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Tatemae as rapport building in interviews in the Japanese context

Atsuko Watanabe
International Christian University

Introduction

This paper is a narrative account of a novice researcher who faced challenges
in conducting unstructured interviews. Through the findings from the study, | would like
to suggest a use of tatemae as rapport building in interviews conducted in the Japanese
context. The paper is based on a case study of six Japanese high school teachers of
English in Japan as participants. The study examined how reflective practice could
serve as a professional development tool for English language teachers. Consolidating
the definitions by Schulman® (1987) and Borg® (2003) | would like to define reflective
practice as follows: a practice of looking back at teacher knowledge, i.e., subject
knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, context knowledge, one’s experiences, and
thoughts about teaching and learning, to gain new perspectives, such as reinterpretation
and awareness. In an attempt to enhance reflection, the participant teachers engaged in
journal writing, the focus group discussion, and unstructured interviews for seven
months. This paper will first briefly introduce interviews and concept of tatemae, then it
will discuss my experience of conducting unstructured interviews, followed by the
implications in conducting unstructured interviews in Japan. The paper concludes with
an insight in terms of an attitude of researchers in conducting interviews.

Interviews

Interviews are employed in numerous studies as an effective way to draw out
spontaneous reactions and responses of interviewees, in particular, of their views and
feelings (Kvalve 2006; Robson, 2002). Interviews allow interviewers to perceive the
world through interviewees’ perspectives and to understand how they make sense of the
world (Brown & Dowling, 1998; Silverman 1993). The interview method is
characterised with its face-to-face communication between an interviewer and an
interviewee; the presence of an interviewer and their questions and comments often lead

1 Shulman defines reflection as “what a teacher does when he or she looks back at the
teaching and learning that has occurred, and reconstructs, re-enacts, and/or recaptures
the events, the emotions, and the accomplishments” (1987: 19).

2 Borg’s definition of teacher cognition is “the complex, practically-oriented,
personalized, and context-sensitive networks of knowledge, thoughts and beliefs that
language teachers draw on in their work” (2006: 272).
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to spontaneity and an unexpected course of communication (Robson, 2002). In addition
to the verbal exchanges, non-verbal cues observed in its communication mode may also
be part of the information that facilitates further understanding of the data (Robson,
2002).

Tatemae (B #i)) and Honne (&%)

Tatemae and honne are communication styles that are commonly referred to in
Japan. Tatemae is defined by Hall and Hall (1987) as “’front face’, what is presented. It
involves form, the formal principles of polite behaviour accepted by all Japanese to
insure harmony and good feelings” (Hall & Hall, 1987, p. 118). Honne, on the other
hand, is defined as “substance, your real intent, and your personal feelings, which are
rarely divulged” (Hall & Hall, 1987, p. 118). Tatemae and honne are patterns of
communication as well as the faces individuals present themselves as in public and
private settings.

The dualistic concept of public, formal representation of self (tatemae) and
private, informal self (honne), is universal and is not peculiar only to Japan. Yet, Naito
and Gielen (1992) point out the significance of the concept in the communication style
of Japanese to be characterised with interlocutors’ awareness of, emphasis on, attitude
toward, and expectation of tatemae and honne in various social settings. The
understanding of and the adaptation of the patterns of communication is “a sign of
maturity in Japanese culture when a person fully understands both sides in other people
while being able to communicate tatemae or honne depending on the felt intricacies of a
situation” (Naito & Gielen, 1992, p. 163).

Tatemae is often expected in a discourse during initial phases of encounters. As its
orthographic origin, ‘roof ridge’ indicates, tatemae forms the basis of the
communication; it is the foundation on which honne can be built onto or expressed (Do,
2005). Miyanaga (1991) illustrates the norms of interaction among new acquaintances
found in Japanese society:

Interaction rituals begin with mutual expressions that are culturally prescribed
when two parties meet; they develop from occasional (i.e., formal) to frequent
(i.e., intimate) exposure of honest feelings. Their particularities of the moral
basis of interaction rituals is socially established and agreed upon. Honest
feelings, however, are by definition, personal. Premature expression of honest
expectations can incite a strongly negative response from the other person in
the relationship (p. 89).



Tatemae, thus, functions as “a valuable license that secures them (individuals)
membership in a coveted group” (Doi, 2005, p.82). Once the membership is established
through tatemae, more open discourse, or honne, can be allowed to develop. Tatemae,
thus may be described as a prerequisite for honne in interpersonal discourses.

The dualistic communication style also influences discourse that takes place in
research. Seki (2004) argues that tatemae and honne are so extremely pervasive in
discourse among Japanese that it influences responses in research contexts. In
conducting a study with Japanese university students as participants, Seki incorporated
individual interviews as a supplementary method to group discussion with the
assumption that participants do not always express their ‘genuine’ views in group
settings. Seki’s (2004) assertion that, “The form used by Japanese people speaking in
public is almost always tatemae, which always springs from the perceived attitudes or
feelings of the group” (p. 45), may be an overstatement, but it shows the customary
practice of tatemae in Japan.

Conducting unstructured interviews

In conducting unstructured interviews to draw out spontaneous responses from
the participants to lead to reflection, I felt it imperative not to influence the participants’
responses. | explained to the participants that I would ask questions but would not
respond to their questions to share my views. | attempted to follow “the
vessel-of-answers approach” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997, p.117); that is to say,
interviews are primarily regarded to be a source of responses and not necessarily
dialogue between an interviewer and an interviewee. The interview process should be
carried out ‘by the book” and be unbiased, so that the participants will present what they
are “presumed to merely retain within them — the unadulterated facts and details of
experience” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997, p. 117). The interview sessions were often
initiated with my questions about the participants’ journal entries. During an interview, |
had a notepad onto which I wrote a list of questions lest I might run out of questions to
ask. The duration of the interviews, as was also explained to the participants, was
designed to be approximately 45 minutes.

In the early stage of the study, conducting unstructured interviews proved to be
quite challenging. The challenges were not uniform but were manifested in two opposite
ways. Some participants were quite passive and were not expressive, and the interviews
appeared almost as Q&A sessions. On the other hand, one participant in particular,
Naomi (pseudonym) was extremely active and verbose that | could not often ‘control’
the interview session with her.



The passive participants appeared to be playing the interviewee roles in Q&A
sessions; they would respond to a question, wait for the next question, respond and then
wait for the next question to be asked. After the recording device was turned off,
however, they would speak more spontaneously in more relaxed manners. After the
interviews, some asked if their responses during the interviews were acceptable as data.
The interviews with the passive participants appeared as semi-structured interviews. |
asked some “predetermined questions” (Robson, 2002, p. 270) across the participants
unlike unstructured interviews. In “Q and A session” interviews, | successfully followed
interview procedures abiding by the rules, however, | wondered if these interview
sessions would lead the participants to reflect.

In the interviews that developed unto “Q and A sessions,” the use of the notebook,
the rigid 45-minute time schedule, and the type of discourse that | engaged in might
have led the participants to assume ‘interviewee roles’. Firstly in terms of the use of the
notebook, it has been pointed out that notepads can be identified as “a symbol of the
power of the researcher” (Schwalbe & Wolkomir, 2002, p. 209) which could be
threatening to participants or suggestive of roles to be followed in an interview,
interviewer and interviewee. Since the participant teachers and | were sitting in a close
proximity, they were able to look at the question list on the notebook, which might have
given an impression that there were a set of questions to be asked and answered in each
interview. After interviews, some participants apologised that not all the questions on
the list were completed. Secondly, I was conscious of time and making an effort to
finish the interviews within 45 minutes. As for the final aspect, my discourse in the
interviews might have been crucial in the formation of the participants’ concept of
interviews. | attempted to adhere to asking questions and did not try to offer my views
or comments. When | did, | apologised to them that | was out of the line as an
interviewer. The apprehension not to influence the participants’ views prompted me to
conduct interviews within a traditional scope of research which argues “the objectivity
or truth of interview responses might be assessed in terms of reliability, the extent to
which questioning yields the same answers whenever and wherever it is carried out, and
validity, that is, the extent to which inquiry yields the ‘correct’ answers” (Holstein &
Gubrium, 1997, p. 117). Based on the above observation, it could be assumed that some
of the participants might have played interviewee roles because of my persistence in
playing the interviewer role. Contrary to my attempt to generate uncontaminated
responses from the participants, it appeared that interviews conducted in this style did
not yield spontaneous discourse.

