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ABSTRACT 

Somewhere “In Between”: Languages and Identities  

of Three Japanese International School Students 

Hanako Okada 

Doctor of Education 

Temple University, 2009 

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Dwight Atkinson 

 

This study is a situated qualitative investigation of the multiple languages and 

identities of three Japanese international school students in Japan. These students had no 

foreign heritage or experience living outside Japan, but had been educated completely in 

English-medium international schools since kindergarten. In effect, they had been 

socialized into another culture and language without leaving Japan—a relatively 

monolingual and monocultural country.  

The participants’ complex linguistic situations and identities were investigated using 

narrative inquiry over a period of 19 months. Their narratives, gathered primarily by 

interviews, were supplemented by observations, interviews of those close to them, and 

other data sources. Using postmodernist-influenced concepts as analytical lenses, I was 

able to bring to light the students’ complex views on language and identity emerging 

from their unique linguistic and cultural experiences. 
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 The students in this study revealed that one does not necessarily belong to a single 

dominant culture or have a single “first language.” These students felt most comfortable 

with their multiple cultures and languages in a third space (Bhabha, 1994), and they 

actively took part in creating their own hybrid cultures, languages, and identities.   

 The students’ hybrid languages and identities were nurtured and secure within the 

international school community. However, once outside this community, the students 

realized the complexities within themselves, requiring that they learn to negotiate their 

identities, as identity crucially involves location and relationships with others. When they 

were able to visualize their futures as bilingual/bicultural individuals, their identities 

became somewhat clearer and less contested. At that point, they felt that their linguistic 

and cultural hybridity was not entirely an obstacle, but something that they could also use 

to their advantage. It was when they had to make either-or choices between cultures, 

languages, and identities that they felt troubled or deficient.  

 Through their narratives, the participants revealed the extent to which static 

categories and monolithic notions of language and culture were imposed upon them, and 

how these affected their understanding and perceptions of themselves. In conclusion, I 

interrogate such static views and urge researchers, educators, and bilingual/bicultural 

individuals to view languages and identities in more complex ways.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: FROM MY STORY TO THEIR STORIES 

 

 In this study, I examine the language and identity of three Japanese international 

school students in Japan. These students had no foreign experience outside Japan, but 

had been educated completely in English-medium international schools since 

kindergarten. Through investigating their life stories and individual perspectives, their 

complex linguistic situations and identities will be illuminated. What can they tell us 

about language and identity? How do their complex situations cast light on the 

phenomenon of bilingualism and biculturalism in international schools?  

 Most international schools in Japan were founded to provide foreign (i.e., 

non-Japanese) students with an English-language education (Kite, 2001). Alongside such 

students, there is now a solid student population of Japanese “returnees”—typically 

children of Japanese nationals who have spent a number of years in a foreign country. 

More recently, an increasing number of Japanese students with no experience living 

abroad are also enrolled in these schools (Kite, 2001; T. Ochs, 1993). Unlike the 

returnees, who have foreign educational backgrounds and often identify with their former 

host countries, these students only know the cultural context of the international school 

and Japan. In attending an international school, they are socialized into another culture 

and language without leaving their country. This is the case for the three main 

participants in this study. 
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 In order to explain why I decided to conduct this study, I first describe my own 

background, as the idea for this study emerged from my own experience. Second, I 

discuss the professional rationale for conducting this study. Third, I discuss the academic 

significance of this study. Fourth and finally, I describe the organization of this study. 

 

Personal Rationale for Research 

My Background as a Bilingual  

 I am a Japanese citizen. I am Japanese by blood and by nationality. I have been 

living in Japan for most of my life. I look Japanese, I have a common Japanese name, 

and I am a highly proficient speaker of the language. I feel that I understand Japanese 

norms, customs, and culture. I feel that I am capable of fitting into these norms, customs, 

and culture as well. By all such criteria, I appear to be “Japanese.” On the other hand, I 

spent six years of my childhood abroad. I have been speaking English since age five. I 

have been completely educated in English in international schools all my life and it is my 

dominant academic language. English is not just a foreign language to me. Although I do 

not consider myself a “native” English speaker,1 I feel that this language that I have been 

speaking from a young age has become a fundamental and inseparable part of me. I 

cannot imagine life without speaking English. I believe that a large part of my identity 

has been constructed around being an English speaker. 

                                                        
 1 Being a Japanese national, according to some views, I am not a native English 
speaker (V. Cook, 2007). This is not to say that the issue of “nativeness” is that simple— 
it is highly complex. This issue will be explored further in this study. 
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 My background may appear unique, but I fit into a now fairly conventional 

category of Japanese English speakers—returnees, or kikokushijo, i.e., children of 

Japanese nationals who have spent years abroad. The label kikokushijo appears to be a 

default explanation for features, such as English proficiency and notable mannerisms, a 

returnee may have in comparison to other Japanese. When I am asked why I attended an 

international school in Japan, I usually answer “because I am a returnee,” followed by “I 

lived abroad for six years.” This response seems to satisfy those who made the inquiry— 

further explanations are not needed. It also provides a simple answer to questions I 

sometimes ask myself, such as “Why did my parents send me to an international 

school?” and “Why am I as I am?”  

 

In Search of an Identity 

 As just mentioned, I fall under the category of returnee. Perhaps that label justified 

my attending an international school in Japan, but there is an increasing number of 

Japanese students in international schools who have never left the country. These 

students start attending international schools from kindergarten and never experience 

Japanese formal education. Where do they belong culturally and linguistically? The point 

here is not to categorize or label, but to ask the questions, “Where do they belong?” and 

“How do they see themselves?” because even I, with my “returnee” label, often feel that 

I am floating without a cultural and linguistic sense of belonging.  
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 Although one’s life is full of indeterminacies and contradictions, it appears to be a 

human universal that one longs for a sense of belonging—to identify oneself as a 

member of one or more larger communities (cf. Casanave, 2002; Kanno, 2003b).2 

Language and cultural background may provide such membership. But what happens 

when one is “between” languages and cultures? I feel that I have experienced and still 

continue to experience an “identity crisis” (Erikson, 1968, p. 15) because I do not have a 

sense of exclusively belonging to a single culture and language. I believe that a large part 

of this crisis is rooted in the fact that I am linguistically situated between languages. I 

feel like I am not a legitimate member of any single language community. This is related 

to the fact that I feel that my English is not as good as that of native English speakers, 

and I cannot write kanji (Chinese characters) like those who were educated in Japanese 

schools. I feel that I am not good enough. Aside from such feelings of inferiority, I do 

not know where I belong. I do not know who I am. I feel lost between cultures. I feel that 

if I belong anywhere, it is in the gray zone.  

 Some of my international school peers express similar concerns, suggesting to me 

that the issue is fairly common and prominent. For example, a friend who is also a 

returnee and international school graduate expressed her uncertainty about her identity 

quite clearly in an interview that I conducted for a different study (Okada, 2006b):  

By blood I’m fully Japanese. I don’t feel that I am though, because I’ve been 
to so many different places and international schools. Now I work in an 
international school. However, when I go to the States, I don’t feel that I 
belong there either… Well, I guess there’s still a big part of me that’s 

                                                        
 2 The point here is not whether such membership actually exists. My intent is to 
point out the desire one may have for such membership.  
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Japanese. But a half of me doesn’t really belong to their culture or the way of 
thinking, and there’s part of me that doesn’t agree with the Japanese way. But 
then, if I were to say ‘who am I?’ it’s really hard to say. I feel like I’m an 
accumulation of different cultures. (p.123) 
 

 The feeling of uncertainty that my peers and I experience can be traced back to our 

experiences abroad. Understanding one’s complex identities may be even more 

challenging when one is exposed to different cultures and languages without leaving 

one’s country.   

 

My Experience as an International School Teacher 

Two of the participants in this study are my former students. I was their pre-first 

grade teacher in their international school. I should add here that their presence was one 

of the reasons that I undertook this study. They were the only Japanese citizens in the 

class of 18 students. (In fact, there were two others, but they had dual citizenship because 

their parents were international couples.) I remembered the challenges that they and other 

students like them had faced when they were in my pre-first grade class. They were in a 

classroom with other Japanese speakers, but they had to speak only in English. Obviously, 

the ones who were weak in English struggled the most in that situation. At the time, they 

made me wonder whether an international school was really a suitable option for such 

students. This was because, unlike the foreign students, the Japanese students had plenty 

of other schools that they could attend.  

 The words of another of my students had often echoed in my mind when I faced a 

Japanese student who was struggling in the international school. Here are his words as I 
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recorded them at the time in my journal: Encouraged to speak English and not Japanese 

by another teacher, four-year old Hiro said angrily in perfect English: “I am Japanese and 

this is Japan! Why do I have to speak English!?” (September 16, 1991 entry).3 Although 

he called himself “Japanese,” Hiro’s father was American, and he had dual citizenship. 

He was raised bilingually, and he spoke both English and Japanese fluently. However, I 

felt that his words articulate what many Japanese students go through in international 

schools in Japan. I saw many other young Japanese students struggling to understand 

why they had to speak English and not Japanese. 

 As a result of being educated in English in an international school over the years, 

these students eventually became very good speakers of English, and some eventually 

even claimed that their stronger language was English. I wondered how these students 

perceive themselves and their languages. What are the evolving identities of such 

students like? What kind of influence does the international school experience bring to 

the students’ identities and languages? How do they make sense of their bilingual and 

bicultural identities? How do they answer the question: Who am I?  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
 3 All names used in this study are pseudonyms. 
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Professional Rationale for Research 

Bilingual Identity in the Absence of Mobility 

 Identity has been a highly popular topic in the fields of second language acquisition 

and applied linguistics, as well as elsewhere in the social sciences (Block, 2007b; Hansen 

& Liu, 1997; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004a; Ricento, 2005). In the past decade in 

particular, studies of language and identity have suggested that an individual’s multiple 

group memberships such as linguistic and cultural background need to be examined as a 

whole in terms of how they influence one’s individual sense of identity. 

