and realize that

129



your writing is a beautiful, valuable tool. Your writing can free you, and it can also teach
you about yourself. If you free yourself and give yourself space to write, you may even
end up writing something more beautiful than you could have ever imagined. | would like
to close with a poem that Reeves wrote freely one day while she was writing with her
students in Japan:

| want to disappear

into the cobblestone under my feet,

to go with the breeze to the mountaintop,

through bamboo groves, and down to the

river,

to become a vapor, a cloud, a moonbeam.

People would not see me

as the blue-eyed, “foreign” “ghost,”

but as part of them

like a maple leaf at Minoh Falls,

changing with the seasons:

salmon to horse blood,

horse blood to gold... (p. 44)
Any time you start to feel discouraged on your journey, | recommend you take your pen
to paper and write those thoughts on the page. Your soul will be lifted and you will feel

free.
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IVV. Addressing my Assumptions and Research Questions
“...instructors can model uncovering their assumptions, thus creating a safer environment

for students to engage in critical thinking. (Miekley, 2014, p. 143).

As | already mentioned, TESOL requires researchers to disclose their
assumptions. TESOL asks us to: “Practice reflexivity, a process of self-examination and
self-disclosure about aspects of your own background, identities or subjectivities, and
assumptions that influence data collection and interpretation” (2015). So it is very
important that | address all of the assumptions | made prior to teaching in Japan. In
addition, as Miekley states, disclosing our assumptions also creates a safe environment
for our students, as it gives them a clear understanding of where we are coming from as
their teachers.

While I have addressed these assumptions while weaving my story in Japan, I will

briefly address each and answer whether or not my initial assumptions proved to be true.

A. Assumptions
1) Because | had been well prepared to teach English in secondary schools in the
United States, | was well prepared to teach outside of the United States as well.
It is true that because of my education and experience student teaching that I was well
prepared to teach language and literature at the secondary level. | was also well
prepared to manage a classroom. What I hadn’t taken into consideration, however,
were the cultural differences | would face in teaching in Japan, private versus public

school differences, and the fact that | would be teaching at a girls only school versus a
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co-ed school. I also hadn’t had any ESL training prior to teaching in Japan, and |

didn’t realize that was something | might need.

2) Because I had lived with Japanese women who were undergraduate students from
Mukogawa Women’s University in Spokane for four years, | knew the culture
well and did not expect many surprises.

While 1 did have contact with the culture for four years and | lived with Japanese

women at MFWI, | was their RA, not their teacher, so | had a different kind of

cultural experience than I might have had as their classroom teacher. In addition, |
lived with 10-13 Japanese students at a time, whereas in Japan | taught 30-35 students
at a time. Finally, it is possible that the students’ behavior here in the states was
different than their behavior might have been in their own country. The number of
students | was interacting with here in the states was different, and the places and
roles were different, so it was incorrect to assume | would have almost no surprises in

Japan.

3) Because | was 22 and had lived away from home for four years, | would not
experience homesickness in Japan.

Looking back, I am surprised that | assumed | would not experience any

homesickness. Prior to teaching in Japan, | had never heard of anomie, the idea of not

understanding the social norms, feeling uncertain, and not fitting in (Okabe 2008). So
when | did start to experience anomie, particularly when | discovered the unwritten
expectations of longer work hours and shorter holidays, it came as a surprise to me.

Fortuntely, my students’ and friends’ kindness counterbalanced this feeling of being

lost. I also didn’t realize how greatly the harsh winter would affect my psyche and
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make me long for home. Finally, I didn’t expect my Grandpa to pass away during the

time | was overseas. | experienced quite a bit of homesickness when | realized |

couldn’t go home for his funeral and be with my family. All in all, my assumption
that I wouldn’t experience any homesickness proved to be wrong.

4) Because | was a new and inexperienced teacher, I would be mentored both
formally and informally by the other Japanese teachers as is often the case in the
United States.

Culturally, it seemed that their way of showing me respect was by giving me space

and freedom to teach in my way. It is also possible that they may have perceived me

as totally able and not needing help. In other words, maybe they thought | was well
prepared and didn’t need any extra help. Another possibility for not guiding me in
lesson planning may have been an attempt to not burden me with extra duties and
help me fit in. For example, they did not give me a lot of extra work such as
inspecting the girls’ hair length, skirt length, or the dress code in general. Another
reason they refrained from giving me advice might be because they assumed that the
native English speakers were mentoring me. Likewise, the native speakers may have
assumed that the Japanese were mentoring me, and therefore no one did. They not
only didn’t coach me, but also didn’t talk to me much, and my guess is that they were
worried about their English communication skills and possibly feared
miscommunication with a native speaker. Perhaps they feared being judged as
incompetent. Finally, it simply may not have been the custom to mentor new teachers

at this school. It has been important for me to realize that I can live without knowing
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fully why any of this happened, but the reflection process has helped me grow and put

the whole experience into perspective now that I have taught since then.