Interviews with the verbose participant, Naomi, developed in a very different



way; she was active and spontaneous in expressing her views. In some sessions it
appeared as if she had a control of the time and the procedure of the interviews. Unlike
the other participants, the duration of the interviews always exceeded 45 minutes with
Naomi. Even after 45 minutes had passed, | could not or did not want to halt her from
speaking as she appeared to be excited and grateful for the opportunity to express her
views. She altered the procedures of some interviews by returning the questions she was
asked by me. After Naomi’s expression of views on questions that | asked her,
refraining from responding to the question appeared to be awkward. The development
of Naomi’s interviews can be described as non-directive with “the minimal direction or
control exhibited by the interviewer and the freedom the respondent has to express her
subjective feelings as fully and as spontaneously as she chooses or is able” (Cohen.,
Manion, & Morrison, 2008, p. 356).

Initially, I attributed the challenges in the interviews to my minimal experience as
a novice researcher, but | began to have questions about the interview process. Firstly,
the ‘Q and A interview sessions’ were conducted according by ‘the book,” however, |
wondered if the type of interviews would lead to reflection. Secondly, Naomi’s
interviews which diverted from the other participants generated more spontaneous
responses, which may have been more likely to lead to reflection. Because of its
divergence, however, in particular with the participation of the researcher in the
interview, | wondered if Naomi’s interviews could be used as data. Thirdly, in my
attempt to play the interviewer role in the ‘Q&A style’ in interviewing participants other
than Naomi, I myself often felt uncomfortable and guilty in some instances. The aim of
the interview being enhancement of reflection, potential topics could be fundamental
questions to their raison de’etre as teachers. It might be possible for me to ask
potentially contentious questions about their teaching. If I am returned such a question,
then, would | be obliged to avert giving responses for the reason of being a researcher?
Even for less personal questions, it would appear rude, aloof or arrogant not to respond
or make any comments. This seems that as a researcher, | am entitled to ask questions
and to avert giving my responses. Even with the participants who played interviewee
roles, there were times when my input appeared to be crucial in building rapport, or to
show acknowledgement to the participants, i.e. acknowledgement of their message and
acknowledgement of expected discourse from the participants. One of the purposes of
the interviews was enhancement of participants’ reflection and, building rapport
appeared to be a means of doing so.

The Q&A interview style that | initially attempted to engage in did not appear to
be conducive to reflection. However, the interview with Naomi generated spontaneous



discourse, what | had expected through unstructured interviews. What | was doing with
Naomi was that | was accommodating her expectation in the interviews, that is, | was
approaching the interviews with tatemae. What | mean by tatemae here refers to a basis
for the expression of honne, what is expected at initial encounters in Japan. Reflection,
which involves one to look back at teacher knowledge to gain new perspectives, such as
reinterpretation and awareness, may be aligned with the concept of honne, an expression
of one’s real intent and personal feelings. In interviews that are aimed at expressions of
honne, it might be necessary to be preceded with tatemae, as a precursor to honne, as
rapport-building. For teachers to engage in a discourse about their profession which
may encompass discussion of their beliefs and assumptions about their teaching,
rapport-building is of crucial importance. Rapport, then, should be created appealing to
cultural sensitivity of the context the study takes place. In the context of Japan, rapport
can be established through a conventional communication style, through tatemae.

With the interviews with Naomi, | was not following so to called the interview
protocol, but was going along with tatemae, what she expected at the initial encounters
between individuals. Accommodating to the expectation of the interviewees, however,
can be observed in, thus supported by interview exchanges such as in, showing
understanding, responding to questions, and controlling interviews.

Showing understanding

There were instances in the interviews when | felt the desire and necessity to
show understanding to the responses of the participants, especially as one who engages
in the same profession with the participants, a Japanese teacher of English. For instance,
when the teachers were showing insecurity about teaching from their perspective as
non-native speakers of English, being a non-native speaker of teacher of English myself,
| felt it crucial to echo the views of the participants. As the researcher was an English
teacher, this was probably an expected response from the participants. It might have
appeared rude and even offensive to the participants if | had continued the interview
without showing understanding of the insecurity with statements such as, “What do you
mean by insecurity as a non-native speaker of English? Do you want to elaborate on it?
Why do you feel that way?”

Some researchers point out the importance of “showing understanding” (Rubin &
Rubin, 1995, p. 131), which is to express to participants that the researcher understands
“the factual content of what is being said” and also empathizes with “the emotional
undertones”(Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 131). Rubin and Rubin (1995) note that “showing
understanding” is most effective in the early phase of interviews as it often sets the tone



of the discussion in the whole interview process. Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2002) also
point out “at the outset of a study, the researcher deems acceptance and rapport to be
more important than the information he or she might gain from probing” (Schwalbe &
Wolkomir, 2002, p. 214). Showing understanding as rapport building appears to be one
common aspect across socially, linguistically different cultures.

Responding to questions

Naomi often returned the same questions that | asked her. Initially, 1 tried to
refrain from answering her questions, but felt that the aversion would not facilitate open
discourse; rather, it might have caused her to withdraw herself from sharing views. It
seemed more crucial to let Naomi talk and to go along with her expectation (tatemae)
rather than striving to regain control of the interview to abide by the book. Consequently,
Naomi’s interviews diverted from the interviews of other participants in the degree of
my participation. In the last interview session with Naomi, | shared with her the
divergence pertaining to her interviews. Naomi expressed that had I not answered the
questions, she might not have felt comfortable with me and might not have been able to
discuss her views with me.

In their description of interviewing men, Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2002) describe
responding to the questions as “the conventional norm of reciprocity”, which is “to offer
an equivalent piece of information about yourself, thus obligating the subject to share a
bit more about himself” (p. 213). The strategy is described to be rather risky since it
may allow participants who are reluctant to disclose their views to avoid responding to
questions by being an interviewer. The interview can be turned around and such
participants begin interviewing the interviewer. Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2002) suggest
the strategy of reciprocity, responding to questions, to be used by “male interviewers in
cases where a subject seems likely to benefit from reassurance that it is acceptable for
men to express doubts, fears, and vulnerabilities” (p. 213). | do not regard interviewers
being asked some questions by interviewees to be necessarily risky. In contrast, if the
participants should take advantage of the opportunity of asking questions to avoid
responding to questions, the reciprocity may be beneficial especially when the study is
longitudinal involving several interview sessions.

Controlling interviews

With Naomi, there were cases when it appeared as if she had the control of the
interview sessions; she had the control of the procedure and the time. It is argued that
participants’ attempt to Seize control in interviews may be related to a threat to expose



their private persona (honne) pertaining to interviews. Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2002)
describe control in interviews:
The baseline threat is built into any intensive interview. The situation is usually
defined as one in which a stronger sets the agenda, asks the questions, controls the
flow of talk, and probes for information about internal or backstage realities. To
agree to sit for an interview, no matter how friendly and conversational, is to give
up some control and to risk having one’s public persona stripped away (p. 206).

Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2002) stated that interviews have a risk of “having one’s
public persona stripped away” (2002, p. 206), which resembles the concept of tatemae
and honne. Participants having the control of interviews may reduce the threat of
displaying honne, which may prevent participants from sharing their views. However,
letting participants feel less vulnerable in the initial phase of the interview may be more
conducive to open discussion and reflection in the advanced stage of the study. With the
control that she seized, Naomi appeared to have expressed her views without inhibition
and was one of the most expressive participants in the study.

Conclusion

In conducting in-depth individual interviews to enhance reflection in the
Japanese context, | would like to suggest an engagement in the discourse style of
tatemae as rapport building. Tatemae as a conversational convention is often expected at
the initial encounter of individuals, thus is often what is expected in communication.
Going straight into asking questions about one’s belief or assumptions in teaching may
make the participants uncomfortable and also may appear impolite even in interviews.
Once rapport is built through tatemae, the discussion of honne would be more
spontaneous.

Initially I was anxious to follow and comply with the correct way of conducting
research to obtain uncontaminated data. However, as Cohen, Manion, and Morrison
declare, “it is crucial to keep uppermost in one’s mind the fact that the interview is a
social, interpersonal encounter, not merely a data collection exercise” (2008: 361). As
Kvalve contends “the effective interviewer is not only knowledgeable about the subject
matter but also an expert in interaction and communication” (1996: 147), collection of
data, in no doubt, is a very important aim in a study, however, through the engagement
in the study I learned that respecting the interviewer’s feelings and needs to take priority
before a collection of data.
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<, EFEOEHEI RN NWEE, Lnole b ZATHA I M, LHkIZH =5 & il % 1X Brown
(2001) 72 &%, B X2 0% (characteristics of a good language teacher) & L T, [
P9 %055 J (technical knowledge). 522+ 1% (pedagogical skills). [ A5 (interpersonal skills).