 Much of the literature on identity has focused on migrants who have left their home 

countries (e.g., Block, 2006; Martin-Jones & Heller, 1996; Norton, 1997, 2000; Norton 

Peirce, 1995a; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004b). Those who immigrate to a second 

language (L2) culture are expected to assimilate to the languages, cultures, rules, and 

norms of their new environment (Block, 2007b). How individuals come to terms with 

their changing identities as a result of their migrant experience is the focus of these 

studies. The same applies to the literature on migrants’ children, such as studies on the 

third culture kids and kikokushijo (Japanese returnees) (e.g., Eakin, 1999; Kanno, 2003b; 

Kano Podolsky, 2004; Pollock & Van Reken, 1999). These studies focus on the children’s 

experience in a foreign country and how it affects their language and identity. However, 

there are also an increasing number of individuals who face similar experiences as 

migrants without leaving their own country. These are local students in international 

schools, such as my participants.  
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Bilingual Identity within a Monolingual Society 

 Within studies of language and identity, there seems to be a general assumption that 

one belongs in a single dominant culture and has a clearly identifiable first language. The 

participants in this study reveal that such is not always the case.  

 In this study, I examine language and identity from the vantage point of childhood 

bilinguals in a relatively monolingual society, Japan, where English continues to be a 

foreign language, rather than a second language. Many of the participants in studies of 

language and identity are immigrants to multilingual societies, such as the U.S. and 

England (e.g., Block, 2006; Norton, 1997, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995a; Pavlenko, 2004). 

As Block (2007a) pointed out, many of the studies of language and identity concern how 

the participants develop their identification within English speaking communities, and 

there are few on foreign language learning contexts.  

 

Narratives of Ongoing Experiences 

 This study is based on the narratives of my three participants, who have attended 

international schools in Japan. Studies of Japanese international schools are limited, and 

there are even fewer studies that focus on locally born and raised students. Furthermore, I 

know of no studies based on the first-person accounts of the students themselves. This 

study fills a gap in the literature in that it discusses language and identity from the 

perspectives of these local international school students—students who are intensively 
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socialized into an all-English educational community, while at the same time receiving 

their educations wholly in Japan.  

 Whereas many studies of language and identity are based on retrospective, 

after-the-fact accounts by the participants, this study is similar to the work by Kanno 

(1997, 2003b) in the sense that it is based on the participants’ ongoing experiences. Two 

of the participants were high school juniors when this study began, and another was a 

sophomore in college. Because the college student attended an English-medium 

international department in a college in Japan, her college life was very much an 

extension of her international school days. Using narrative inquiry, this study captures the 

lived experiences of the participants as they experienced their complex linguistic and 

cultural situations.  

 

Significance of This Study 

 This study contributes to inquiry on identity and bilingualism, in terms of both 

content and approaches to research. Through exploring the concept of identity, I seek to 

explain why and how the participants came to perceive themselves in certain ways. 

Additionally, the relationship between the participants’ identities and their perception 

towards their languages will be examined, thus contributing to the field of bilingualism.  

 As a study focusing on international school students, it will help teachers, 

administrators, and parents understand the international school students’ experiences and 

perspectives. The narratives of the three participants describe their experiences and their 
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inner voices that may not be revealed in environments such as home or school. The 

participants’ in-depth accounts enable the readers to experience a slice of their lives.  

 This study also provides insights to those who feel caught between languages and 

identities, and offer fuller understandings of such people to those who associate with 

them. 

 

Organization of This Study 

 In Chapter 2, I introduce the concepts that frame this study. I first discuss 

postmodernism as my general research orientation. I follow by discussing recent 

conceptualizations of the notion of identity. Finally, I introduce certain key concepts in 

the area of bilingualism.  

 Chapter 3 reviews the literature relevant to this study. I first cover identity studies 

in the field of second language acquisition. Second, I discuss the literature on third 

culture kids and kikokushijo. Third, I provide an overview of international schools, and 

then discuss the literature on international schools in Japan. Fourth, I introduce the 

research questions of this study.  

 Chapter 4 discusses the research strategies and resources that I employed as I 

conducted this study. I first introduce situated qualitative research and narrative inquiry. 

Second, I describe the study participants and my positionality as a researcher. Third, I 

explain the types of data gathered in this study. Fourth, I explain how the data were 

analyzed and written up.  
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 Chapter 5 provides an empirical profile of three international schools, including 

how the schools’ administrators view their students. The purpose of this chapter is to 

provide an updated description of the general educational background of my three 

participants and students like them, in order to better contextualize their experiences and 

stories.  

 Chapters 6, 7, and 8 are narrative chapters describing each of the three focal 

participants, respectively. Each chapter is divided into two sections. The first section is 

based on their life stories, and the second section focuses on their views of their 

languages and identities.  

 Chapter 9 provides an analysis of the narratives featured in the preceding three 

chapters, as interpreted through the lenses of the conceptual framework introduced in 

Chapter 2.  

 Chapter 10 summarizes the findings of this study, discusses its potential 

significance to researchers and educators, presents its limitations, and provides 

suggestions for future research. I close by providing a brief updated description of my 

three participants.  
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CHAPTER 2 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 In order to make sense out of dynamic, complex, and abstract phenomena such as 

identity, and in order to relate what I have heard, seen, and understood to others, I draw 

on a set of theoretical concepts to inform this study. Wenger (1998) captured the 

importance of having a stable set of terms to describe important concepts: “Having a 

systematic vocabulary… make[s] a difference. An adequate vocabulary is important 

because the concepts we use to make sense of the world direct both our perception and 

our actions” (p. 8).  

 In this chapter, I first briefly describe postmodernism as the general orientation that 

I have adopted in this study. I follow that by discussing the other concepts that are 

indispensable to this study. The first three concepts are related in that they center around 

the theme of identity: cultural identity, globalization (as one of the processes causing 

alteration in cultural identity), and hybridity (as a form of identity emerging from 

processes such as globalization). Some of the discussions of the concepts overlap 

substantially as well. I then introduce a set of concepts centering around the theme of 

bilingualism. I first discuss concepts from the more traditional view of bilingualism, 

focusing on the monolingual view of bilingualism and the native speaker construct. I then 

discuss the concepts from the alternative view of bilingualism, focusing on the bilingual 

view and the notion of multi-competence. The concepts related to bilingualism are 
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different from the concepts related to identity in that they focus on language, and are not 

as abstract or theoretical. However, they also relate to the topic of identity in the sense 

that they concern the effects of the languages one uses on one’s sense of self. Moreover, 

the discussions from the alternative view are in line with the first three concepts in the 

sense that they problematize the more traditional, totalizing way of looking at individuals 

that emanates from a “modern” worldview (D. Atkinson, 1999, in progress; Richardson 

& St. Pierre, 2005).   

 

Postmodernism as General Orientation1 

 The perspective from which I view the issues in this study emerges from 

postmodernism. Postmodernism is defined in various ways within numerous disciplines 

(Edgar & Sedgwick, 2002; Lin, 2008; Sarup, 1993; P. Smith, 2001). For the purpose of 

this study, I employ Lyotard’s (1984) definition of postmodernism as “incredulity 

towards meta-narratives” (p. xxiv), which signifies “a broad program of questioning 

received knowledge, or naturalized discursive formations and ideologies” (D. Atkinson, 

1999, p. 631).2 This line of thinking was a reaction to the totalizing worldview 

                                                        
 1 The terms postmodernism and poststructuralism are often used synonymously. 
However, in my study I choose to use the term postmodernism to describe a broader 
domain than poststructuralism, which is often seen as a refinement, outgrowth, or 
critique of structuralism (D. Atkinson, in progress; Edgar & Sedgwick, 2002; P. Smith, 
2001). 
 
 2 It is through Lyotard’s (1984) work, The Postmodern Condition, that 
postmodernism became identified with the critique of received, totalizing, universal 
knowledge as well as foundationalism (Sarup, 1993).  
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characterizing the “period of ‘modernity’ in Western society and culture that began with 

the 18th-century Enlightenment” (D. Atkinson, in progress, ch. 5, p. 26).  

 The postmodern line of thinking became more salient to me as I studied different 

research approaches. I resonate with Belcher and Hirvela (2005) in their study of 

graduate students writing qualitative dissertations, when they comment on the uncertain, 

emergent, reflexive, and sensitive nature of qualitative research:  

Whenever they [qualitative researchers] enter a new research project, they can 
never be sure of what will emerge, how their own subject positions, or 
vantage points, will help or hinder them, or what impact their empathetic 
engagements with participants as individual thinking, feeling, seldom 
problem-free people will have on them. (p. 202)  
 

 Given this unpredictability, I felt hesitant about entering the field of my study with a 

prescriptive set of theories. I was afraid that I might end up looking for what would fit in 

those prefixed patterns. I wanted the field to show me what would emerge from it. 

However, I also realized the need to employ a framework as a way to make explicit my 

beliefs and assumptions. These two ideas became a source of tension within me. Edgar 

and Sedgwick (2002) mentioned that postmodernism “seeks to overcome the limitations 

of traditional conventions by searching for new strategies for the project of describing 

and interpreting experience” (p. 296). Along the same lines, Richardson (in Richardson 

& St. Pierre, 2005) stated that “poststructuralism… permits—even invites or incites—us 

to reflect on our method and to explore new ways of knowing” (p. 962). The tension that 

I felt may well have been a yearning for such new strategies to engage with my 

participants, and to interpret and describe their lives. So my reluctance to engage with 
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prescriptive theory and method can actually be regarded as a way of thinking, or a 

conceptual perspective in itself. That is, my problem with prescriptive theory and method 

may be similar to the way postmodernists problematize rational, totalizing worldviews.3 

However, problems aren’t only troubling—they can also be generative. As Lyotard 

(1984) mentioned, “invention is always born of dissension” (p. xxv). For example, most 

of the theoretical concepts that I discuss in this chapter emerged through problematizing 

the traditional interpretation of the terms. 