5) Because | have always been an optimist and have seen the glass half full, | had a
reserve of resilience that would sustain me, despite any challenges or hardships
that came my way.

| remained optimistic most of the time, but there were times when | became pessimistic.
As | already mentioned, the winter made me very pessimistic, my Grandpa dying really
brought down my spirits, and the unwritten expectation for me to be physically present in
the school for longer hours than | was told made me question my optimism. I did have
some resilience that sustained me for the most part, but there were times when this
resilience wore very thin.

6) Because I had been told by colleagues at Mukogawa Fort Wright Institute
(MFWI) in Spokane that the students would be quiet and reserved in class in
Japan, 1 assumed | would have to pull them out of their shells and create learning
activities that would help them communicate in English.

This assumption proved to be mostly true, but, as you saw in section nine of my
autoethnography—*“Multi-modality and Discussions”, I found ways to draw my students’
out of their shells, and they even exceeded my expectations at times.

7) Because of the long hours stated in the contract | would be working on school
work and preparation almost around the clock, and I would have little time to get
out into the community, meet Japanese people, and see the culture outside the

classroom.
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This assumption proved to be both true and false. It was true in the sense that | was
expected to stay longer hours at school than my contract stated, but it was also false
because all of my time outside of school was my own. As you saw in my
autoethnography, | was constantly meeting up with my Japanese friends outside of school
and exploring all the country had to offer. Even in school, | got to enjoy the culture
outside the classroom during events like “Sports Day” and all the delightful class trips I
got to partake in.

8) Because of media influence, | assumed that Japan would be mostly urban with

high-density population and very little nature.

This final assumption proved to be extremely false. As | described our class trips in
Chapter 3 and shared all my lovely photos, you can see that Japan was bursting with

natural beauty.

B. Research Questions

1) What was it like to be a novice English teacher in a private junior/senior high

school for girls in Japan?

This is a very broad question, but the answer is that it was mostly wonderful! My
students were so kind, and their familes and their school had enculturated them as good
young women and shaped them to be such wonderful citizens. The experience was very
different from my student teaching experience—I was in awe at how respectful my
Japanese students were. It also gave me many opportunities to problem-solve on the spot.

2) What strengths did I bring to the classroom?
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The greatest strengths | brought to the classroom were my friendliness and creativity.
Thanks to my friendliness, | was able to build a good rapport with my students quickly.
The girls also responded to my creativity and showed me their creative spirits, and |
received a lot of material culture. | drew upon a knowledge of how to teach and create
materials, and | found ways to incorporate fun language games into the classroom, so our
time together was joyful and fun. Finally, | did my best to keep an open mind and accept
other cultures, and | had a lot of energy to keep our classes fun and upbeat.

3) What were challenges—both cultural and pedagogical—that | faced?
I didn’t experience many pedagogical problems that were not expected. As | mentioned, |
expected my students to be a bit shy, and | expected to have to pull them out of their
shells a bit, so that wasn’t a challenge. The challenges were more cultural than
pedagogical. As | mentioned in Chapter 4, one of the main challenges was having to be in
the school building for so many hours and trying to find time to get out and see the
country and the people. Another challenge | wrote about in Chapter 4 was wanting to do
things more efficiently such as avoiding “too many cooks in the kitchen section”.

4) What are some cultural issues that may have affected my teaching in Japan?
My response to this question would be all positive. In the U.S., I’d been trained to be
very creative. Despite some initial cultural differences, this worked. One of my cultural
strengths was that | came from a culture of teachers because my mother had been a
teacher. My mother also brought me into the school where she taught—“The Oaks”, so
my Japanese students and | had similar backgrounds with the private school experience.

We had many common values and our upbringings were similar, and this helped me
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understand my students better. People might expect there would be these huge cultural
gaps between my students and me, but in actuality there weren’t many.

5) What did I learn and how did | change from this experience teaching in Japan?
While | was independent and resilient in my time in Japan, | learned | was more deeply
attached to my home, family and friends than | thought. I also learned that | could handle
difference, comply with what was expected of me, and make the best of my experience.
In addition, I increased my passion for teaching because | was given the freedom to try
out games and other creative activities in the classroom. Finally, I learned to appreciate
these young women and learned that | had a desire to study EFL/ESL further.