Ml N ) (personal qualities) &\ 9 4 >D BT TY —DF, 30 DFFEEFIZEL VD, £
7=, JACET #(E MW 722 (2005) N 2 E OFE L ERITK L TT o 72 THHEGER B ERITK
WHEYE -GBS T AAE T, BRI TAY) RIS L CRIRICRHE T 5
Zl, ), THHE LTOBEE -8/ FHBEICHTLEREBENRHLZ L, 2E) T
FERECHELREE - 871 (R T WREZRATEL L, YY), [HEE)) GR
FECRENTE DL L, 72E) ., [HEEERRICET 2k & #ag ) (LREOFE PRV & #F o
TWHZ e, L), TEHEEEMIZET 2883 (Ebalia=r—ra il 75
HEkERF > TWH I L, 72E) LWIHFRPHELNT,

U EDHEBOOE SO EDIE TR EHRFEHKAN OFRM4 BARMITRLTERY , 3BFHA
DESCHHED T-DIZHE A EE 2 52 T<b, TiE, ZRHOMED Y b, FHEHE
HITFHZ ED L D 70 UTiER LT TR EFEHEN] LT 2012590, £z, TDOX
D RBEBICEDIIIMAIBRLEELR DD, AFTIE, 202 IOV TELELTNEL,

Jn

W

l

FEEPO R TREEFEHAER] L1

AX Y ADOFEFFRTOREIZLD &, HATL AETIE, TREZM) 12RO D AR
(personal qualities) & EELFAME (personal skills) (ZiEWVAS L 505 &y 9 (Carrion, 2011), & D
ReFLwThHED,

Personal qualities Personal skills
Teachers Students Teachers Students
-enthusiastic -helpful -knowledge of subject -good listener
-patient -friendly -well organized -good speaker
-conscientious -patient -speak another language  -speak another language
-confident -energetic -flexible -good classroom management
-sensitive -enthusiastic -well prepared -don’t waste time

ANE»P B R &L WEICH@mo L0 & LT Bl & (enthusiastic) <> 258 & | (patient)
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LW oo B AT S okt L, AREE THE D 250 (helpful), TR & < & (friendly),
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#. (knowledge of subject). [4Z3M% ) (well organized), [53£%Efi ] (well prepared). [
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(good listener), [EfL 5] (good speaker), [4%3£i# = | (good classroom management), [IRff#]
DOffiVFT ] (don’t waste time) & W o 7o AEREE L CHI LT Wi Z Y EF b, 2By
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BT HEENDY ., [BEORGEHAR] #5220 ETOMELZ5XTINDHDROT,
Z 2T LTEL,

BT DR E LTEOOERS>TEXDIE 3 2OATHD, O E2DF, XiEh TR
EREHR] THOLHZLT, ROLIRAAL MIREXENDI D TH D,

PEEEDHFEIZ T TlEe <, REDED LA VAN OMIT I, BHEFEEEL LT,
WO THRAEDREZ RFISE TNV, RESE LR LD TL, #5E
fcE > T, ZOHEBOTR 7=y raF e LT, BEZFR > TAREICER TS Z
Ly FRENDORITR D EOMERERTH L LBVE LT,

WD) £ 5 Tk E A, LV OZB0ONTIEFEEL T, &
HETHLRBIEBZ RO TWE Lc, BONEBIERIRITHED 5 2L 5 B T2,
HRE ZOXEDZ LNFENOE Lz, DUTHAEENEFELZE LI FRD L ICL
RKEEELT, TOLEERABF NN EBnES,

STeobiT TREFEE ) ThdZ b, HFEOMMEH B I IIGEL R L LW EET OIS
MmTHY., TOMHEZAFEITLS AR TWD,

FAEIF LT FEFEDNHE T, BT NS DR Y 2 v OB T HEFED = 2 —
AR, SFEIERGLFRE, LI EBEANTLE ST 2R ATND, ZLTH
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Twiﬁmfbkokf%m%%totmﬂ\%xﬂ%ﬁh@gyﬁmwéh@:&
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IHORTL DL, ZOMELRICER LA XY RAOFHE L TITRHRITIT L A LN 2L
FEEND R TREXFEEEE) (OTEENREER DD LD ThD, T 5T
D XS RBENT I D DiEEZTHIZ,
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Good \
practitioner

Good
educator

Good
learner

Reflection || Affection

ZOMMPERLTNDHDIE, TREEHEF) (good practitioner)iZ72 51T iﬁ?’ﬂ%ﬂﬁ%?@ﬁ%‘y‘%ﬁ
7RO TENFRA (cognltlon)%m&)ZaM\Eﬁ%)D [H & 53835 (good learner) T 5 12
WICHDOFEFEN 2T =X — LENEFERICHE EXETn T (reflectlon)i))EE’C

. TEREZE#H (good educator) XAl & AFEIC KT 2 MRE D 21 (affection)%:%
LAEDETWD, EWH ZETHD, BITHBTZL T, ZAMFEENIIRER & HEIZ X
BMOOLNDIEAD L, AEITHEIE L UTEBRINAT ZIXREEI M L & vy 5 BARRRR ’ﬁ’“‘”
VOoL 72595, MBIIERECTHD, ZENVITEENOMETIER <. AEMIZIE
B b DO TH D, 1208, BEIZAME A OBFER GO R ERTH DL E, %b‘”ﬁa
RNEHDNEFEFEIZT BN ERI T L2, (G0 E o0FIZ XK HETOAEEICKT
THMEODEEEBNEDLD Z LTIt 25,

A XV Z/NHOEHPLZFIZ [F > T AAESL I D] b5, B AMFEFR (X
TV I AT =) \[ZED T BBEN O PTG P> ToAEMTED, £ ZITRD K H 7 <72
D 725 & % (Hilton, 1941: 45),

When he had first come to Brookfield he had aimed to be loved, honoured and obeyed.
Obedience he had secured, and honour had been granted him; but only now came love, the

sudden love of boys for a man who was kind without being soft, who understood them well

13



enough, but not too much, and whose private happiness linked him with their own. (I3

EH)

ZZIEEMIMTWD L IIZ, Ty T REAENEENS TTHIZOEFMIAT, RITHERS
2B, BEIZEICS FIZLIZONREE TH o7, D, B OB OBAIT
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B DTED, WIPINTEA D D,
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T o, HEmORHIRIREOME 227 — 2 W & T EES < Y —=F R— =TI 20
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EAREEE TR 2 ST L2 ZEE L TV D0, HAR NSRS EE OREFALILETEIC
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2. FeATHRSR
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fMRI I X 25 2 SEEOEWALI 7 1+ 2T H8F5E1238\ T, Chee, Hon, and Lee.
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TE(LIPL) 23VE L, E#RE 1T LIFG, LIPL 23IE L7V 2 & AR L. S BT/ HFRIEH R
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Alvarez et al. (2003) 1%, ¥k A U o AN OFERENF%Z EEG 2 HVSFEN - SEERIW )7
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46



20 ETER L, 9 EOBEEICH/R SN ORREICKT L, B 5 AZE LR, RIEfE72 L9
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Exploring Japanese EFL Teachers’ Post-Training Experiences

Yuka Kurihara
Tokai University

Abstract

A number of junior and senior high school Japanese teachers of English have
participated in teacher training programs inside and outside Japan for professional
development. After the completion of programs, however, we do not know much about
their post-training experiences. Therefore, this study examines the effects of one of the
MEXT teacher training programs on Japanese teachers of English. In particular, by
highlighting 66 Japanese EFL teachers who participated in the overseas in-service teacher
training programs, the study explores pedagogical tools (practical techniques and
theoretical knowledge) the teachers use in their classroom instructions and concerns they
have in applying the tools presented in the programs to their teaching practices. The data
obtained from questionnaires suggest that teachers used a variety of pedagogical tools
they had learned in the programs. However, the results also indicate some challenges they
may encounter in applying the tools. The methodology part of this paper overlaps the
study the researcher published in JALT Conference Proceedings (Kurihara, 2006).