 Another reason why I am drawn to postmodernism is that it directs our attention to 

change, individuality, instability, and fragmentation. In the words of Lyotard (1984), 

“postmodern knowledge… refines our sensitivity to difference and reinforces our ability 

to tolerate the incommensurable” (p. xxv). I do not view my participants and my research 

site as static or absolute. I am looking for individuality and particularity in my 

participants within their local contexts. What they say changes and may even contradict 

previous statements at times. I am also aware that my interpretation (as well as anyone 

else’s) is that of an individual, and thus it is also partial, fragmented, and subject to 

change (cf. D. Atkinson, 2005; Hall, 1990; Haraway, 1988; Rosaldo, 1993). However, 

once again, such partialness is not simply problematic. According to Richardson (in 

Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005), our capacity to know is not diminished by adopting a 

postmodernist position, it has only changed:  

                                                        
 3 D. Atkinson (in progress) mentions that “the rejection of systematicity itself 
ironically suggests a certain systematic or common or core of thought,” but “this irony is 
thoroughly postmodernist” (ch. 5, p. 3).  



 

 16 

A postmodernist position does allow us to know “something” without 
claiming to know everything. Having a partial, local, and historical knowledge 
is still knowing. In some ways, “knowing” is easier, however, because 
postmodernism recognizes the situational limitations of the knower. They 
[qualitative writers] can eschew the questionable metanarrative of scientific 
objectivity and still have plenty to say as situated speakers, subjectivities 
engaged in knowing/telling about the world as they perceive it. (p. 961) 
 

 Richardson follows this statement by summarizing what postmodernism suggests to 

qualitative writers: “First, it directs us to understand ourselves reflexively as persons 

writing from particular positions at specific times. Second, it frees us from trying to write 

a single text in which everything is said at once to everyone” (p. 962). I agree with 

Pennycook’s (1994) statement that, “while we cannot know ourselves or the world 

around us in any objective fashion, we nevertheless need to ask how it is we come to 

think as we do” (p. 134). It is through my situated knowledge (Haraway, 1988) and 

reflexivity (Bochner, 2002; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Ramanathan & Atkinson, 

1999; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005; Tierney, 2002) that I attempt to explore the research 

questions of my study, and to explain “how it is we [I] come to think as we [I] do” 

(Pennycook, 1994, p. 134).  

 The theoretical concepts that I introduce below are complex in nature. They attempt 

to capture fluid and abstract phenomena. They may also be regarded as controversial or 

non-standard, as they challenge conventional or traditional interpretations of these terms. 

I believe that a part of the difficulty in the discussion of these concepts is at the level of 

language and terms. Terms are limited and constraining in that they draw otherwise 

unnecessary lines and distinctions, fixing fluid and dynamic concepts and processes into 
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static notions. Terms can also be troubling because their definitions may vary widely.4 

However terms also do afford in the sense that they serve as a placeholder for complex, 

abstract, and possibly esoteric ideas, and provide a window into complexity. However 

limited—and limiting—terms and language may be, they are something we cannot do 

without (cf. Pennycook, 2007).  

 Although some of the authors cited below do not explicitly mention postmodernism, 

I believe that the concepts they discuss are influenced by or at least in line with 

postmodernist thinking to a substantial degree.  

 

Identity-Related Concepts 

 In recent years, the topic of identity has been discussed and developed across a 

number of fields from a postmodern perspective (Hall, 1990, 1992, 1996; Lin, 2008; 

Mercer, 1990; P. Smith, 2001). Such discussions have been critical of the view that 

identity is a fixed and unified construct. In line with such discussions, I believe that 

identities are complex and heterogeneous (Hall, 1990, 1992, 1996; Lin, 2008; Weeks, 

1990). I follow Lyotard’s (1984) idea that individuals are the nodes where different 

discursive practices intersect. Drawing from Wittgenstein’s notion of language games, 

Lyotard stated that, 

the social subject itself seems to dissolve in… [the] dissemination of language 
games. The social bond is linguistic, but it is not woven with a single thread. It 

                                                        
 4 An example of extended debates regarding terms can be seen in the discussions 
on the concept of culture (e.g., D. Atkinson, 1999, in progress; Brightman, 1995; Clifford 
1992; Keesing, 1994). 
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is a fabric formed by the intersection of at least two (and in reality an 
indeterminate number) of language games, obeying different rules. (p. 40)  
 

 Lyotard referred to “language games” as different discourses that make up a 

society’s knowledge (Malpas, 2003). In other words, in place of the metanarratives (such 

as universal truths, norms, and objective rationality) that functioned as a binding force 

for the individual or the society, the individual him/herself came to be perceived as the 

site where multiple discursive practices intersect. 

 With the meeting of different discursive practices, identities are regarded as 

complex, and also far from neutral. Weeks (1990) explained why this is the case:  

Behind the quest for identity are different, and often conflicting values. By 
saying who we are, we are also striving to express what we are, what we 
believe and what we desire. The problem is that these beliefs, needs and 
desires are often patently in conflict, not only between different communities 
but within individuals themselves. (p. 89) 
 

The attempts to express who we are within such conflicting beliefs, needs, and desires, 

can be viewed as an endless production (Hall, 1990). Thus identities are not only 

complex and heterogeneous, but also continuously in-flux.    

 

Cultural Identity 

 For the purposes of this study, I draw from Hall (1990, 1996) on conceptualizing 

identity as the on-going, unstable, easily fragmented ways that people position 

themselves under the conscious or unconscious influences of how they are positioned or 

subjected. How they are positioned affects the varying degrees of agency that they have. 
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The ways in which they are positioned are often understood in relation to what it is 

not—not American, not male, and not a native English speaker, for example.  

 I find Hall’s (1990) two definitions of cultural identity to be useful for my study, as 

one is what I believe that my participants mean when they use the word “identity,” and 

the other is in line with the way that I intend to discuss issues of identity in this study. 

The first definition expresses how identity is commonly understood, and the second 

definition discusses identities in-flux, briefly mentioned above.  

 When I recall the ways that my participants have referred to the term identity, 

judging from the context, I believe that what they meant is in line with Hall’s (1990) first 

definition of cultural identity:  

The first position defines ‘cultural identity’ in terms of one shared culture, a 
sort of collective ‘one true self’… which people with a shared history and 
ancestry hold in common. Within the terms of this definition, our cultural 
identities reflect the common historical experiences and shared cultural codes 
which provide us, as ‘one people’, with stable, unchanging and continuous 
frames of reference and meaning. (p. 223, italics added) 
 

This first definition, in which identity is viewed as unifying, could be called the default 

definition of identity. This seems to agree with standard usage: of the eight definitions 

referring to the word identity in the dictionary, the first three include the words “same,” 

“sameness,” and “unity” (Merriam-Webster's Third New International Dictionary, 

Unabridged, 2006). Thus I conclude that although identity can be defined in various 

ways, Hall’s first definition captures the way that it is commonly and/or traditionally 

understood or referred to.  
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 Hall’s (1990) second definition of cultural identity is related to, but significantly 

different, from the first definition: 

This second position recognizes that, as well as the many points of similarity, 
there are also critical points of deep and significant difference which constitute 
‘what we really are’, or rather… ‘what we have become’…. Cultural identity, 
in this second sense, is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It belongs 
to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which already exists, 
transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from 
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they 
undergo constant transformation…. Identities are the names we give to the 
different ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the 
narratives of the past. (p. 225)  
 

I would like to emphasize three points regarding this second definition. The first point is 

that identity is constructed through difference, that is, relation to the Other,5 or what it is 

not. The second point is that identities undergo transformations; and third, that it involves 

being positioned as well as positioning ourselves.  

 In his later work, Hall (1996) added that the ways that individuals are positioned 

affect the ways that they position themselves; thus, they are not completely agentive in 

becoming, or choosing how to position themselves. For example, the ways women are 

positioned within my society will influence how I represent myself, whether I am 

conscious or unconscious of such forces of society positioning me.  

 According to Hall (1990), cultural identities are “points of identification… which 

are made within the discourses of history and culture” (p. 226). The expression, “points 

                                                        
 5 Although the concept of the Other is used in various approaches, to questions of 
cultural identity, the use by Edward Said (1978) in his analysis of Orientalism is the most 
prominent. Here, the Other is “a form of cultural projection of concepts… [which] 
constructs the identities of cultural subjects through a relationship of power in which the 
Other is the subjugated element” (Edgar & Sedgwick, 2002, p. 266). 
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of identification,” suggests a temporal aspect, and implies that identity is not a finished 

product, but a constantly on-going process (Hall, 1990, 1992, 1996). Thus individuals are 

constantly forming and reforming their identities within the forces of history and culture. 

Hall (1996) also stated that identities are about how to use the resources of history, 

language, and culture.  

 Although this statement may suggest that individuals are agentive in selecting how 

to be positioned, I understand that they are only agentive in selecting from within the 

different positions in which they have been placed. A person cannot choose how to be 

positioned by the larger forces of society. In other words, individuals may be able to 

fashion themselves with a certain “positioned repertoire,” but they cannot choose what 

goes into their collective repertoires because those are based on how they are positioned 

by others. This is because individuals are embedded in the discourses in which they 

engage (Sarkar & Allen, 2007). For example, I may be able to purposely choose not to 

act feminine in a certain context—let’s say in a business scene where I find that 

femininity might get in the way of work. However, that does not mean that I can escape 

from being positioned as a woman by others. In addition, the different ways that I choose 

to position myself vis-à-vis different subject positions (such as being a woman, a 

Japanese, and an English speaker), as well as the ways that I am positioned by others, 

may conflict and contradict, but such contradictions and complexities are part of the 

nature of identity.   
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Globalization 

 To better understand the idea that identities are not unified and are constantly being 

transformed, the processes of globalization need to be considered (Featherstone, 1995; 

Hall, 1992, 1996). McGrew (1992) defined globalization as:  

the multiplicity of linkages and interconnections that transcend the 
nation-states…which make up the modern world system. It defines a process 
through which events, decisions, and activities in one part of the world can 
come to have significant consequences for individuals and communities in 
distant parts of the globe. (pp. 65-55) 
   

 Along the same lines, but adding the element of conscious awareness, Waters (as 

quoted in Block & Cameron, 2002) defined globalization as “a social process in which 

the constraints of geography on social and cultural arrangement recede and in which 

people become increasingly aware that they are receding” (p. 1). Although globalization 

is not necessarily a recent phenomenon, it is generally agreed that its scope and speed 

have increased exponentially since the 1970s (Hall, 1992).  