6) What have I learned from teaching in Japan that other teachers or novice ESL

teachers might benefit from learning?
The first lesson | would impart to you is: be flexible. If something is not working, try
something new. Teach the curriculum you are given and do the best you can, but try to
allow for some free time so the children can have some fun things to do with language
too. Secondly, be culturally relative, realizing that your way isn’t the only way. Thirdly,
enter with an open heart. There is so much Japanese want you to know about their
culture, even though they are shy. Fourthly, withhold judgment. Realize that teaching
English in Japan is more like teaching French in the United States. It really is a foreign
language for them—they can’t walk out the door and speak English with someone. Some
ESL strategies might not work in the same way with EFL, so be flexible and modify.
Finally, realize that there may not be an official mentor assigned to you, so you should
find someone and seek out advice. It’s okay to reach out and offer to help someone

practice English. Let someone take you under her wing.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion: MATESL Experience and Beyond

Leaving Japan was a bittersweet time in my life. On the one hand, | was anxious
to get back to a place that felt more culturally in sync with my own ideologies, and on the
other hand, | had become a different person than the person who left the states to move to
Japan in the first place. | was a bit worried about the culture shock | might encounter
upon returning to America.

My decision to return to the states hinged upon two experiences. The first was to
spend some time traveling to various countries and opening my mind to different cultures
and experiences. The second was to attend grad school for Teaching English as a Second
Language. | believed these experiences would better equip me to teach the ESL students |
had grown to love, and they most certainly have.

Throughout my graduate studies, | studied various theorists and taught in various
ESL classrooms, opening my eyes to different cultural perspectives. What follows is a
compilation of some of the research that has influenced my own teaching philosophy

these past two years.

I. An Examination of “Voice” and Identity in ESL Writers

In many countries, and especially in Japan, the ideal EFL teacher is a white
American; which, as we know, is generally a monolingual English speaker. It is assumed
that ESL students who are, of course, either bi- or multilingual, need a great amount of
help from highly skilled monolingual English writers who only ever had to write in one

language in the first place.
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There are many issues that arise with ESL learners and writing, one of the biggest
issues being writing apprehension. Daly & Miller (1975) define writing apprehension as
“the tendency of people to approach or avoid writing” (Faigley, 2001, p. 16). In other
words, writers with a high amount of apprehension will avoid writing at all costs because
they experience a lot of anxiety in situations where they are required to write.

In addition to writing apprehension, many ESL writers experience a loss of
“voice” or identity when they switch from their L1 (first language) to L2 (second
language; namely, English). It makes sense that ESL writers would experience a loss of
identity when they are writing in a language that is not inherent to them. There is often a
fear that they don’t have the same “voice” or expression of “self” in the L2, since
languages don’t translate perfectly into one another.

As an ESL teacher, | want to know how I can combat this anxiety and loss of
identity with ESL writers.

Let us examine the concept of “voice” in writing from an American English
standpoint, and determine whether “voice” is a necessary element in teaching writing to
English language learners (ELLS).

There 1s a long history of the concept of “voice” in American English writing.
Over the years, as beliefs about writing and the “self” change, teachers have debated
whether or not to explicitly teach voice in the writing classroom. Peter Elbow (2007)
describes this pendulum well in his article “Reconsiderations: Voice In Writing Again:
Embracing Contraries”.

Elbow first describes the expressionist view where the goal of writing is to

develop the self: “Everyone has a real voice and can write with power” (p. 168). He then
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contrasts this with the social epistemic view that our voice is not our own, but we are
socially constructed, or, as Elbow says: “we are written by our culture” (p. 168).

Whichever view you hold about who truly constructs the voice—the author or the
society—there is clearly an idea that every piece of writing has some sort of a “voice” in
it.

In defining the concept of voice, Elbow describes the “text” as the words on the
page and the “voice” as the spoken medium of the language. He furthers this definition,
saying that voice can refer to “how the same words differ, depending on who says them
and how” (p. 175). When we write a string of words, both the specific words we choose
and the specific order we place them in help to show our voice. For example, when
looking at a scary building, I might describe it as “a dark, gloomy tower with an eerie feel
to it”. Another person might describe it as “that creepy building”, and so on. Even though
we each see the same building, we described it in very different ways, thus demonstrating
our own unique Vvoices.

This concept is best demonstrated in an example from Kramsh (1993). Kramsch
describes a linguistic conference in which one of the speakers, Becker, decided to
conduct an experiment before his presentation. Becker walked up to the stage and put his
book on the podium, then asked the audience to each describe in writing what he just did
in one sentence. After that, he had people share what they wrote. Some people referred to
Becker as “a linguist”, “the man”, “you”, or “he”. Some said Becker “put”, “slapped”, or
“placed” the book on the podium. Some used the simple past and said that Becker
“stepped onto the stage” while others used the past continuous and said that he “was

walking up the steps”.
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Even though they all saw the same event, they each described it very differently.
Kramsch said that this exercise “demonstrates that every writer has available a variety of
choices for conveying a message” (p. 489). In other words, we all have multiple choices
for which words to use and how to use them. The words we use along with the order we
place them in help establish our own unique voice.