Introduction

In order for Japanese teachers of English to incorporate more communicative
aspects of language teaching into their classroom practices, the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) has promoted teacher training inside
and outside Japan. As one of the programs, for example, MEXT has sent teachers
overseas since 1988 (Monbusho, 1990 as cited in Lamie, 2001). However, studies
examining teachers’ post-training experiences are scarce. To better understand EFL
teachers’ learning to teach after the completion of the programs, this study examines their
use of pedagogical tools learned during their training in their classrooms and challenges
they face in applying the tools. Drawing on Grossman, Smagorinsky, and Valencia’s
(1999) categories of pedagogical tools, which are practical and conceptual, the teachers’
references to tools were divided into the two. The data were derived from 66 Japanese
teachers of English who participated in either 6 month or 12 month Japanese government-
sponsored in-service teacher education (MEXT) program in the U.S.
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Teachers’ Learning across Settings

As Grossman et al. (1999) suggested in L1 teacher education, research on L2
teachers’ learning has revealed an incongruity of goals and practices among different
settings that comprise their teacher education (e.g., Freeman & Johnson, 1998; Freeman
& Richards, 1996). These settings include school course work, teacher training programs,
and teaching sites at school. The sources of this disjuncture in the L2 field seem to be
various, including a different emphasis of practices and institutional goals between
university level teacher education programs and teaching sites at school (e.g., Gebhard,
1998), national policies and experiences in schools (e.g., Cook, 2010; Kurihara &
Samimy, 2007; Lamie, 2001), teachers’ professional socialization in school contexts and
the nationally promoted educational reform (e.g., Sato, 2001), and their personal beliefs
about teaching and learning and university teacher education programs (e.g., Almarza,
1996; Richards, 1996).

To conceptually integrate these diverse findings (Grossman et al., 1999), this
study draws on sociocultural theory as a theoretical framework. This theory views
learning as a social, cultural, and historical activity which is also intricately interrelated
with individuals’ mental lives (e.g., John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996; Cole, 1985). Because of
its emphasis on settings for teachers’ learning, this theory helps link their practices with
teachers’ specific goals and the social and cultural factors that mediate their development
in given contexts (Grossman et al., 1999).

In the case of a group of Japanese teachers of English this study examined, their
learning to teach is a complex phenomenon since it involves the relationship across the
settings, including teaching sites at Japanese schools, university level teacher education
course work in the U.S., and national policies proposed by the MEXT. Following
sociocultural theory, these settings have unique social, cultural, and historical conditions
embedded in each context. To create more comprehensive picture of teachers’ learning to
teach, this study explores participants’ learning across two settings, U.S. MEXT program
and teaching sites in Japan, by discussing questionnaire results.

Research Questions
The research questions were identified as follows:
1. What pedagogical tools being exposed in the U.S. MEXT programs do teachers
report for use in their own teaching contexts?
2. What are challenges, if any, in appropriating the tools learned in the programs to
teachers’ home country contexts?
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Methodology

This study originally employed a combined quantitative and qualitative methods
approach by collecting diverse types of data (Creswell, 2003). The researcher
systematically collected questionnaire data during the first phase and then obtained
qualitative data using case study methods (e.g., interviews; classroom observations; self-
reports) during the second phase. This paper, however, mainly reports the questionnaire
results, in particular teachers’ reported use of pedagogical tools. The primary purpose of
employing questionnaires was to examine general characteristics about Japanese EFL
teachers’ learning after the MEXT program.

Participants of the Study

The participants for this study were 66 Japanese teachers of English at secondary
schools across Japan. Among them, 52 teachers were male and 14 were female. They
participated in either six or twelve month MEXT programs at two large North American
universities from 1998 through 2003. During the years, approximately 200 public full-
time English teachers attended individually U.S. university coordinated programs which
satisfied requirements proposed by the MEXT. For example, one of the programs focused
on ELT methodology, English language skills, U.S. culture, and research on EFL
(Holschuh & Romstedt, 2004).

The questionnaire was distributed to 91 teachers in July 2005. Out of 91 teachers,
66 returned the questionnaire, which yielded a response rate of 72%. Among the
respondents, 43 teachers (65.2%) worked at senior high schools and 23 teachers (34.8%)
worked at junior high schools. They had EFL experience ranging from 7 to 27 years (M =
16.8). Regarding the program they attended, half the teachers (n = 33) participated in a 6-
month program and the other half (n = 33) attended a 12-month program. Furthermore, to
participate the program, 49 teachers (74.2%) were chosen by the Board of Education in
the prefecture where they were working and/or by the principle at their schools, whereas
15 teachers (22.7%) applied for it on their own.

The Questionnaires Instrument

The questionnaire was developed by the researcher based on the literature review
of teacher education (e.g. Butler, 2004), reports written by the host programs, and the
results of a preliminary study the researcher conducted with several Japanese EFL
teachers. After constructing the questionnaire, she administered field tests and a pilot test
to check content validity and the appropriateness of the questionnaire instrument.

The questionnaire originally consisted of three parts: teacher backgrounds, useful
aspects of the programs and aspects teachers desired to see improved, and finally
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applications of the pedagogical tools to participants’ Japanese teaching contexts. Each
part contained closed-ended (4-point Likert scale response and/or multiple choice,) and
open-ended questions. In this paper, however, the results of the open-ended questions in
the last part, which is applications of the pedagogical tools, will be reported. The specific
questions in the part were (1) what pedagogical tools being exposed in the programs
teachers report for use in their own teaching contexts and (2) how teachers’ assumptions
about English language teaching and learning were reshaped during and/or after
participating in the program. As discussed earlier, the main objectives of these
government-sponsored programs are to develop teachers” communicative abilities and to
familiarize them with communicative teaching methodologies (Wada, 2002). Therefore,
the pedagogical tools presented in the programs were based on these requirements
proposed by the MEXT.

Procedures

The six and twelve month MEXT programs in the U.S. and the Council on
International Educational Exchange (CIEE) which were served as mediator between the
hosts and the MEXT, helped the researcher distribute the questionnaire. Data were
analyzed through descriptive statistics for closed-ended questions. For open-ended
questions, recurrent patterns, categories, and themes emerged from the data were
analyzed (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2001). Through this inductive reasoning process, the
researcher interpreted the findings.

Results and Discussion
Pedagogical Tools Teachers Use

This section focuses on the two key settings, the MEXT programs and the
participants’ teaching sites, to explore their transitional experiences from the contexts of
the U.S. programs to their teaching sites in Japanese school systems. Table 1 and 2
address the question regarding teachers’ application of the pedagogical tools presented in
the programs to their daily teaching practices. Due to the nature of open-ended questions,
frequencies of tools (how many times teachers mentioned certain tools) rather than
percentages are presented in the tables. The conceptual tools presented in the programs
teachers most often reported were ideas about communicative abilities (n = 9) and
English as a tool to communicate (n = 6). Regarding the practical tools, they most often
reported the use of teaching/learning tools such as authentic materials and visual/auditory
aids (n = 24), English in classrooms (n = 16), group/pair work (n = 16), planning such as
setting up the goals of lesson and making syllabus (n = 16), the knowledge of social,
cultural, and educational aspects in the U.S. (n = 16), task based activities (n = 10), top-
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down processing (n = 10), and skimming and scanning (n = 10). Many of the tools
described in Table 1 and 2 reflect elements associated with communicative language
teaching and learning, which is consistent with the goals of the programs satisfying the
requirements proposed by the MEXT.

Table 1 and 2 also present the type of pedagogical tools teachers often used. They
reported practical tools more frequently than conceptual ones, with 215 tools coded as
practical and 49 as conceptual. Table 3 also illustrates this difference by examining the
mean number of practical and conceptual tools used per teacher (practical, M = 3.26;
conceptual, M = .74). In general, teachers incorporated more practical skills/techniques
into their classroom teaching than theoretical ideas/principles about ELT. This result is
consistent with that of other studies in the teacher education field such as Johnson, et al.,
(2003).