 Through processes of globalization, concepts of time and space are being 

altered—time is moving faster, and boundaries between spaces are blurring (Bauman, 

1998; Giddens, 1990; Hall, 1992; Harvey, 1989; McGrew, 1992). One cause of such 

change is the electronic media (Appadurai, 1996; McGrew, 1992). By enabling people to 

give immediate attention to events in remote locations, the electronic media have been 

instrumental in enhancing the awareness of global interconnectedness (McGrew, 1992).  

 Hall (1992) stated that globalization causes a shift in the view of society as a 

concrete and well-bounded system. Together with the blurring of the boundaries between 
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societies, it is understood that national cultural identities, which Hall referred to as part of 

or one form of cultural identities, are dislocated. Bauman (1998) describing what is 

happening to identities in the age of globalization, stated that there are “no ‘natural 

borders’ anymore,” and then continued, “wherever we happen to be at the moment, we 

cannot help knowing that we could be elsewhere, so there is less and less reason to stay 

anywhere in particular.” (p. 77).  

 Based on such a premise, Bauman (1996, 1998) used various travel metaphors and 

referred to modern life as a pilgrimage through which individuals seek their identities 

and make sense of their lives. Terms such as vagabonds, tourists, and players are used to 

explain different (dislocated) identities. For example, vagabonds are the unsettled ones 

permanently on the loose. Unlike tourists, who have the privilege to choose to move, 

vagabonds are on the move because they are forced to move, and they do not have homes 

to return to. Although vagabonds were historically perceived as the marked cases, 

Bauman (1996) argued that postmodernity (or globalization) has changed this, and that 

“the world is re-tailoring itself to the measure of vagabonds” (p. 29). Along the same 

lines, Appadurai (1996) suggested that what he calls “deterritorialization” (p. 32) is one 

of the central forces of the modern world. Deterritorialization is caused by laboring 

populations migrating to different countries. Not only are migrant workers leaving their 

countries of origin, but they create their own “invented homelands” (p. 33) in the new 

land, altering the former condition of the nation or the state.  
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 As Bauman (1996, 1998) and Appadurai (1996) explained, stability and uniformity 

are eroding in the age of globalization. The blurring of societal borders and constant 

shifts in the world are (inevitably) shaking one’s stable sense of self, as “identity always 

presupposes a sense of location and a relationship with others” (Papastergiadis, 1997, p. 

277). Thus, as in Hall’s (1990) second definition of cultural identity mentioned above, 

identities become more transformative, and also more contested.  

There are three points regarding globalization that I find important for my study: 

shared linguistic code, Americanization, and global-local contact. The first point is that 

global communication requires a shared linguistic code (Baker, 2001; Block & Cameron, 

2002). The more interconnected the world becomes, the need (as well as the desire) for 

members to learn and master one or more additional languages becomes stronger so that 

they can participate in global communication (Block & Cameron, 2002; de Méjia, 2002). 

The second point is that in the 1980s, globalization was regarded as virtually 

synonymous with Americanization, or American cultural imperialism, in the form of the 

diffusion of American culture and values (Featherstone, 1995; Kubota, 2002; P. Smith, 

2001). Featherstone (1995) mentioned that there are two models of globalization, the first 

being Americanization, which I have just mentioned. The second model stresses the 

complex relation between the global and local (Appadurai, 1996; Featherstone, 1995; 

Hall, 1992; McGrew, 1992). This model is my third point of interest in globalization. The 

global refers to “the spatially extensive social and cultural forces associated with 

globalization (e.g., consumerism, satellite communications, culture industries, 



 

 25 

migration),” and the local refers to “small scale, geographically confined traditions and 

ways of life (e.g., ethnic traditions, language, religion)” (P. Smith, 2001, p. 231). 

The processes where global and local cultures are brought into contact with each 

other are the more recent concern by scholars in this area (e.g., Appadurai, 1996; Bauman, 

1998; Featherstone, 1995; Hall, 1992; McGrew, 1992). Although globalization has often 

been regarded as a process leading to uniformity, in effect, it has highlighted, or brought 

forth the local (as opposed to the global) to attention (Appadurai, 1996). The interaction, 

or collision, between the global and local brings about three possible complex results: (a) 

homogenization, where national identities erode; (b) the reaffirmation of difference, 

where national (or local) identities are strengthened; or (c) hybridization, where national 

identities decline but new hybrid identities take their place (Hall, 1992; P. Smith, 2001). 

This third possible result of globalization, hybridization, leads to the next concept to be 

discussed, hybridity. 

 

Hybridity 

 As identities come to be viewed as fluid, transformative, and contested, there is 

need for a new conceptualization and terminology that goes beyond the limitations of 

static, fixed, “either-or” categories in discussing identities and cultures (Block, 2007a; 

Meredith, 1998; Pennycook, 2007). The notion of hybridity is one such alternative 

conceptualization.  
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 Although the term hybridity has been used and discussed in various forms of social 

and cultural theory, the most rigorous discussions have taken place within the field of 

post-colonial theory (Papastergiadis, 1997). For the purpose of this study, I first focus on 

discussions of the notion of hybridity and third space by Bhabha (1994, 1996; see also 

Hoeller, 1999; Rutherford, 1992 for interviews with Bhabha). I supplement these notions 

by discussing the concept of borderlands (Anzaldúa, 2007; Rosaldo, 1993), which is 

broadly in line with third space.   

 

Hybridity and the Third Space 

 For the purpose of this study, I understand hybridity as one way to show that 

identities are fluid and disunified. Based on discussions by Bhabha (1994, 1996; Hoeller, 

1999; Rutherford, 1992), I view hybridity as a term that refers to “an original mixedness 

within every form of identity” (Huddart, 2006, pp. 6-7). In this view, cultures are not 

regarded as discrete phenomena, but are always in contact, creating mixedness (Huddart, 

2006).  

 The term hybridity originated in agriculture and animal breeding, where crossing of 

type A with B leads to a biological hybrid composed of half type A and half type B 

(Block, 2007b). However, the notion of hybridity in social and cultural theories is more 

ambiguous, and hybrids are not perceived as clear half-and-half propositions as in 

agriculture and animal breeding (Block, 2006, 2007b).  
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 Both postmodernism and the notion of hybridity celebrate anti-essentialism.6 In 

fact, the now popular notion of hybridity was born out of the paradigm shift from the 

modern to postmodern (Werbner, 1997b). It emerged from the view that culture is not 

pure, and one of its achievements was to liberate the individual from fixed and “pure” 

origins (Papastergiadis, 1997; Rutherford, 1990; Werbner, 1997b). However, hybridity, 

which is often understood as a mix of two or more different distinct or basic types, also 

makes sense for modernist theories where culture is seen as made up of bounded and 

systematic categories (Friedman, 1997; Werbner, 1997b). Thus, hybridity carries the 

danger of being understood as another systematic category, or the third category. 

Extended debates on how hybridity should be understood and used in the 

postmodern/global age have been carried on within cultural theory (e.g., Friedman, 1997; 

Papastergiadis, 1997; Werbner, 1997a; Wicker, 1997), but it is beyond the scope of this 

study to cover them.  

 Bhabha’s notion of hybridity and the third space are antidotes to essentialist 

positions regarding culture and identity (Papastergiadis, 1997). Bhabha uses them as 

tools to fight against dominating discourses and structures of power (P. Smith, 2001).  

Through discussions of postcolonial discourse, he questions essentialist cultural identity 

by asserting that new hybrid identities emerge from the interweaving of elements from 

both cultures and the experiences of the colonizer and the colonized (Meredith, 1998; 

                                                        
 6 Essentialism is the view that there are essential properties that are inherent and 
fundamental within something. The thing cannot be what it is without these properties 
(Edgar & Sedgwick, 2002).  
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Papastergiadis, 1997). He does not view culture and identity as something pure or 

discrete, but always in contact with another (Bhabha, 1994; Hoeller, 1999). Focusing on 

the processes of hybridization, which occur in the third space, Bhabha (1994) views 

hybridity as something that is not fixed or unified. In an interview with Jonathan 

Rutherford (1990), Bhabha stated that the importance of hybridity is not in tracing the 

(essentialist’s view of) originals, but in its location or spatial condition, i.e., the third 

space:  

All forms of culture are continually in a process of hybridity. But for me, the 
importance of hybridity is not to be able to trace two original moments from 
which the third emerges, rather hybridity to me is the ‘third space’ which 
enables other positions to emerge. (p. 211) 
 

Bhabha explained that the third space is where histories are displaced and new structures 

of political authority and initiatives emerge. He continued by saying that “the process of 

cultural hybridity gives rise to something different, something new and unrecognizable, a 

new area of negotiation of meaning and representation” (p. 211).  

 For Bhabha (1994), identity always involves location and relationship with others, 

and for this reason he claims that identity becomes salient when one is dislocated. He is 

interested in what happens along the physical and figurative borderlines of cultures 

(Bhabha, 1994, 1996; Rutherford, 1990). Borders and boundaries are “in-between spaces 

through which the meanings of cultural and political authority are negotiated” (Bhabha, 

1990, p. 4). In a later work, he added that “we should remember that it is the ‘inter’—the 

cutting edge of translation and negotiation, the inbetween [sic] spaces—that carries the 

burden of the meaning of culture” (1994, p. 56). Hybridity exists at such borders where 
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national narratives and self-definitions meet, clash, and/or intersect (P. Smith, 2001). 

This interest in borders and boundaries naturally leads to a discussion of the borderlands 

concepts, developed directly below.   