Eventually, Elbow concludes that “voice” in writing refers more to style. He
implies that a pleasing style of writing will create a pleasing voice for the reader: “When
readers hear a voice in a piece of writing, they are often more drawn to read it” (p. 176).
He uses this as one of his arguments that we should teach voice in writing: “With
practice, people can learn to write prose that ‘has a voice’ or ‘sounds like a person,” and,
interestingly, when they do, their words are more effective at carrying meaning” (p. 176).
In other words, if we write in a way that people can “hear” our writing, we will be more
effective at conveying our message. This is all fine and good, but how can ESL writers
accomplish this? And should we ask them to?

Some, such as Leki (2008), would argue that we should not. In her article
“Meaning and Development of Academic Literacy in a Second Language”, Leki argues
that teaching voice is not an essential component in ESL reading/writing classes (p. 337).

As | mentioned in the literature review, Leki points out that being “literate” varies
from culture to culture. In America, we consider academic literacy as being able to think
critically and defend one’s beliefs in writing using clear logic. Other cultures define
academic literacy very differently. For example, one aspect to being academically literate
in Chinese is “having knowledge of thousands of characters and enough familiarity with

the works of writers of antiquity to be able to quote them without hesitation in certain
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contexts” (p. 330). Clearly this concept of academic literacy is not at all what we consider
academic literacy in English, yet it is very valid in Chinese. The same goes for other
cultures. In Japan, for example, an academically literate writer will only hint at the
message and leave it up to the reader to determine meaning, whereas in America, it is the
writer’s responsibility to clearly convey the meaning and the message of the text (Leki,
2008, p. 335).

Leki calls it an arrogance to believe that “because at this moment in time we feel
that a critical approach works well for us, we must require it of every student that comes
our way, not as an option but as the only appropriate form of intellectual engagement” (p.
336). She continues this train of thought, arguing that just because we in America have a
cultural bias towards critical thinking, does not mean we should expect nor require our
ESL students to write in the same manner. She argues that this includes “voice”, and we
need not teach it to our ESL students since the concept of “voice” in writing is coming
from an American bias in the first place.

Leki describes a Chinese graduate student, Shen, who was studying American
literature and having trouble with his writing. According to Shen, his professor told him
to stop worrying and “just be himself”. Shen realized that he couldn’t really be himself in
English because “when he was himself, he was Chinese, and when his real Chinese self
wrote something, it was not what his American professors were looking for” (p. 332-33).

In the same vein as Shen, Amarjit Chandan (1994), an immigrant from Nairobi
who now lives in London also felt this loss of identity in writing in English. In his article

“Writing in a language you cannot fully inhabit”, Chandan writes:
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| was made to learn English at the young age of six. But even today, when | have

to speak in this language, first I think in Punjabi and then translate into English.

While uttering English words | always feel that something is being lost—it’s not

what I intend to say...(p. 83).

This quote from Chandan’s article demonstrates that feeling that multilingual people have
when they try to express their thoughts and feelings in different languages. There is a
frustration when the words don’t transfer over perfectly or have the same meaning they
have in one’s native tongue. This frustration at the lack of perfect translation can come
with a frustration at losing one’s identity. We express ourselves with words, so if we
cannot use the exact words we want, how can we fully represent ourselves?

When working with Japanese students at MFWI, | asked my students their
greatest fear in writing. In addition to the fear of making mistakes, they said that they felt
they didn’t have enough vocabulary to say exactly what they wanted to say in English.
How can one express her own unique voice if she doesn’t have the proper vocabulary or
language to do so?

Much of Leki’s argument in regards to voice in writing boils down to whether or
not we should expect ESL learners to write in the same manner in which we expect native
English speakers to write. As she says, it is arrogant to think that just because critical
thinking is the current academic standard in America that all students should write this
way.

Leki’s argument is that we should respect other cultures, listen to our ESL
students’ views on writing, and have a wider acceptance of what we consider to be

“academic”.
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She is basing her argument on the fact that this concept of “critical thinking” is
culturally bound, so it behooves ESL teachers to get to know each of their students’
cultures and how writing is viewed within each culture.

She calls on ESL teachers to consider the fact that some of our students might not
even practice essay writing, or other similar forms of “academic” writing, within their
culture. As Leki points out, in America there is a heavy bias toward individualism, so we
encourage our writers to disclose their personal opinions. However, “not all cultures
encourage young people to self-disclose in classrooms” (p. 337). Because of this, Leki
thinks we shouldn’t require ESL students to practice a writing style that doesn’t fit within
their cultural views of academic literacy.