Table 1: Number of conceptual tools presented in the MEXT program teachers often
use (N = 66)

Category Pedagogical Tools Frequency

Conceptual Ideas about communication/English abilities (e.g., meaning focus; 9
practical subject; necessity of developing 4 skills)

English as a tool to communicate

Importance of exposure to English (e.g., input/output)

English as an international language/World Englishes

Learning styles (Multiple Intelligences)

Learner autonomy

Learning theories (e.g., constructivism; information processing)

Student-centered teaching/learning

Making learning relevant to students’ life

Perspective on mistakes

English user’s level of comprehension

Task-based learning

Integrating 4 skills

Peer learning

RPIRPIRPINNNWWW WA OIO

Teaching through textbooks
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©
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Table 2: Number of practical tools presented in the MEXT program teachers often

use (N = 66)

Category Pedagogical Tools Frequency

Practical Teaching/learning tools (e.g., authentic materials; visual aids) 24
U.S. society/culture/education 16
Group/pair work 16
Planning (e.g., setting up goals; teaching plan; making syllabus) 16
Ts’ use of English/Teaching English in English 16
Tasks based activities (e.g., role play; problem solving learning) 10
Top-down processing 10
Skimming/Scanning 10
Test making (e.g., vocabulary test; criteria for interview test) 8
Communication oriented teaching & learning (e.g., more focusing 8

on listening & speaking)

Further teacher education/training opportunities

Learning strategies (e.g., Inductive inference; selective attention)

Post-reading activities (e.g., discussion; report; essay)

Process writing (e.g., writing Ss’ own opinions/ideas)

Presentation/speech

Pronunciation/Intonation

Evaluation (e.g., writing)

Essay writing, academic writing, logical writing

Debate/discussion

Content based teaching & learning

Ts’ evaluation of their performance (e.g., reflection)

Bottom-up processing

Journal writing

Rapid reading

Feedback

To make textbook more authentic/modify

Phrase reading

Picture walk

Discourse organization in writing

Ss’ evaluation of their performance (e.g., self-monitoring cards)

Reading aloud

Writing revision

Paragraph writing/reading

Jazz chant

Paraphrasing

Criteria for choosing a textbook

Reader-focused approach in writing

Memo-taking

Extensive reading

Pre-reading activities

Ss’ evaluation of Ts’ performance

Total physical response (TPR)

Prefix/Suffix

Brain storming

Seat arrangement

Bingo Game

RPRPRPRFRPRPRPRPRPRPRPRPRERPRERPPRERRNNDNPNDDNDNPNDDNNNDNNOWWWW SIS OO

Total

215
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Table 3: Summary statistics for number of practical and conceptual tools used
per respondent (N = 66)

Median Mode Mean S.D. Range
Practical 3 1 3.26 2.95 13
tools
Conceptual 1 0 74 .98 6
tools

In addition, Figure 1 and 2 provide a detailed analysis of the number of the
pedagogical tools presented in the MEXT programs that individual teachers reported for
use. This was examined in both practical and conceptual tools. The number of teachers’
reported use of both tools ranges between 0-13 for practical tools and 0-6 for conceptual
tools, indicating that use of each pedagogical tool varied greatly from teacher to teacher.
In addition, a majority of teachers (approximately 86%) used practical tools somewhere
between 0-5 times and conceptual tools somewhere between 0-1 times, indicating again
that they incorporated more practical tools than conceptual tools into their classroom
instruction.

The relatively high number of teachers (47.0%) who did not report any conceptual
tools was interesting, given the results that a majority of teachers (86.3%) reported that
they appreciated learning about conceptual tools in the program (Kurihara, 2006). This
rather low percentage of use of conceptual tools could be partly due to the difficulties
teachers encountered in connecting their learning in the program and their classroom
teaching in Japan. In particular, some teachers reported that, when applying the tools to
their teaching contexts, they faced some level of concerns regarding “gap between theory
presented in university teacher education programs and practice at school sites,”
“differences of English teaching and learning in ESL and EFL contexts,” and “gap
between [their] teaching beliefs and students’ needs.”
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Figure 1: Number of use for program-sponsored practical tools per respondent
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Figure 2: Number of use for program-sponsored conceptual tools per respondent
(N = 66)

Teachers’ Concerns about Application

In the open-ended question asking how teachers’ assumptions about English
language teaching and learning were reshaped during and/or after participating in the
program, 20 teachers expressed their concerns regarding transitional experiences. These
findings resulted in revealing what difficulties teachers may face in applying the
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pedagogical tools to their teaching sites. The participants reported that they found
themselves torn between settings which emphasize different values, expectations, goals,
and practices. These settings include “ESL and EFL teaching and learning,” “theories
learned in the teacher education programs [such as MEXT] and realities in practice in
their own teaching contexts,” and “their beliefs about English teaching practices and
culturally established expectations of English education in Japan.” These results do not
reveal how teachers manage the transition from the learning in the U.S. program to the
teaching in their local contexts. However, the findings suggest that, when returning to
their Japanese schools and community, they anticipated how the goals and purposes of
their schools as settings for teaching may conflict with the goals of the MEXT programs.
Teachers’ cultural beliefs and newly constructed assumptions about English teaching and
learning, and broader historical and cultural conditions of teaching in Japan may make
their transitions more complex.

Conclusion

This paper explored issues related to professional experiences of 66 Japanese EFL
teachers who participated in the Japanese government-sponsored overseas in-service
(MEXT) programs and returned to their own teaching sites in Japan to teach. In particular,
the study examined teachers’ perceptions of their transitional experiences, including the
pedagogical tools learned during their training in their classrooms and challenges they
may face in applying the tools presented in the programs to their classroom instructions.

In terms of teachers’ regard for the pedagogical tools presented in the MEXT
programs, they reported incorporating aspects of communicative-oriented teaching and
learning into their classrooms. This result mirrors the findings of Cook’s (2010), Lamie’s
(2001), and Pacek’s (1996) studies. Interestingly, the pedagogical tools teachers reported
using were mainly practical tools rather than conceptual ones. Given the circumstances in
which a majority of teachers (86.3%) reported that they appreciated learning about
“conceptual tools” in the U.S. MEXT program (Kurihara, 2006), this lack of conceptual
tools they reported suggests that teachers may face difficulties in connecting theory and
practice. In other words, the result suggests they may encounter challenges to transfer the
pedagogical tools to their teaching contexts in a principled fashion. As been discussed in
Teachers” Concerns about Application, the challenges they face may partly stem from
conflicting goals, values and practice in the two settings, including ESL and EFL, the
MEXT program responding to national reforms of English teaching/learning, teachers’
own teaching sites at school, and their teaching beliefs and students’ expectations. Issues
of disconnection between theory and practice have been a great concern among scholars
in the teacher education field (e.g., Clarke, 1994; Grossman et al., 1999; Kinginger, 2002;
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Smagorinsky et al., 2004), and some teachers in this present study also expressed similar
concerns.

Finally, this study left several questions that need to be explored. For example,
what cultural beliefs about teaching do Japanese teachers of English bring to the
particular settings? What conceptual tools do they actually employ in their lessons? How
do they also actually adopt/adapt practical tools reported in their classroom teaching? In
addition, how do they manage the incongruity between values and practices in the
different settings? Furthermore, what pedagogical tools are emphasized in settings in
which their teaching occurs? These are the questions to be further explored for future
research.

References

Almarza, G. G. (1996). Student foreign language teacher’s knowledge growth. In
Freeman, D. & Richards, J.V. (Eds.). Teacher learning in language teaching.
(pp.50-78). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Butler, G. Y. (2004). What level of English proficiency do elementary school teachers
need to attain to teach EFL? Case Studies from Korea, Taiwan, and Japan. TESOL
Quarterly, 38, 245-278.

Clarke, A. M. (1994). The dysfunctions of the theory/practice discourse. TESOL
Quarterly, 28, 9-26.

Cole, M. (1985). The zone of proximal development: Where cultural and cognition create
each other. In J. V. Wertsch (Ed.) Culture, communication and cognition (pp. 146-
161). NY: Cambridge University Press.

Cook, M. (2010). Offshore outsourcing teacher inservice education: The long-term
effects of a four-month pedagogical program on Japanese teachers of English.
TESL Canada Journal. 28, 1, 60-76.

Creswell, W. J. (2003). Research Design: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.

Freeman, D &. Johnson, K. E (1998). Reconceputualizing the knowledge base of
language teacher education. TESOL Quarterly, 32, 297-417.

Freeman, D. & Richards, J. C. (Eds. ). (1996). Teacher learning in language teaching.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gerbhard, M. (1998). A case for professional development schools. TESOL Quarterly, 32,
501-510.

Grossman, P. L., Smagorinsky, P., Valencia, S. (1999). Appropriating tools for teaching
English: A theoretical framework for research on learning to teach. American
Journal of Education, 108, 1-29.

58



Holschuh, W. L & Romstedt, K. (2004). Director’s final report: Ministry of Education
six-month study in the USA, university semester, The Ohio State University,
August 18-December 3, 2003. Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University.

Johnson, S. T., Smagorinsky, P., Thompson. L., & Fry, G. P. (2003). Learning to teach
the five-paragraph theme. Research in the Teaching of English, 38 (2), 136-176.

John-Steiner, V., & Mahn, H. (1996). Sociocultural approaches to learning and
development: A Vygotskian framework. Educational Psychologist, 31, 191-206

Kinginger, C. (2002). Genres of Power in Language Teacher Education: Interpreting the
“Experts.” In Savignon, S. (Ed. ). Interpreting Communicative Language
Teaching: contexts and concerns in teacher education. (pp. 193-207) New Haven:
Yale University Press.