 

Borderlands 

 Borders are “sites where identities and cultures intersect” (Rosaldo, 1993, p. 149). 

A border may be a physical dividing line, but it can also be figurative. Anzaldúa (2007) 

defined the term borderland as a “vague and undetermined place created by the 

emotional residue of an unnatural boundary” (p. 25). Like Bhabha’s third space (1994, 

1996), which is focused on the processes of hybridization, Anzaldúa argued that a 

borderland is constantly in a state of transition.  

 Through her experiences as a Chicana and a lesbian, Anzaldúa (2007) brings to 

light the “state of being betwixt and between,” or the “borderland state of mind” (Alvarez 

in Anzaldúa, 2007, introduction, no page number). For Anzaldúa, being Chicana is about 

simultaneously being white, Mexican, and Indian. Being a lesbian is about 

simultaneously being both a man and a woman. She refers to people like herself as 

mestizas, which was originally an Aztec word meaning “torn between ways” (p. 100).7 

The following explains the experience of being a mestiza: “I, a mestiza, continually walk 

out of one culture and into another, because I am in all cultures at the same time” (p. 99). 

Anzaldúa emphasizes that mestizas have to switch modes: “Not only was the brain split 

                                                        
 7 It is also a Spanish word that means of mixed ancestry (Merriam-Webster 
Unabridged Spanish-English Dictionary, 2006).  
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into two functions but so was reality. Thus people who inhabit both realities are forced to 

live in the interface between the two, forced to become adept at switching modes” (p. 59). 

Mestizas are not just mixes where two or more backgrounds blend. They need to use their 

dual or multiple modes of thinking like on-off switches based on the expectations of 

others in the immediate context. Having to constantly switch modes, they are “plagued 

by psychic restlessness” (p. 100). They are forced to switch modes as societies do not 

accept mestizas who do not fit into their “objective” worldview.  

 Both Anzaldúa (2007) and Rosaldo (1993) problematized “objective” ways of 

looking at the world. Like Bhabha (1994), their writings are antidotes to essentialist 

positions. Coming from his position as an anthropologist, Rosaldo (1993) wrote the 

following about cultural studies: 

In contrast with the classic view, which posits culture as a self-contained 
whole made up of coherent patterns, culture can arguably be conceived as a 
more porous array of intersections where distinct processes crisscross from 
within and beyond its borders. (p. 20) 
 

 Rosaldo (1993) then suggested that studies of culture have changed, and 

conceptions of absolute truth and objectivity have eroded. With a fiercer tone, Anzaldúa 

(2007) wrote, “In trying to become ‘objective,’ Western culture made ‘objects’ of things 

and people when it distanced itself from them, thereby losing ‘touch’ with them. This 

dichotomy is the root of all violence” (p. 59). She stated that mestizas are suffering from 

being placed in such dichotomies that allow them to be only one or the other. Her 

mission is to liberate mestizas who are caught between dualities and having to switch 

modes, and to give meaning to their experience.  
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Identity in the Postmodern/Global Age 

 Although they do not use terms such as postmodernism and hybridity, I believe that 

Anzaldúa (2007) and Rosaldo’s (1993) discussions and claims overlap substantially with 

these concepts. One of the contributions of postmodernism is that it sheds light on 

otherwise marginal, side-lined experiences. In opposition to defining core features of 

cultures or social groups, it has brought attention to the boundaries by which inclusion 

and exclusion take place (Rampton, 1997). While those who were on the borders 

between nations, cultures, race, or gender were once regarded as culturally invisible 

(Rosaldo, 1993), Rampton (1997) suggested that marginality and being “in between” has 

become a crucial experience in postmodern times: 

Being neither on the inside nor on the outside, being affiliated but not fully 
belonging, is said to be a normal condition, and in line with this, it is often 
said that the key imperative of our times is for people “to learn to live with 
difference,” for people to learn to live happily with their own exclusions from 
groups that they actually like and interact with daily. (p. 330) 
 

 Along the same lines, but from the perspective of an anthropologist, Rosaldo (1993) 

stated that cultural borderlands used to be troublesome exceptions rather than the focus 

of inquiry. He stated that this situation has now changed:   

Conditioned by a changing world, classic norms of social analysis have been 
eroded since the late 1960s, leaving the field of anthropology in a creative 
crisis of reorientation and renewal. The shift in social thought has made 
questions of conflict, change, and inequality increasingly urgent. Analysts no 
longer seek out harmony and consensus to the exclusion of difference and 
inconsistency. For social analysis, cultural borderlands have moved from a 
marginal to a central place. In certain cases, such borders are literal. Cities 
throughout the world today increasingly include minorities defined by race, 
ethnicity, language, class, religion, and sexual orientations. Encounters with 
"difference" now pervade modern everyday life in urban settings. (p. 28)  
 



 

 32 

 Studying those who experience such “difference” came to be important in studies of 

identity (Block, 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Hall, 1990, 1992; Rampton, 1997). This may be due 

to the fact that cultural affiliations are becoming more ambivalent. Bhabha (1996) 

claimed that, with such ambivalence, the world has entered into an “anxious age of 

identity” (p. 59). In line with Bhabha (1994), Bauman (1996) mentioned that dislocation 

makes identity salient: 

One thinks of identity whenever one is not sure of where one belongs; that is, 
one is not sure how to place oneself among the evident variety of behavioural 
styles and patterns, and how to make sure that people around would accept 
this placement as right and proper, so that both sides would know how to go 
on in each other’s presence. ‘Identity’ is a name given to the escape sought 
from that uncertainty. (p. 19) 
 

 I can relate to Bauman’s (1996) statement based on my own experience. Looking 

back at my past as an international school student, I feel that I was in constant search of 

“my identity” because my cultural sense of belonging was ambiguous. At one point, I 

thought that I wouldn’t have had to feel as though I were in a state of limbo if I had 

attended a Japanese school; after all, a Japanese in Japan should attend a Japanese school. 

As I mentioned earlier, this experience was instrumental to developing my interest in 

studying local students in international schools. I wanted to know how local 

students—those without foreign experience or heritage—felt about their situations. I 

wanted to know what kind of sense of self they had.  

 The postmodernist approach has enabled me to better understand what my 

participants were experiencing. Being in between cultures and languages, their situation 

cannot be described by discrete, either-or concepts. Through the postmodernist approach, 
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taking account of complexity, multiplicity, and fragmentation, I was able to cast light on 

complexity in the stories they told. Through listening to the stories told by them and 

those around them, and through observing them, I tried to understand how they made (or 

did not make) sense of their identities.  

 The concepts of cultural identity, globalization, and hybridity were used to capture 

and understand my participants’ experiences and identities, and to relate them to the 

readers of this study. The two definitions of cultural identity by Hall (1990) describe 

what my participants and I, respectively, mean by the term “identity.” Globalization 

describes the situation of the current world that may be instrumental in encouraging 

parents to send their children to international schools. It also reflects the situation within 

the international schools. Or it can be said that the international schools are small-scale 

models of globalization. Hybridity describes the “state of being betwixt and between” 

(Alvarez in Anzaldúa, 2007, introduction, no page number) that my participants were 

experiencing.  

 

Bilingualism-Related Concepts 

 According to Anzaldúa (2007): “Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity—I 

am my language. Until I can take pride in my language, I cannot take pride in myself” (p. 

81).8 Perhaps the feeling of ambiguity I had regarding my own identity was largely 

                                                        
 8 I understand that her use of the term “ethnic identity” to be synonymous with 
cultural identity, including national identity, as defined by Hall (1990, 1992, 1996). 
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because of my bilingual background. Being educated entirely in English, I was unable to 

write kanji (Chinese characters) like those who were educated in Japanese schools. On 

the other hand, living in Japan with a Japanese speaking family, I felt that my English 

was never as good as that of “native” English speakers. Although I was often 

complimented for being highly competent in both languages, I never felt that I was good 

enough. Some of my participants echoed these feelings in the stories that they told.  

 In this section, I discuss concepts centering around the theme of bilingualism, as the 

senses of self my participants have are largely reflective of their language. I present two 

opposing views of bilingualism, which I call the traditional view and the alternative view. 

These opposing views help me portray how the bilingual is often regarded by others (and 

also by themselves), and the actual conditions of their linguistic situation. The traditional 

view is the default, or monolingual view, of bilingualism. It assumes a one-to-one 

correspondence between an individual and a language. The native speaker construct is a 

product of such a view. The alternative, or bilingual view, of bilingualism claims that 

bilinguals are “wholes” who cannot be separated into parts. I follow this attempt to 

define bilingualism by discussing Vivian Cook’s (1995, 1999, 2002) notion of 

multi-competence, which seeks to differentiate the bilingual state of mind from that of a 

monolingual. Like the concepts discussed in the previous section, this alternative view 

problematizes the totalizing way bilinguals are traditionally regarded. In this study, I use 

the term bilingual as the default term to refer to those who speak two or more languages. 
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Traditional View of Bilingualism 

Monolingual View of Bilingualism  

 As my rather negative self-evaluation as a bilingual suggests, bilinguals are seldom 

confident about their language abilities. Why is this true? Shouldn’t they be proud that 

they can speak two languages? Grosjean (1989) mentioned that bilinguals feel this way 

because they themselves assume a monolingual standard as the norm:  

Bilinguals rarely evaluate their language competencies as adequate. They 
often assume and amplify the monolingual view and hence criticize their own 
language competence: how many times have bilinguals reported that they 
neither speak nor write their different languages adequately! Other bilinguals 
strive to reach monolingual norms and still others hide their knowledge of 
their “weaker” language. (p. 5)  
 

 Vivian Cook (1992, 2007) explained that bilinguals have a negative attitude toward 

their languages as well as themselves because they are aware that they themselves are 

regarded by the society at large as problematic:  

Their attitudes are the products of the many pressures on them to regard L2 
users as failed natives. Bilinguals have accepted the role assigned to them in a 
society that is dominated by monolinguals and where bilingualism is a 
problem but monolingualism is not. (1992, p. 196)9  
 

 Why are bilinguals pressured to regard themselves as “failed natives”? Bilingualism 

has existed for as long as speakers of different languages have interacted. Between half 

and two-thirds of the world population is bilingual, and knowledge of two (or more) 

languages is more normal than knowledge of only one (Baker 2001; Block, 2003; V. 