Toward the end of her article, Leki writes “it is difficult to understand cross-
cultural literacies without first examining the assumptions of our own L1 literacy and
then being willing to challenge or suspend the values tied to it” (p. 340). This basically
sums up her argument: we need to re-examine our own views of literacy before trying to
make our ESL students conform to those views.

| agree with Leki that we need to re-examine our own biases and take those into
consideration when we teach writing.

But when it comes to the concept of “voice” in writing, I think Leki’s argument
weakens. Instead of questioning whether or not we should teach voice, we should
question what we mean by “voice”. Perhaps a new definition for voice is needed within

the ESL lens.
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As | have already mentioned, Elbow defines voice as the style within the writing:
that internal “voice” you hear when you read a piece of writing. Within this definition, a
pleasing voice equates to a pleasing style of writing.

If we define voice in this manner, voice seems like a relatively impossible goal
for ESL learners to achieve. How can one write in a pleasing style when that language is
not native or natural to him?

I speak and write a small amount of Japanese, and when I do, the last thing I'm
thinking about is my “style”. All I’'m thinking about is getting the message across that |
want to get across, and that is because | am an intermediate Japanese learner. Someday,
when I am more fluent in Japanese, perhaps I will start thinking about my “style” in
writing, but right now, I consider my “voice” the message [ am trying to relay.
Regardless of my style, my voice and identity stem from the message | am
communicating.

I am proposing that we broaden the definition of “voice” to mean more than just
style and to include message. As ESL teachers, we can encourage students to focus on
their message and this is, in effect, their voice. The message is what they want to say, so
in that way it is representing themselves or their “voice”.

If we emphasize that the message is conveying their voice, we can mitigate that
loss of identity they feel in going from their L1 to their L2. Perhaps emphasizing this
change in focus and definition will also give them confidence in their writing so they feel
less anxiety or apprehension toward writing.

After students have clearly conveyed their message, then we can help them with

their style, but first we should make sure they are in fact saying what they want to say.
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In fact, if students focus too much on style, sometimes their message won’t be
properly conveyed. Later in his article, EIbow (2007) shares some counter-arguments that
voice (again, defined as “style” by Elbow) should not be taught in writing courses. Elbow
shows how the voice can distract or take away from the message: “If students are going
to learn how to read critically, they need to understand that voice will often mislead
them” (p. 180). He goes on to describe how the notion of “voice” actually “tricks many
students and would-be writers into believing that, if they can achieve “their own unique
voice,” they will, by definition, be good writers” (p. 183).

If we emphasize the importance of voice as style in our ESL classrooms, our
students will likely be more focused on finding their own voice/style/identity in writing,
rather than on conveying their message. Because of this, their message will not be clearly
delivered. And, by default, their “voice” or “identity” will have been lost as well.

As Elbow points out later, “if writing teachers emphasize only voice or emphasize
it too much, they tend to mislead students into thinking that good writing requires only
voice (especially “your own” voice)” (p. 181).

We want to emphasize message, and explain to the students how the message
itself reveals their personal voice and identity.

In conclusion, I would like to share a quote that stems from Elbow’s historical
analysis of the changing concepts of “voice”: “this self was continually made and re-
made by language” (p. 170). Even though this quote is taken out of context, it is actually
very applicable within the ESL lens. We have to remember that our students are going

from one language to another and most likely feeling like they have different identities in
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each language. Something that would be simple for them to convey in their native tongue
might be extremely difficult for them to convey in English.

As ESL writing teachers, we have a responsibility to be compassionate with our
students and help them say what they want to say in writing. We have to remember that
their identity in English does not necessarily reflect their identity in their native language.
Perhaps they are an excellent writer in their own language, but they struggle greatly with
writing in English. We have to remember that English is their second language and do
our best to help them properly convey their message. Once their message has been

properly delivered, they will begin to gain their identity in English.

I1. Revisiting my Teaching Philosophy

When | first began teaching in Japan, there were several factors that shocked me:
feeling devalued as a teacher simply because | was foreign, students sleeping in class,
teachers sleeping in staff meetings, lack of communication to foreign teachers like
myself, lack of any teacher prep program, and so on. At the time, [ was very “America-
centric” so to speak, and | thought that part of my job in Japan was to change the way
“they” did things, particularly when it came to education. Now that I have returned to the
states and have studied various theorists of both contemporary rhetoric and applied
linguistics, I have begun to open my mind to what is “acceptable” in the classroom. Four
particular theorists greatly influenced my teaching philosophy during my last quarter in
the MATESL program at EWU: Mary Louise Pratt, Suresh Canagarajah. Gloria
Anzaldua, and Robert Kaplan.