Kurihara, Y., & Samimy, K.K. (2007). The impact of a U.S. teacher training program on
teaching beliefs and practices: A case study of secondary school level Japanese
teachers of English. JALT Journal, 29, 99-122.

Kurihara, Y. (2006). The perceptions of Japanese EFL teachers toward their overseas in-
service teacher education program. JALT 2005 Proceedings, 150-162.

Lamie, M. J. (2001). Understanding Change: The impact of in-service training of
teachers of English in Japan. Huntington: Nova Science Publishers, Inc.

Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Pacek, D. (1996). Lessons to be learnt from negative evaluation. ELT Journal, 50, 4, 335-
343.

Patton, Q. M. (2001). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.

Richards, J. C. (1998). Beyond Training. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sato, K. (2002). Practical understandings of communicative language teaching and
teacher development. In Savignon, S (Ed.) Interpreting communicative language
teaching: contexts and concerns in teacher education (pp. 41-81). New Haven :
Yale University Press.

Smagorinsky, P., Cook, S. L., Moore, C., Jackson, Y. A., & Pamela, G. P. (2004).
Tensions in Learning to teach: Accommodation and the development of a
teaching identity. Journal of Teacher Education, 55, 8-24.

Wada, M. (2002). Teacher education for curricular innovation. In S. Savignon (Ed.),
Interpreting communicative language teaching: contexts and concerns in teacher
education (pp. 31-40). New Haven: Yale University Press.

59



Identity Research: Using Narratives in Language Learning Research

Masuko Miyahara
International Christian University

Abstract

The is a theoretical paper that attempts to reinforce the significance of taking a
narrative approach in identity studies in the field of applied linguistics and language learning
research. Over the past two decades, there has been an exponential growth in the amount of
research on identity, and the issue has been probed from two broad methodological
orientations: one that examines learners’ identity construction through their interaction with
others, and one that pursues it through oral or written auto/biographical accounts of learners’
experiences in learning a foreign language. Researchers interested in exploring the matter
from the latter approach tend to adopt a narrative oriented perspective both in their
methodology and analysis since they understand that narrative informs the concept of self and
identity. It is widely understood that we construct ourselves through narratives that we share
with each other (Bruner 1986, 1987, 1990). But how can narration actually construct self?
This paper attempts to shed light on this issue by 1) following the poststructuralist
understanding of identity, and 2) by framing narratives as experience and meaning-making
phenomena (Clandinin and Connelly 2000).

The rise of learner centered research

Prioritizing a more social or contextual orientation of the notion of SLA (Second
Language Acquisition) was not particularly new even in the 1960s (Lafford 2007; Swain and
Deters 2007). However, the approach received prominence with Firth and Wagner’s landmark
article in 1997 that called for ‘an epistemological and methodological broadening and
enriching of SLA’ (Firth and Wagner 2007: 91) by emphasizing the social and contextual
dimensions of SLA and language learning research. What Firth and Wagner argue here holds
considerable significance for the purpose of this paper. By framing ‘learning’ as a social
process, Firth and Wagner (2007), drawing on the works of Lave and Wenger (1991), view the
process of learning as an ‘inseparable part of ongoing activities, situated in social practice and
social interaction’ (ibid 807). Located in this broader notion of language learning, it is not
difficult to understand why identity has come to be seen as a key element in understanding
language learning. Framing language learning as a social process inherently implies that
learning a second language will often involve a struggle for participation in a new social
environment (Pavlenko and Lantolf 2000) where the process takes on board a host of

61



sociocultural and contextual factors that preclude discussion on subjectivity, agency, and
multiple identities. Learning through participation is an emerging process in which constructs
such as agency, voice, power, and control intermittently intertwine with societal structure.

Such a call for a more socially informed approach to the understanding of second or
foreign language learning (for example, Block 2003; Firth and Wagner 2007; Pavlenko and
Lantolf 2000; Zhu Hua et al. 2007), on one hand opened up new avenues of inquiry for
language learning studies that enabled researchers to speak to broader issues surrounding an
individual’s language learning process. The most notable shift here was the rise of
learner-focused research, where the learners’ perception of their educational experiences was
recognized to provide valuable insights in their learning process (for example, Benson and
Nunan 2005). The significance this holds for studies that followed thereafter was in its
contribution to depicting learners as a multifaceted social being. This more widely formulated
understanding of learners not only saw a need for additional theoretical constructs in the
studies of SLA and language learning, but also a necessity to re-examine its research
methodology and methods, particularly, one that has the scope to include a series of more
complex human-centered issues. With the emphasis placed on the learner, we have witnessed
the tradition of using narrative accounts in language learning research (Bell 2002; Pavlenko
2007). Here, researchers acknowledge the significance of eliciting stories from the
participants themselves, and regard them as legitimate sources of data that could complement
the more traditional empirical approaches (for example, Kanno 2003; Pavlenko and Lantolf,
2000; Norton 2000). As many leading narrative researchers have claimed narrative inquiry is
a ‘tool’ that offers alternative ways to examine issues that are otherwise inaccessible (Bruner
1986, 1990; Clandinin and Connelly 2000). Against this backdrop, identity research has relied
heavily on narratives as its main methodology and methods of inquiry.

Social constructivist and poststructuralist notion of identity

The social constructionist approach to identity is one of the key elements in applied
linguistics and contemporary language learning research. It is based on the understanding that
reality is constructed through discourse and discursive interaction. This is in sharp contrast to
the traditional line of thinking whereby the mind is presumed to reflect or ‘mirror’ the world.
Social constructionists are skeptical of the long held assumptions of reality, rationality,
objectivity and truth (Berger and Luckmann 1966). They challenge the idea that knowledge of
the world ‘as it really exists’ can be attained through scientific empirical methods (Gergen
1999). Instead, they contend that the world is not simply found or discovered, but is
constructed through the social interaction between the individual with her surroundings
through various semiotic means, mainly language. Knowledge and understanding is thus
socially constructed and grounded in its own unique historical and cultural context (Mead
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1934). Under the social constructivist paradigm, identity needs to be discussed in terms of the
following two key elements: first, identity is the result of social relations (Berger and
Luckmann 1966), and, second, that this socially constructed identity is dynamic, fluid, and
multifaceted (Blackledge and Pavlenko 2002). Let us examine how this is enacted in our
everyday life.

When you meet a person for the first time, what do we do? Very likely we would find
ourselves (either consciously or unconsciously) trying to make sense of our experience by
grouping these people into ‘categories’. We would try to identify them this way as these
categories help us to distinguish them from other people. As Woodword (2002) claims,
‘identity is essentially about differentiation’. WWe may have grouped them in terms of, for
instance, their sex, race, ethnicity, age, nationality, social class, or profession. In other words,
we tend to ascribe ‘categories’ to our interlocutors often even before a word is uttered. In the
current ‘developed’ consumer societies, people often ‘label’ others based on the clothes they
wear, the music they listen to, the movies they see, and by the books they read since cultural
and symbolic artifacts are interpreted as a manifestation of oneself. Furthermore, with
technological developments readily available to most people of developed countries, these
encounters do not necessary have to happen face-to-face; identity work can also be
electronically mediated. A good example that illustrates this point might be Wan Shun Eva
Lam’s research (2004) that documents a case study of two Hong Kong Chinese immigrants
living in California who developed new English mediated Chinese identities through their
chat room exchanges with interlocutors of an international Chinese community. In this
modern technological world, it is thus not unusual for us to find ourselves labeling our
experiences, and hence, our identities, in our attempts to construct meaning and understanding
of the world around us including ones in virtual space.

However, from the social constructionists and poststructuralist point of view, these
representations that people ascribe to others have often far more reverberating implications
than what is usually envisaged by more essentialist notions of identity. The picture is far more
complex and dynamic. Rather than ascribing a set of pre-determined categories to people, the
social constructionists and the poststructuralists understand identity to be constructed and
co-constructed as we engage in different activities. For instance, in my case, in the course of a
single day, my identity can shift from being a mother, a wife, a lecturer at a university, and a
researcher. Furthermore, | could also be, for example, a mother to my daughters, and
simultaneously, a language educator to my colleagues and students, and so forth. In other
words, in different situations with different interlocutors we are attributing different facets of
identity that could be perceived as essentially the same.