                                                        
 9 By “L2 user,” Cook (1995, 1999, 2002, 2007) refers to a person who uses any 
language other than his/her first language—the first one which he/she has learned as a 
child. He uses the terms “L2 user” and “multilingual” interchangeably.  
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Cook, 2002, 2007; Grosjean, 1982; Pavlenko, 2005). Why then do bilinguals see 

themselves as problems? 

 One reason may be the omnipresent monolingual bias throughout the fields that 

study languages and their relationship to individuals, from linguistics to anthropology 

(Block, 2003; Grosjean, 1982, 1989; Koven, 1998; Valdés, 2005). In such studies, people 

are assumed to be monolinguals coming from single cultures, and it is believed that their 

language and sense of self should represent that single language and culture. These 

studies enhance the “lurking folk belief in the neat, one-to-one correspondence of person, 

language, and culture” (Koven, 1998, p. 410; see also Kramsch, 1998). Thus bilinguals 

who speak two languages are either ignored, or viewed as exceptional cases or problems 

(Baker, 2006; Block, 2003; V. Cook, 2002, 2007; Genesee, Paradis, & Crago, 2004; 

Grosjean, 1982, 1989).  

 Another reason that may play a part in some bilinguals’ negative self image is the 

construct of the native speaker. This concept overlaps substantially with the monolingual 

view of bilingualism. 

 

Native Speaker  

The term native speaker is used frequently in different ways, but what exactly does 

it mean? According to the Dictionary of Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics 

(Richards & Schmidt, 2002), a native speaker is:  

A person who learns a language as a child and continues to use it fluently as a 
dominant language. Native speakers are said to use a language grammatically, 
fluently and appropriately, to identify with a community where it is spoken, 
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and to have clear intuitions about what is considered grammatical or 
ungrammatical in the language. (p. 351) 
 

This definition leads to the next question: “What is a native language?” In the same 

dictionary, native language is defined as the following: 

(Usually) the language which a person acquires in early childhood because it 
is spoken in the family and/or it is the language of the country where he or she 
is living. The native language is often the first language a child acquires but 
there are exceptions…. Sometimes, this term is used synonymously with 
FIRST LANGUAGE. (pp. 350-351, italics added)  
 

 Although it may not be the intent of the authors, the above definition captures some 

of the ambiguity that the term “native” suggests. As Davies (2003) noted, “the native 

speaker concept is rich in ambiguity” (p. 2). Thus, this ambiguity becomes even more 

salient when the definition is compared with the definition of a first language. According 

to Richards and Schmidt (2002), a first language is: 

(Generally) a person’s mother tongue or the language acquired first. In 
multilingual communities, however, where a child may gradually shift from 
the main use of one language to the main use of another (e.g., because of the 
influence of a school language), first language may refer to the language the 
child feels more comfortable using. (p. 202, italics added) 
 

 But what if the child feels comfortable using two or more languages? And what if 

the child does not experience a shift between languages? Davies (2003) pointed out that 

the definition of the native speaker is rather primitive, and that its meaning is often taken 

for granted. In his work, which is probably the most comprehensive critique of the native 

speaker construct, Davies (2003) also collected a large number of definitions of other 

related terms, such as mother tongue and dominant language. He showed that the 

defining of “native speaker” is done in terms of what it is not—for example, first 
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language as opposed to the second language, or the language acquired at home as 

opposed to elsewhere. But such oppositions do not save the term, and other related terms, 

from ambiguity. Childhood bilinguals like my participants and me represent exceptions 

to the definitions that are traditionally given; we just do not fit in (Davies, 2003; Koven, 

1998; Valdés, 2005). In a different volume, Davies (1991) concluded that there is no 

proper definition of the term native speaker. Likewise, Braine (1999) stated that the same 

can be said for the nonnative speaker. At the very least, the native/nonnative speaker 

dichotomy is highly controversial (e.g., Braine, 1999; Leung, Harris, & Rampton, 1997; 

Liu, 1999; Medgyes, 1992; Paikeday, 1985a, 1985b).  

 Within the field of second language acquisition (SLA), a binary distinction has been 

made between native speakers and nonnative speakers of a language, and researchers 

have used the linguistic abilities and the norms of the native speaker to measure those of 

the nonnative speaker. Davies (2003) stated the following: 

Applied linguistics makes a constant appeal to the concept of the native 
speaker. This appeal is necessary because of the need applied linguistics has 
for models, norms, and goals, whether the concern is for teaching or testing a 
first, second, or foreign language, with the treatment of a language pathology, 
with stylistic discourse and rhetorical analysis or with some other deliberate 
language use. (p. 1)  
 

 Along the same lines, Kramsch and Whiteside (2007) pointed out that generic 

entities such as binaries are imposed on participants by researchers for the sake of 

scientific inquiry. The binary distinction cast between the native speaker and the 

nonnative speaker is problematic not only because there are those who do not fit the 
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distinction, but also because it is perceived as offensive and hierarchical (Gebhard, 1999; 

Kramsch, 1998; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2007).   

 The native speaker appears to be an idealized construct. Within SLA and also 

English as a Second Language (ESL), the native speaker is the idealized monolingual, 

educated, and esteemed U.S. or British citizen (Gebhard, 1999; Kramsch, 1997; Valdés, 

2005). However, the question remains whether all native speakers can successfully 

measure up to the norms of such an idealized native speaker (Valdés, 2005). Valdés 

(2005) mentioned that if they cannot, it does not make much sense to use such a norm as 

a means of evaluating L2 users.  

 As mentioned above, the construct of the native speaker is controversial, idealistic, 

and often problematic. It becomes even more problematic and complex when it is applied 

to bilinguals (Davies, 1991, 2003; Pavlenko, 2006b).  

 

Alternative View of Bilingualism 

Bilingual View of Bilingualism  

 Contrary to the common monolingual view in which bilinguals are framed as two 

monolinguals in one person, Grosjean (1989) proposed a bilingual view of bilingualism, 

also referred to as the “wholistic” view (p. 3). In this view,   

the bilingual is an integrated whole which cannot easily be decomposed into 
two separate parts. The bilingual is NOT the sum of two complete or 
incomplete monolinguals; rather, he or she has a unique and specific 
configuration. The coexistence and constant interaction of the two languages 
in the bilingual has produced a different but complete entity. (p. 6) 
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 This view applies most prominently to childhood bilinguals who have functioned 

within two or more languages and cultural systems (Canagarajah, 2007; Koven, 1998). 

Childhood bilinguals typically have learned two languages from birth—therefore 

basically have two first languages—but this does not mean that they are two monolingual 

native speakers combined (V. Cook, 1999). According to Grosjean (1989), the bilingual 

develops competencies in different languages to different degrees as required by his/her 

needs and uses within his/her environment(s). Along the same lines, Valdés (2005) 

mentioned that individuals have differential access to their two languages. Because their 

opportunities to use the languages vary, development in the languages varies as well. She 

took this discussion further by citing Haugen’s discussion (as quoted in Valdés, 2005) on 

the native speaker norm being applied to bilinguals:  

To be natively competent in two languages would…mean to have had two 
childhoods, so that all the joys and frustrations of the fundamental period of 
life could penetrate one's emotional response to the simple words of the 
language. It would mean to have acquired the skills of reading and writing that 
go with two separate educational systems such as all literate societies now 
impose on their adolescents, or the corresponding rigorous forms of initiation 
and skill development that formed part of all nonliterate societies. (p. 415) 
 

 Haugen’s point is in line with Paikeday (1985a, 1985b), who claimed that the ideal 

native speaker is a monolingual who has only been exposed to one language throughout 

his/her life (cf. Gebhard, 1999; Kramsch, 1997; Valdés, 2005). The bilingual cannot be 

adequately measured against such idealized native speakers, and their language abilities 

cannot be adequately assessed through one language (Baker, 2006; V. Cook, 2002, 2007; 

Genesee et al., 2004; Grosjean, 1989; Valdés, 2005). Thus, when bilinguals are evaluated 
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by language tests and other assessment tools designed for monolinguals, they are often 

determined to be deficient speakers/learners of the language being tested (Genesee et al., 

2004; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2007).   

 

Multi-competence  

 Vivian Cook (2002) wrote that bilinguals (or L2 users, to use his term) “stand 

between two languages, even when apparently using only one, having the resources of 

both languages on tap whenever needed” (p. 5). To explain the language knowledge of 

the L2 user, V. Cook (1995, 1999, 2002, 2007) brought forth the notion of 

multi-competence. Multi-competence “covers the total language knowledge of a person 

who knows more than one language” (1999, p. 190). It refers to more than just the 

languages, however, because it also includes the state of mind of the L2 user:  

The idea is that multi-competence is a different state of mind from 
monolingual linguistic competence. The knowledge of the second language is 
not an imitation knowledge of a first language; it’s something that has to be 
treated on its own terms, alongside the knowledge of a first language. A single 
mind with more than one language has a totality that is very different from a 
mind with a single language. (1995, p. 94)  
 

 Using multi-competence, V. Cook (1995, 1999, 2002, 2007) questioned the view 

that monolingual native speakers should be viewed as the norm. He particularly found 

the conclusion that is implicitly drawn from this comparison—that L2 users are defined 

as deficient—to be unacceptable. He claimed that if the two groups are compared, 

multilinguals function better than monolinguals on many accounts. He stated that the 
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multilingual seems deficient only when his/her single language use is compared to that of 

a monolingual native speaker.  