In the first place, Mary Louise Pratt’s works inspired me to be more aware of

cultural differences and power struggles within my own classrooms. Her article Arts of
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the Contact Zone introduces the idea of “contact zones”—areas where different cultures
meet and clash. These contact zones can easily occur in the classroom. One of the main
results of the contact zone is that there is always an oppressor and an oppressed. Pratt
argues that in the classroom, teachers are often the oppressors, and the students are the
oppressed. As Pratt says,
Teacher-pupil language, for example, tends to be described almost entirely from
the point of view of the teacher and teaching, not from the point of view of pupils
and pupiling [...] whatever students do other than what the teacher specifies is
invisible or anomalous to the analysis. (p. 38).
In other words, the teachers or “oppressors” call all the shots, and the students have to
silently submit to their authority. This rings all too familiar to the idea that history is
written by the victors—the classroom is usually “written” or dictated by the teachers.
This means that often the student voices and perspectives remain unheard. Instead, the
teacher or “oppressor” controls what is retold. Pratt goes on to argue:
What is the place of unsolicited oppositional discourse, parody, resistance,
critique in the imagined classroom community? Are teachers supposed to feel that
their teaching has been most successful when they have eliminated such things
and unified the social world, probably in their own image? Who wins when we do
that? Who loses? (p. 39).
Here, Pratt is arguing that instead of oppressing our students and basically filling their
heads with everything we think they should know, we should give them a chance to speak
up so we can hear different voices and perspectives in our classrooms. Our students can

teach us too.
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Pratt’s arguments take on a very “Foucault-esque” view that power shapes our
perspectives of truths. In other words, those in power (in this case, teachers) tend to
dictate the common views held by everyone (in this case, the students).

When we oppress our students and suppress their voices, often they will strike
back. Kachru (1997) refers to this fighting back as “Caliban’s Weapon”. Caliban was a
mythical creature in Shakespeare’s “The Tempest” who was colonized and forced to
learn English, then used that very English as a weapon to strike back against his
oppressors. Often the attempts of a country to colonize another contry and create one
monolingual language just end up creating more varieties of that language. In the case of
the classroom, it follows that the attempts of the teacher to “colonize” or suppress the
students often just creates more dissonance.

In Pratt’s view, the way that the oppressed respond to the oppressors in the
contact zone is called transculturation. Many times in transculturation, “A conquered
subject [is] using the conqueror’s language to construct a parodic, oppositional
representation of the conqueror’s own speech” (p. 35). Again, this is a clear example of
Caliban’s Weapon. To further the concept: “While subordinate peoples do not usually
control what emanates from the dominant culture, they do determine to varying extents
what gets absorbed into their own and what it gets used for” (p. 7). So while the students
can’t control what the teacher is enforcing on them, they can control what they choose to
remember and use.

Other theorists offer rhetorically strategic ways for ESL students to bring their L1
(first language) back into the classroom and into their papers. bell hooks refers to this as

“talking back” and Canagarajah refers to this as “code-meshing”. As teachers, we should
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encourage our students to bring their L1 into the classroom, instead of forcing them to
speak and write in English only at all times.

Pratt also refers to “the imagined community” in her article. She claims that we
have these imagined communities that we are homogeneous when really we are not. Even
if we are all 18-year-old white females living in Spokane, Washington, we are still not
homogeneous in our ideas and our experiences. We all come to a text differently.
Therefore, a text will read very differently to people in different positions in the contact
zone.

Pratt and her colleagues decided to embrace the contact zones and created a
course for students from very diverse backgrounds. According to Pratt,

Every single text we read [in this course] stood in specific historical relationships

to the students in the class, but the range and variety of historical relationships in

play were enormous [...] one had to work in the knowledge that whatever one
said was going to be systematically received in radically heterogeneous ways that
were neither able nor entitled to prescribe. The very nature of the course put ideas

and identities on the line. (p. 39).

Because this class was bursting with these contact zones, there was always going to be
some misunderstanding or someone who was offended. As Pratt states:
“Miscomprehension, incomprehension, dead letters, unread masterpieces, absolute
heterogeneity of meaning—these are some of the perils of writing in the contact zone” (p.
37). So, if there are all these negative effects that result from the contact zone, why would
someone intentionally create a course filled with various contact zones? The answer

comes at the end of Pratt’s article: “Along with rage, incomprehension, and pain, there
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were exhilarating moments of wonder and revelation, mutual understanding, and new
wisdom—the joys of the contact zone” (p. 39). Like Pratt, | want to create an ESL
classroom in which my students leave the class having been exposed to various cultures
and also having their own cultures and identities affirmed and validated. In addition to
teaching my students, | want them to know that they can teach me, and each other, as
well.