The following excerpt from Alberto Manguel’s (2007) The City of Words aptly
reflects the current poststructuralist view of identity:
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We live in a world of fluid borders and identities. The slow movements of migration
and conquest that defined the shape of the earth for thousands of years have, in the
past few decades, accelerated a hundredfold so that, as in a fast-forwarded film
nothing and no one seems to remain fixed in one place for a long time. Attached to a
certain site through birth, blood-ties, learned affection or acquired need, we
relinquish or are forced to relinquish these attachments and shift into new allegiances
and devotions that in turn will shift again, sometimes backward, sometimes forward,
away from an imagined center. These movements cause anxiety, individually and
socially. Individually, because our identity change with displacement. We leave
home forcibly or through choice, as exiles and refugees or immigrants or travelers,
threatened or persecuted in our homeland or merely attracted by other landscapes
and other civilizations. Socially, because if we stay, the place we call home changes.
....... The terrible question that the Caterpillar asks Alice in Wonderland has always
been difficult to answer; today in our kaleidoscopic universe, it has become so
precarious as to be almost meaningless: Who are You? (ibid 145)

What figures prominently in Manguel’s description here is how it can be linked to
‘ambivalence’ as some regard themselves as ‘displaced’ (Kanno 2003; Baynham and De Fina
2005). The increased potential for multiple and hybrid identities (Block 2008;
Caldas-Coulthard 2008; Kanno 2003) as a consequence of technological advancement as well
as an array of different lifestyle options offered in the current globalized world has
complicated divisions such as class, race, and gender, which have in turn, equally contributed
to an increasing sense of ambiguity towards one sense of self.

The social constructionists and poststructuralist take on identity is thus understood as
being multiple, unstatic, relational, contextually situated, and emerging in interactions within
a particular discourse. But then, how do we account for the changeable, multiple character of
one’s identity? One explanation is that unity and coherence in the diversity of our identities
can be observed if we regard that aspects of our identity are interrelated with other
dimensions of our identity. Which aspect of our ‘identities’ becomes salient is very often
contingent upon place and time (Block 2007; Omoniyi 2007). Another explanation can yet be
given by regarding identity as an ongoing narrative project, or what Giddens (1991) calls
‘biographical continuity’, in which we tell stories of our selves by weaving events from the
past, present, and projected events from the future.

Narrative and the notion of experience
The term ‘narrative’ is riddled with various interpretations, and in spite of the vast
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amount of literature on narratives in recent years, there is a lack of precision in the
terminology that surrounds this topic (for example, Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou 2008;
Elliot 2005; Riessman 2008). In order to avoid submerging ourselves in murky waters, I
would like to suggest that we understand it basically as a discourse or a way of using
language to construct stories (Bruner 1990). This holds various implications: firstly, it
indicates that narrative is a means by which individuals define and recreate themselves
through the discursive construction of identity (Martinez-Roldan 2003); secondly, it suggests
that individuals organize their experiences in terms of stories (Burr 2003)". Following the
latter, narratives are understood fundamentally as stories of experiences in this paper.

Narrative texts in previous language learning research exists in a variety of forms—
diaries, life-history, journals, language learning memoirs, on-line texts, face-to-face
interviews, and, more recently, even visual technology (photography, painting, collage, etc.)
(Page 2010)—and are subjected to various kinds of analysis. Many studies indicate that the
works in this area have become very instrumental in addressing the broader issues connected
with language learning as well as in identifying the interplay of the various ‘factors’ that could
influence the language learning process. For instance, examining diaries offers insights into
learners’ private world on how they conceptualize their language learning experiences
(Schumann 1980; Bailey 1983). Autobiographic narratives collected through ‘talks’ and
‘conversations’ with the participants have opened pathways for researchers to gain a more
comprehensive understanding on new theoretical constructs for studying language learning
such as anxiety, emotions, investment, motivation, agency, power, and, of course, identity
(Norton 2000; Angelia-Carter 1997; Harklau 1994; Heath 1983; Hunter 1997; Day 2002; Lam
2000; McKay and Wong 1996; Miller 2003; Toohey 2001; Willet 1995). Learner differences
such as beliefs and learning strategies that have traditionally followed a more empirical
approach have also been explored using narratives as exemplified in the studies by Kalaja and
Barcelos (2006) and Oxford and Green (1996). To these researchers, narrative inquiry was
attractive instruments that helped to encapsulate the ‘human essence’ involved in language
learning.

Although the list of studies using narrative inquiry here is, of course, not exhaustive,
the common thread that runs throughout these works is its focus on narrative as experience. In
fact, many academics in narrative research have regarded experience as the distinguishing
feature that separates narratives from other kinds of qualitative study (for example, Clandinin
and Connelly 2000; Riessman 2008; Ricoeur 1984, 1991; Goodson et al. 2010). In the

I Many academics tend to use ‘stories’ and ‘narratives’ interchangeably, but a characteristic
feature of narrative that distinguishes it from stories lies in its flexibility to encompass
narrative structure as well as the manner and circumstances of the telling: in other words,
the what as well as Aow the story is/was told.
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experience—centered approach, narratives are the means of human sense-making: human
beings create meaning from their experiences both individually and socially (Bruner 1986,
1990; Polkinghorne 1991). Connelly and Clandinin (1990), for instance, have argued that
narrative inquiry stems from an understanding of human experience in which humans, both
individually and socially, lead storied lives. It is ‘storied’ in the way that people make sense of
who they are and others are as they interpret their past in terms of these stories to talk about
their present selves as well as their future selves. Narrativization is not only about people
telling their past experience, but how individuals understand those experiences, and in thereby
ascribing meanings to those actions (Clandinin and Connelly 1994). People draw together
disconnected experiences (including actions or events), and provide meanings to them. As
Cananave (2007) notes, ‘it is this power of narrative to ascribe meaning to parts, and to
configure them into wholes, that define narrative as a meaning-making phenomenon’ (ibid
18).

An example of how narrative provided meaning to one of my participants’ language
learning experience can be illustrated in the following extract where she talks about her first

‘encounter’ with English:

Mieko: My mother used to play a lot of songs from Disney movies — we went to
Disneyland, watched Disney movies, and she bought me a lot of things with Mickey
and Minnie on it. It stirred up my interest in listening to those Disney songs, and she
would play it quite often. Come to think of it now, I think she was trying to expose me
to a different kind of sound and rhythm than the one | was used to: English !l It was
fun ! (author’s emphasis in italics).

From this short, simple excerpt from the interview transcription, we see my participant trying
to make sense of her mother’s actions in encouraging my participant to listen to English songs
back in her early childhood. By referring to this episode, and narrating it, my participant was
connecting or weaving parts of her language learning experience into meaningful larger
chunks as a way to construct a sense of coherence from her many fragmented memories of her
experiences in learning English. Narratives constitutes past experience at the same time as it
suggest ways for individuals to make sense of the past which may set a direction for their
future learning.

Social nature of experience

Founded on the understanding of narratives as experience and as means for human
meaning-making, narrative inquiry is not only about personal or individual experiences, but it
also emphasizes the social, cultural, and historical context in which individuals’ experiences
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are formed, including how identities are constructed, shaped and expressed. The
experience-centered approach to narratives is in fact highly influenced by Deweyan ontology
of experience (1938), in particular, his two principles of continuity and interaction. Dewey’s
continuity concerns not only the immediate context, but also on how to draw connections
among experiences (Johnson and Golombeck 2002) or how past experiences fashion the way
individuals interpret new life circumstances, or how new experience changes the way how
experiences could be understood. Experience is not just a mental state, but also the
interactions of the individuals with the environment (interaction). Understanding narratives as
experience implies that narratives are not simply individual productions, but includes a social
dimension as well. Personal experiences need to be grounded in light of the participants’
wider social and historical context (Riessman 1993, 2008). Furthermore, as Pavlenko (2002)
states the social aspect not only encompasses the relationship between the story teller and the
interlocutor, but also the site of the telling or the interview. Through ‘stories’ told, ‘the
interrelationship of time, space and social context surfaces, and the influence which these
contexts have on lived experiences and identity formation can thus be explored’ (ibid 215). In
one of her earlier works back in 1993, Riessman (2008) also highlights this point:

The story is being told to particular people; it might have taken a different form if
someone else were the listener. In this case, | am not simply representing the
experience on the beach from some neutral place, but in a specific conversation with
a mentor or friend and his partner, who mean something to me. In telling about an
experience, | am also creating a self — how | want to be known by them. (ibid 11)

This hint at the multiple layering of narrative research, which lead Clandinin and Connelly
(2000) to frame narrative inquiry into the following three dimensions that are grounded in
Dewey’s principles of interaction and continuity: temporality, sociality and place. The
emerging stories of lived experiences of the participants are akin to a rich tapestry of human
experience and emotions. As research this is a challenging and complex one to explore. It
called for a framework that would enable researchers to present the participants’ stories or
experiences into analyzable data. For this purpose, | draw on the Three-Dimensional Space
Narrative Structure (Table 1).
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Table 1:

The Three-Dimensional Space Narrative Structure (adapted from Clandinin and Connelly

2000)

Interaction (Sociality)

Temporality (Continuity)

Personal:

Look inward to internal
conditions such as desires,
feelings, and hopes.