 For example, multilinguals might be slower in naming a certain object than their 

monolingual peers. However, that is because they have more than one response for a 

particular stimulus (V. Cook, 1999). V. Cook (2002) also pointed out that L2 users can 

perform certain activities that monolingual speakers cannot, the most obvious example 

being code-switching (e.g., Baker, 2006; Belz, 2002b; Genesee et al., 2004; Valdés, 2005; 

Zentella, 1997). With its complex rules at the pragmatic, discourse, and syntactic levels, 

code-switching shows highly developed metalinguistic awareness and the intricate links 

between the language systems of the L2 users—the two (or more) languages are not 

insulated from each other (V. Cook, 1999; Kanno 2008). For such reasons, V. Cook (1995, 

1999, 2002, 2007) proposed that L2 users should not be compared with monolingual 

native speakers. V. Cook (2002) also pointed out that the “comparison technique” 

constrains the achievements of L2 users to those that either duplicate or do not duplicate 

the language of monolingual native speakers. If they are going to be compared at all, he 

argued, they should instead be compared with “people who successfully use second 

languages in their lives to meet their own needs”—that is, other L2 users (1995, p. 94).  

 V. Cook’s (1995, 1999, 2002, 2007) notion of multi-competence is in line with 

Grosjean’s (1989) bilingual (or wholistic) view of bilingualism in that they both argue 

that the bilingual is not two monolinguals in one, that their languages function differently 

than those of monolinguals, and that their state of mind differs as well. This view seems 
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to be more suitable as a means of capturing the linguistic experience of my participants, 

who have been deeply immersed in two languages from an early age.  

 The alternative view of bilingualism identifies problems with discrete binaries, 

norms, and categories when discussing bilinguals and their language use. There are also 

certain similarities or parallel in the bilingual view of bilingualism and discussions of 

hybridity (see previous section). That is, neither the bilingual nor the hybrid are clear 

blends of two separable languages, cultures, and/or identities, but something substantially 

more complex. In this sense, although authors discussing bilingualism do not use the 

term postmodern or postmodernist, I believe that their thinking is also in line with a 

postmodernist worldview.  

 Many of the critiques and the concepts discussed in this chapter are non-traditional 

in the sense that they problematize a standard, traditional, set way of viewing the world. I 

find that such traditional views do not suit the purpose of my study, which is to capture 

the experiences and identities of my participants—young people who are “betwixt and 

between” (Alvarez in Anzaldúa, 2007, introduction, no page number) different languages 

and cultures. They are struggling to make sense of their identities. Through the concepts 

discussed in this chapter, I attempt to interpret and understand the stories of their 

complex lives.   
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 In this chapter, I review the literature related to my study. First, I discuss identity 

studies in the field of SLA. Second, I introduce and discuss the concepts of third culture 

kids and kikokushijo (Japanese returnees). Third, I discuss international schools in 

general and then highlight the literature available on international schools in Japan. 

Fourth and finally, I introduce the research questions for this study.   

 

Identity in SLA 

Earlier Studies on Identity 

 The topic of identity has been examined in depth in the fields of SLA and applied 

linguistics, as well as many other disciplines in the social sciences (Hansen & Liu, 1997; 

McNamara, 1997; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004a; Ricento, 2005). As Hansen and Liu 

(1997), Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004a), and Ricento (2005) show in their reviews of 

the history of identity studies in the field of SLA, many of the early studies on identity 

drew from Tajfel’s (1974, 1981) theory of social identity. According to Tajfel, social 

identity roots from an individual’s identification with a particular social group, or groups 

(Hansen & Liu, 1997; Ricento, 2005). Based on this idea, Giles and his counterparts 

(Giles & Byrne, 1982; Giles & Coupland, 1991; Giles & Johnson, 1981, 1987) developed 

their ethnolinguistic identity theory, in which language is seen as a marker of identity and 
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group membership. These approaches have been heavily criticized for categorizing 

individuals into groups and thus not accounting for individuality, as well as for their 

monolingual/monocultural bias, assuming a one-to-one correlation between identity and 

language (Hansen & Liu, 1997; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004a).1 

 Interactional sociolinguists (e.g., Gumperz, 1982; Heller, 1983, 1988) have also 

examined the relationship between language and identity. They largely focused on 

language choice and code-switching between languages as symbols of one’s social 

identities (Blom & Gumperz, 1972). Similarly, Heller (1983) examined identity by 

focusing on the language choices people make in different contexts. She claimed that 

“language is a symbol of ethnic identity, and language choice is a symbol of ethnic 

relations as well as a means of communication” (p. 5). The interactional sociolinguists 

have been criticized for their narrowness in focusing solely on language in studying 

identity (Hansen & Liu, 1997; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004a). However, their 

contribution to studying language as an ethnic and cultural marker is clear in identity 

studies in SLA.  

 Ricento (2005) pointed out that models such as Gardner and Lambert’s (e.g., 1972) 

model of learner motivation and Schumann’s acculturation model (e.g., 1976) are also 

related to identity issues. Motivation is related to identity in that, according to Gardner 

and Lambert (1972), the more the learner wants to integrate into the target culture, the 

more learning takes place. Along the same lines, the acculturation model (Schumann, 

                                                        
 1 See McNamara (1997) for a counter argument to the critiques of Tajfel’s theory of 
social identity.  
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1976) is related in the sense that the more the learner identifies with the target language 

community, the more successful language learning will be (Mitchell & Myles, 2004; 

Ricento 2005).  

 In general, it can be said that many of the earlier identity studies in SLA were 

focused solely on the participants’ identity in reference to them as learners 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2007) and reasons for learners’ choices of particular languages 

(Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004a). These studies also presumed an assimilationist model 

in that they suggested that participants identify with only one (language) group at a time 

(Block, 2003; Ricento, 2005).   

 

Later Studies on Identity 

 Since the late 1990s, there have been an increasing number of debates between 

cognitivist SLA (or “mainstream SLA”) and social SLA (or “alternative SLA”) 

researchers concerning what counts as SLA theory (e.g., Block, 1996; Firth & Wagner, 

1997; Gass, 1998; Lantolf, 1996; Long, 1997). According to Doughty and Long (2003), 

two leading mainstream SLA researchers, language learning is “ultimately a matter of 

change in an individual’s internal mental state. As such, research on SLA is increasingly 

viewed as a branch of cognitive science” (p. 4). Social SLA researchers, on the other 

hand, have challenged and problematized this “perceived dominance of a cognitive, 

mentalistic orientation to second language acquisition” (Larsen-Freeman, 2007, p. 773). 

The debates between these two groups have encouraged SLA studies that are more 
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context-sensitive, accounting for interactional and social aspects involved in the process 

of learning a language, rather than focusing exclusively on internal processes (Block, 

2003; Gebhard, 1999; Pennycook 2001).   

 Indeed, with this paradigm shift (Gebhard, 1999), or “social turn” (Block, 2003), in 

SLA, the issue of identity has been receiving increasing attention in SLA research in 

recent years (Block, 2003, 2007a, 2007b; Hansen & Liu, 1997; Ricento, 2005). 

Beginning with Norton’s influential work on language and identity (Norton, 1997, 2000; 

Norton Peirce, 1995a), the issue of identity appears to have become one of the “hot 

topics” in the field. Block (2007a) summarized how this movement began:  

It was, importantly, part of a general push to open up SLA beyond its roots in 
linguistics and cognitive psychology. As a result of this pressure to open up 
SLA, it became easy for some applied linguists to see links between 
theorisations of identity in social theory and sociology and the learning of 
languages. The result has been the… boom in publications linking identity and 
SLA. (p. 864)  
 

 Critiquing individual learner-based views of SLA (Block, 2003, 2007a, 2007b; 

Norton, 2000; Pennycook, 2001), recent researchers investigating language and identity 

have shown that “speech, speakers, and social relationships are inseparable” (Norton, 

1997, p. 410). They have argued that the field of SLA should consider not only the 

individual but the “interaction of an individual’s multiple memberships based on gender, 

class, race, linguistic repertoire, or on how these memberships were understood and 

played out in different learning contexts” (Ricento, 2005, p. 808).  

 Many of the more recent identity studies take a poststructuralist/postmodernist 

approach, in which unlike in earlier identity studies, identity is seen as dynamic, complex, 
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contested, fragmented, multiple, and diverse (Block, 2007a; Pennycook, 2001; Thesen, 

1997). For example, in Norton’s (2000) seminal work on the identity of immigrant 

women in Canada, identity is used “to reference how a person understands his or her 

relationship to the world, how the relationship is constructed across time and space, and 

how the person understands possibilities for the future” (p. 5), suggesting the dynamic 

nature of identity. In an earlier study, Norton (1997) referred to social identity as “the 

relationship between the individual and the larger social world, as mediated through 

institutions such as families, schools, workplaces, social services, and law courts” (p. 

420).2 Along the same lines, but going one step further, Thesen (1997) defined identity 

as:  

the dynamic interaction between the fixed identity categories that are applied 
to social groupings (such as race, gender, ethnicity, language, and other, more 
subtle representations that are activated in certain discourse settings) and the 
way individuals think of themselves as they move through the different 
discourses in which these categories are salient. (p. 488)  
 

 The definitions of Norton (1997) and Thesen (1997) suggest that our identities are 

multiple, and that they are products of “a dynamic relation between fixed pregiven 

categories… and the different positions we take up in discourses” (Pennycook, 2001, p. 

147).  