In addition to Pratt’s insights on cultural clashes within the classroom,
Canagarajah (2006) has influenced me and opened my eyes to the notion that | do not
own the English language. English is a living language, and it is constantly changing due
to political, social, and other cultural factors. Revering one version of English as the
standard runs the risk of claiming ownership of the language when really people all over
the world speak variations of English that are just as acceptable. As Canagarajah states,
“every time teachers insist on a uniform variety of language or discourse, we are helping
reproduce monolingualist ideologies and linguistic hierarchies” (p. 587). Instead,
“English should be treated as a multinational language, one that belongs to diverse
communities and not owned only by the metropolitan communities” (p. 589). We are so
often trying to promote one English that we have ownership over, instead of accepting
and valuing the varieties of English we see everywhere in the world.

Canagarajah mentions the obvious flaws in promoting monolingualism: “a
classroom based on “standard” English and formal instruction limits the linguistic
acquisition, creativity, and production among students” (p. 592). Instead, we should value

the students’ own languages.
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Canagarajah points out that multilingual people are constantly negotiating
meaning together. Instead of correcting each others’ English, they are patient and tolerant
of each others’ “mistakes”. They find creative ways to use English and understand each
other. We monolingual speakers should have more patience and tolerance for
multilingual speakers’ English. Canagarajah gives several ways in which we can do this,
and all of his ideas stem from finding unity in diversity (p. 594).

One way in which we can give our multilingual students more of a voice is by
“appropriating English according to the preferred interests and identities of the speaker”
(p. 588). He points out that this not only gives the students voice, it is also “the most
effective way for developing proficiency in that language” (p. 588).

Another way we can validate our multilingual students in the classroom is “we
should perceive “error” as the learner’s active negotiation and exploration of choices and
possibilites” (p. 593). Again, this is the idea that our students can negotiate for meaning
and find creative ways to say what they mean to say. When it comes to world Englishes,
Canagarajah states:

If each of us can acknowledge that we are novice speakers of the other’s variety,

we will make efforts to develop competence in it...without expecting the other to

defer to our own variety as the universal norm. (p. 590).

Again, this means that we should respect other varieties of the languages we speak,
instead of claiming ownership of English.

A final way that we can support our multilingual students is by seeing their
home/first language as a resource, rather than a hindrance (p. 593). Canagarajah speaks of

STROL (Students’ Right to Their Own Language) and mentions that students should
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have the right to use their vernacular for formal purposes (p. 596): “They have to not only
master the dominant varieties of English, but also know how to bring in their preferred
varities in rhetorically strategic ways” (p. 598). He concludes with the suggestion that
minority students should get to see their own variety of English written in academic texts
(p. 599). I agree with Canagarajah that my ESL students should see their own cultures,
languages, and identities affirmed and validated in my classrooms. Instead of fighting
against them, I will fight with them and help them to find these rhetorically strategic
ways to incorporate their L1’s in the classroom.

Gloria Anzaldua (1987), a bilingual Spanish-American, was a victim of this
common trend of teachers who insist on monolingualism in the classroom. In her book
Borderlands, Anzaldua states:

| remember being caught speaking Spanish at recess—that was good for three

licks on the knuckles with a sharp ruler. | remember being sent to the corner of

the classroom for “talking back” to the Anglo teacher when all I was trying to do

was tell her how to pronounce my name. (p. 53).

This oppression of her L1 continued into Anzaldua’s college years: “my mother [was]
mortified that | spoke English like a Mexican. At Pan American University, I, and all
Chicano students were required to take two speech classes. Their purpose: to get rid of
our accents” (p. 54). For almost all of Anzaldua’s life, teachers were trying to rid her of
her Spanish and her Mexican identity.

But, like Caliban, Anzaldua rose up against her oppressors and found a way to use
her L1 and English simultaneously. As | mentioned, often the attempts of the oppressors

to create one monolingual language just end up creating more varieties of that language.
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As Anzaldua states: “But Chicano Spanish is a border tongue which developed
naturally...Chicano Spanish is not incorrect, it is a living language...Chicano Spanish
sprang out of the Chicanos’ need to identify ourselves as a distinct people” (p. 55).
Again, we see Caliban’s Weapon: the colonized rising up and using the very language
being enforced on them as a weapon and striking back against the dominance.

In Anzaldua’s book, she is arguing for a new identity—one who accepts both her
Spanish and English identity. She states: “The new mestiza copes by developing a
tolerance for contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity...She learns to juggle cultures” (p.
79). 1 will encourage my multilingual students to embrace all of their cultures, identities,
and languages, and find ways to bring them into the classroom.