Social:

Look outward to existential
conditions in the
environment with  other

people and their intentions,
purposes, assumptions, and
points of view.

Past:

Look backward to
remembered experiences,
feelings, stories  form
earlier times.

Present:

Look at current

experiences, feelings, and
stories, relating to actions
of an event.

Future:

Look forward to implied

Situation/Place:

Look at context, time and
place situated in a physical
landscape or setting with
topological and spatial
boundaries with characters’
intentions, purposes, and
different points of view.

possible experiences and
plot lines.

The first commonplace, temporality refers to Dewey’s notion of continuity in that
experience can move backwards and forwards; it has a past, a present, and a future reference:

the idea that experiences grow out of other experiences, and experiences lead to further
experiences. Wherever one positions oneself in that continuum—the imaged now,
some imagined past, or some imagined future—each point has a past experiential base
and leads to an experiential future (Clandinin and Connelly 2000:2).

Whatever is under study, be it events, people or objects, it is in temporal transition. Time here
encompasses the co-existence of ‘futurity and past in the present, the reconstruction of the
past by new presents, and the projection of the present into the future imaginings’ (Stanley
1992; Steedman 1987 in Andrews et al. 2008). Every experience takes up something from the
past and present, and takes it to the future experiences. As Dewey describes, in this respect,
experience is something that ‘stretches’ both temporally and spatially. The second dimension,
sociality, overlaps with Dewey’s understanding of interaction where individuals are always in
interaction with their surroundings. There is a simultaneous concern with both the personal
and the social conditions. ‘Personal’ refers to the desires, hopes, feelings of an individual,
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while on the other hand, ‘social’ points towards the environment, surrounding factors and
forces. Finally, situation/place put emphasis on the place and context where events and
inquiry take hold.

One of the features of narrative research is thus to disassemble how an individual’s
engagement with the social world impacts social relationship and individual agency in
forming identities. It illuminates the interplay of social, historical and spatial contexts in
constructing and living and perceiving individual lives. The three-dimensionality of
experience would thus serve well in describing the participants’ stories in narrative-oriented
studies as they talk about their past experiences, both on a personal as well as on a social
level; their recollection of the past and how it was re-interpreted in the present situation as
well as how they looked into the future, and how it can or will influence them in forging their
identities. Narratives thus construct stories of lived experience within the narrative
dimensions of time, place, and personal-social relationship. Narratives are thus considered to
be an appropriate strategy since it translates the participants’ stories in all their complexity
and richness into analyzable data.

Narrative studies and identity

The focal purpose of this paper is to discuss why narrative inquiry appears to be
particularly suited to explore one’s identity construction. In fact, many academics interested in
the construct of identity (for example, Bruner 2001; Elliot 2005; Mishler 2006) argue the
importance of narrative by explicating that identity is located in narratives told:

Narratives and life stories are prime settings for identity construction (Schiffrin
2006).

When telling stories, we convey to others a sense of who we are, of our beliefs and
values (Bastos and Oliveria 2006).

Without recourse to narration, the problem of personal identity would be in fact
condemned to antimony with no solution (Ricoeur 1991)

Here, identity is understood to be constructed in the stories we narrate and re-narrate to
ourselves as well as to others. It involves the reconstruction of a person’s experience in
relation both to the other and to a social milieu (Clandinin and Connelly 2000). ldentity in
poststructularist discourse no longer regards identity as ‘given or innate’, individuals must
now construct who they are and how they want to be known in a particular discourse. Identity
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IS seen as something that emerges out of what is said and done: people attempt to create a link
to explain events and experiences in their lives. The process of narrating experience is not
merely a communication tool, but also one that allows to negotiate and/or make meaning out
of it. This is perhaps the reason why narratives is particularly suited for identity studies as
suggested by many researchers (Block 2007; Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004; Pavlenko and
Lantolf 2000; Riessman 1993, 2008; Ricento 2005). As Kanno (2003) and others have
claimed narrative is what connects our fragmented, multiple identities since however
fragmented one’s identities are, there is a natural desire within us to connect our multiple
identities in order to provide a sense of self:

Tapping into issues of identity, how one views oneself and relates to the world
around one, requires an inquiry into people’s experiences and mean making, and an
inquiry into those areas calls for the use of narrative.(ibid 11)

Dyer and Keller-Cohen echoes Kanno above by explaining that narratives are an instrumental
device in bonding these different selves (Dyer and Keller-Cohen 2000; Linde 1993; Ochs &
Capps 2001):

Narrative .... unites the selves of our past with those of the present, and even with the
projected selves of the future..... bringing together in a coherent fashion differing
versions, each narrative providing the authors with a deep sense of understanding.
This characteristic of narrative is an important means of (re) construction of identity,
an outward manifestation of the ‘reflexive project of the self’... which is sustained
through a continuous process of reflection and revision. (Dyer and Keller-Cohen
2000: 285).

Another important feature to the narrative construction of oneself is that narratives
are not complete stories. They only provide opportunities to unify one’s various selves. This is
more understandable if narrative inquiry is viewed with respect to what Mishler (2006, 2008)
coins as the ‘experiential/narrative mode of time’. Mishler (2008:34) makes a distinction by
proposing different types of time and temporal order: clock/chronological vs.
experiential/narrative modes of time. The former tends to understand experience as a series of
events or simply lists (Labov and Waltesky 1967), where the latter views experiences as
stories. The experiential/narrative model of time criticizes the conventional representation of
clock-time where events are lined-up in sequence one after the other. Mishler ‘emphasizes the
significance of a plot, as a governing how a sequence of events are made into story. .... a
plot establishes human action not only within time, ... but within memory’ (2008:33 ). The
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‘plot’ is what people rely on to make sense of their lives, and construct coherent identities
through the stories they tell and retell (Clandinin and Connelly 1990; Polkinghore 1984;
Ricouer 1980). For example, Jill Bell (1997), following her own trajectory as an adult learner
of Chinese, describes the several stages through which she progresses. However, in one
version of her story, she presents herself as a failure, but in another, she recasts the same
experience in a more positive light. In other words, the ‘events’ did not change, but there was
a shift in the way she constructed herself as a Chinese learner. This exemplifies that the past is,
S0 to speak, not always set in stone: ‘The meanings of events and experience is constantly
being reframed within the contexts of our current and ongoing lives’ (Mishler 2008:37)2.
Bell’s case demonstrates that narrative construction of identity allows narrators to flexibly
‘adjust’ their narratives depending, perhaps, on who it is told to or the circumstances that the
story was narrated in. Meaning of an event or experience is contingent on subsequent
occurrences. There is the possibility that future events will change the interpretation of
meanings of events in the past. Thus, to put it differently, although narratives act as coherence
making devices, they also reflect the complex, never-ending struggle of identity construction.

Conclusion

The main purpose of this paper was to explicate why a narrative oriented approach is
suitable in identity research by putting into perspective 1) how narrative study is situated in
current language research, 2) how narrative inquiry is understood in this paper, and finally 3)
how narrative tradition can be a vehicle for identity research. However, a narrative oriented
approaches in identity studies is adopted not only because it informs us of the participants’
experiences, but also because it can become powerful ‘tools’ that uncover the deeply
embedded values and assumptions that even the tellers themselves may not sometimes be
aware of (Bell 2002). At times, what people leave out in their accounts can bring to surface
and offer us important insights into their experiences that otherwise could remain concealed.
Furthermore, framed in the three-dimensional space of narratives, they would allow one to
interpret an individual’s identity construction in broader terms by viewing it not only as the
result of an individual activity, but also as a consequence from its interaction with the social
milieu. Narrativity is thus a process which encompasses a person, situation of the telling, and
the larger socio-cultural meanings, which are vital and crucial elements to consider in
researching identity.

2 By referring to his idea of narrative knowledging, Barkhuzen (2011) furthers the
understanding that narrative is a co-construction (or the meaning-making activity) between
the researcher and the participant that accompanies the retelling of the story.
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