The final theorist who greatly influenced my teaching philosophy this quarter was
Robert Kaplan. Kaplan (1966) first introduced the term contrastive rhetoric. Contrastive
rhetoric is the idea that different cultures have different patterns of thought that are
reflected in their writing. In other words, different cultures have different rhetorical
tendencies. Connor (2002), the theorist who organized Kaplan’s thoughts on contrastive
rhetoric into a book, states: “Writing is culturally influenced in interesting and complex
ways” (p. 495).

Kaplan argues that ESL teachers are “late-comers” in the area of international
education and therefore need to be more aware of the different methods with which to
teach English. His argument is that it is important for both the teachers to be aware of the
dominant rhetoric used in their students’ cultures, and for the students to be aware of the
dominant rhetoric used in Western writing. In this way, the teacher will know best how to

teach academic English to these various students. As Kaplan states:
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In the teaching of paragraph structure to foreign students, whether in terms of
reading or in terms of composition, the teacher must be himself aware of these
differences, and he must make these differences overtly apparent to his students.

In short, contrastive rhetoric must be taught in the same sense that contrastive

grammar is presently taught. (p. 20)

The biggest benefit of contrastive rhetoric is that it increases cultural awareness. It can
help both the teacher and the students understand cultural differences in writing and can
give both parties a sense of “where the other person is coming from”. It also gives
students an opportunity to analyze and compare how they write in their L1 versus how
they are expected to write in English.

When | first started teaching Arabic writers, we actually talked about the rhetoric
used in academic English writing versus the rhetoric used in other languages, including
Arabic. | explained that in English we move from point to point, and we like every
sentence to relate to the topic of the entire essay. I explained that we see this as “linear”,
and drew a line on the board. Then | asked my students how they write in Arabic, and
they said, “The same!” That, of course, made me think. It made me realize that we all
view our own writing as “linear and logical”, because, as Kaplan says, “logic per se is a
cultural phenomenon as well” (p. 12). What I view as linear and what my students view
as linear is very different indeed.

Therefore, one downfall of contrastive rhetoric is that it can give people a
superiority complex. I may think that English academic writing is the most linear and
straightforward, and therefore the best. On the other hand, my students may think that

their Arabic writing is the most logical and straightforward, and therefore the best. It is

155



nearly impossible to agree upon which is a better form of writing when we are both
coming from completely different perspectives.

| think the best way to approach contrastive rhetoric in the classroom is to analyze
different pieces of writing in English (from writers of various L1’s), and discuss the
differences and similarities we see. I particularly like Kaplan’s example of giving
students a scrambled paragraph and asking them to re-order it in what they deem the most
logical fashion. I actually did a similar activity with my students at the beginning of this
quarter, and it was really interesting to see how their minds worked. Like Kaplan, | agree
that Arabic writing is not better or worse than Western writing, it is just different. As
Kaplan says, “It is not a better nor a worse system than any other, but it is different” (12).

Overall, my teaching philosophy has broadened as a result of my TESL graduate
studies here at EWU. Thanks to Pratt, | will be more aware of cultural differences and
identity issues in my classroom. Thanks to Canagarajah and Anzaldua, | will be more
accepting of different varieties of English in my classrooms, and I will encourage my
students to bring their L1’s into the classroom. Thanks to Kaplan, I will be sure to
analyze different rhetorical perspectives with my students. My classrooms will be a safe

space where different cultures can meet and enlighten each other.

I11. Final Thoughts
So now you have read my thesis and have a small taste of what it might like to
teach at an all-girls’ private middle school in Nishinomiya, Japan. My strongest advice

for you if you choose to take a similar journey is to consciously keep yourself from being
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ethnocentric. Don’t fall into the mindset that your way is the “right and only” way.
Instead, try to practice cultural relativity:

Being culturally relative involves recognizing that the behavior of members of

other cultures can be understood only in the context of their culture. If individuals

try to understand the behavior of members of other cultures using their own
culture’s standards, they will inevitably misinterpret the behavior. (Gudykunst &

Nishida, 1994, p. 90)

As you saw in my autoethnography, | was not culturally relative when | interpreted what
| perceived to be strange behavior in Japan. Instead, | was very America-centric and
thought | needed to conform my students and colleagues more to “my way”. It is highly
possible that if | had practiced cultural relativity, | would have been far less offended in
certain situations, and | would have had less frustration and culture shock. I also might
have been more empathetic and understanding of the people around me and therefore had
a more positive experience overall.

Sitting in my office chair, flipping through photos and sweet notes from my
students and remembering all the grace and love | was shown in Japan, | cannot help but
smile. My heart is full with the sweet memories. Yes there were both frustrations and
joys throughout my year, but my greatest take-away is the joy. Would I do it all again?
Yes. Yes | would. In fact, I should have stayed for the second year that | was offered.
And you should too. I wish you well on your teaching journey in Japan, and | hope my

story has made you feel more ready for what is to come. All my best.
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