 Different studies of language and identity focus on broad areas such as gender (e.g., 

MacPherson, 2005; Nelson, 1999; Pavlenko & Piller, 2001), and race and ethnicity (e.g., 

                                                        
 2 Norton (1997) differentiates between social identity and cultural identity, as 
mentioned here and above. By her definition, cultural identity is “the relationship 
between individuals and members of a group who share a common history, a common 
language, and similar ways of understanding the world” (p. 420).  
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Leung, Harris, & Rampton, 1997; Morgan, 1997). Often overlapping with the area of 

race and ethnic identity is the focus on identity in multilingual contexts (e.g., Block, 

2006; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004b). As in the work by Norton (1997, 2000; Norton 

Peirce, 1995a) mentioned above, much of the literature on multilingual contexts is about 

migrants (e.g., Block, 2006; Martin-Jones & Heller, 1996; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 

2004b) who left their home countries for varying reasons. Block (2007a) described the 

impact of crossing language and cultural borders in the following terms: “we see how 

these border crossing experiences inevitably and irrevocably destabilise an individual’s 

sense of self-identity and how this destabilization subsequently leads to struggle, the 

negotiation of difference, and the emergence of third-place identities” (p. 867). He 

further stated that this experience is the most salient for those who became immigrants 

into an L2 culture. Given that the immigrants leave their country for social, political, 

and/or economic reasons, they usually do not have prospects for returning to their home 

country. They are furthermore expected to assimilate to the languages, cultures, rules, 

and norms of their new environment (Block, 2007b). This expectation to assimilate often 

causes immigrants hardships. They end up lacking power and what leads to power, such 

as cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Therefore, aside from the fact that they are 

interesting cases to study identity and language learning, I believe that it is a natural and 

humane process for SLA scholars and researchers to focus on the experiences of the less 

powerful and to try to provide them with voices, whether the participants be adults (e.g., 
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Block, 2006; Norton, 1997, 2000), adolescents (e.g., Harklau, 1994; Kramsch & Lam, 

1999; McKay & Wong, 1996), or young children (e.g., Day, 2002; Toohey, 1998, 2000). 

 

Third Culture Kids and Kikokushijo 

 While immigrants remain the dominant focus of the literature on identity and 

language, there is another migrant type: expatriates (Block, 2006, 2007b). This position 

includes those who have voluntarily chosen to live abroad, as well as those who have 

been sent abroad for a period of time by their companies or for other job-related reasons. 

Expatriates stay in the host country for a period of time but then (in most cases) return 

home. In marked contrast to many immigrants, the expatriates have the freedom to make 

a choice. Ong (1999) characterized this freedom as “flexible citizenship” (p. 6). Flexible 

citizenship refers to how individuals with adequate social, cultural, and economic capital 

make choices about where to locate themselves in terms of work and leisure without 

being tied to the nation-state or ethnic group. 

 The children of such expatriates are often referred to as third culture kids (TCKs). 

The literature on TCKs is largely non-academic, based mostly on first-hand experience 

and anecdotes, and it is published for the purpose of relaying TCKs’ experience to the 

world, as well as to TCKs themselves. However, I choose to review this literature 

because it captures some of my participants’ experiences, and also because the TCK 

concept is used by international school administrators. 
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Third Culture Kids 

Background  

 The term third culture kids was coined by sociologists John and Ruth Hill Useem in 

the 1950s (R. H. Useem, 1993). The term third culture developed out of their study of 

Americans who lived in India (e.g., J. Useem, 1966; R. H. Useem, 1966). John Useem 

(1966) defined the concept of first culture represented social patterns of those Indians 

who interacted with the Americans; second culture as the social patterns of Americans 

who lived and worked in India; and third culture signified “patterns which are created, 

shared, and learned by men [sic] of the two different societies who are personally 

engaged in the process of linking their societies, or sections thereof, to each other” (p. 

147). According to Pollock and Van Reken (1999), the Useems also referred to third 

culture as “interstitial culture” and “cultures between cultures.” Most relevantly for 

present purposes, they referred to the children who had grown up in such cultural 

situations as TCKs (R. H. Useem, 1993).  

 When the Useems were conducting their research in India, expatriates lived in more 

clearly defined communities and often kept physical and social distance from the host 

culture. However, there is now more variation in expatriate lifestyles, as well as different 

degrees of variation in the way that people interact with the host culture, making the 

difference between the above-mentioned “cultures” more difficult to determine (Pollock 

& Van Reken, 1999). For this reason, Ruth Useem (Useem & Cottrell, 1996) has updated 

her definition of third culture as “a generic term [used] to discuss the lifestyles created, 
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shared, and learned by people who are in the process of relating their societies, or aspects 

thereof, to each other” (pp. 23-24) and now defines TCKs as “children who accompany 

their parents into another society” (p. 24). 

 

Updated Conceptualization  

 Pollock and Van Reken (1999), the authors of the widely cited, Third Culture Kids: 

The Experience of Growing up Among Worlds, conceptualized the modern-day TCK as:  

a person who has spent a significant part of his or her developmental years 
outside the parents’ culture. The TCK builds relationships to all of the cultures, 
while not having full ownership of any. Although elements from each culture 
are assimilated into the TCK’s life experience, the sense of belonging is in 
relationship to others of similar background. (p. 19)  
 

 Other terms that characterize similar kinds of people and their experiences include 

“military brats,” “missionary kids,” “global nomads,” and “transculturals,” with the last 

two terms not restricted to reference to children, but also adults (Eakin, 1999).3 Pollock 

and Van Reken (1999) emphasized the following two points as the main characteristics of 

the TCK experience: “being raised in a genuinely cross-cultural world,” and “being 

raised in a highly mobile world” (p. 22). By “highly mobile,” the authors mean that 

TCKs constantly experience change of environment, whether it is they themselves that 

are moving or those around them. Four other common characteristics of TCKs are also 

provided by these authors:   

1. Distinct differences: Many TCKs are raised where being physically 
different from those around them is a major aspect of their identity. 

                                                        
 3 See Ender (1996; 2002) for details on “military brats,” and Vandrick (1999) and 
Van Reken (1996) for their experience as “missionary kids.”    
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Even when external appearances are similar to either their host or 
home culture, TCKs often have substantially different perspectives on 
the world from their peers. 

2. Expected repatriation: Unlike immigrants, third culture families 
usually expect at some point to return permanently to live in their 
home country. 

3. Privileged lifestyle: Historically, employees of international businesses 
and members of missions, the military, and the diplomatic corps have 
been a part of an elitist community—one with special privileges 
bestowed on its members by either the sponsoring organization or the 
host cultures or both.  

4. System identity: Members of specific third culture communities may 
be more directly conscious than peers at home of representing 
something greater than themselves—be it their government, their 
company, or God. (pp. 22-23)  

 

 Another common characteristic of TCKs is rootlessness (Eakin, 1999; Eidse & 

Sichel, 2004; Pollock & Van Reken, 1999). Their mobile lifestyles between cultures often 

cause them to lack the feeling of belonging to any culture. Eakin (1999) reported that 

“TCKs cope rather than adjust, becoming both ‘a part of’ and ‘apart from’ whatever 

situation they are in. Brought up in another culture or several cultures, they feel 

ownership in none” (p. 18). However, this rootlessness permits them to relate and 

develop a sense of belonging with other TCKs. They may find more in common with 

other TCKs from different countries, than with monocultural peers from their “home” 

country (Bowman, 2001; Eakin, 1999; Pollock & Van Reken, 1999). Eakin (1999) 

suggested that “the fact that they have lived at such a crucial time in their development in 

another culture provides the thread of commonality” (p. 19). This “thread of 

commonality” is what TCKs regard as their roots. Their roots are determined by people, 
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rather than places. Linda Bell (1996) provided a comment by a TCK which represents 

such a view:  

Now I define roots through connections and associations, shared experiences, 
shared backgrounds with people and places…. It’s important that I know 
where my old friends are…. Don’t ask me why this is so. But it is important to 
me that I know that if I need to get in touch with them, that person is there. (p. 
168)  
 

 Due to this idea that TCKs are often rootless, I am troubled when authors use the 

expression “home country,” as seen in point number 2 in Pollock and Van Reken’s (1999) 

list of TCKs’ characteristics given above. This expression, as well as the term “returnee,” 

can be problematic and inaccurate at times because the child can be going to the country 

of his/her citizenship, or parents’ home country, for the very first time (cf. Eakin, 1999; 

C. D. Smith, 1996). Therefore, although parents or those around the TCKs may regard 

the country as “home,” it is often the case that TCKs themselves do not feel that way. 

The following two book titles may say it all in this regard: According to my Passport, I'm 

Coming Home (Eakin, 1999) and Strangers at Home: Essays on the Effects of Living 

Overseas and Coming “Home” to a Strange Land (C. D. Smith, 1996). I therefore use 

the term “home” country in this study for the sake of convenience only, while placing the 

word “home” in quotation marks because it does not necessarily refer to the commonly 

understood definition of “home.”  

 It appears that expressions such as “roots” or “cultural ownership” are used more or 

less synonymously in the TCK literature with the term identity. Most of the TCK 
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literature does not explicitly define identity, but judging from the context, the term 

identity seems to refer to cultural identity.  

 Because TCKs move between different cultures, they often do not know where 

exactly their “home” country is (Bowman, 2001; Eakin, 1999; Gillies, 1998; Pollock & 

van Reken, 1999). In an article titled “Identities blur for ‘Third Culture Kids,’” Bowman 

(2001) gives an example of Bethany, an American who grew up in the Cayman Islands 

and Costa Rica. When asked where her “home” was, she responded:  

Home is America… Well, I guess I feel like Costa Rica is really home because 
we’ve lived here for so long. But I can really connect with American culture 
when I’m in the States because I grew up in an American family. But I think… 
I don’t know, it’s a hard question…. I guess it’s both. (p. 8)  
 

This uncertainty, or inability to come up with a single “home” (or culture, or set of 

“roots”), seems to be interpretable as meaning that TCKs are typically struggling with or 

confused regarding their identity, or as Pollock and Van Reken (1999) put it, they have 

“little sense of their own personal identity” (p. 146).  

 Pollock and Van Reken (1999) introduced four different models of relationship 

patterns TCKs might have with their host or “home” culture: (a) the “foreigner—look 

different, think different” model in which TCKs are different in both appearance and 

worldview from the general host culture population; (b) the “adopted—look different, 

think alike” model in which TCKs look physically different but have similar worldviews 

with the general host culture population; (c) the “hidden immigrants—look alike, think 

different” model in which TCKs physically look like the members of either home or host 

culture, but differ in their worldview; and (d) the “mirror—look alike, think alike” model 
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where TCKs come to resemble members of the host culture population in both 

appearance and worldview (pp. 53-54). The authors claimed that adopted and/or hidden 

immigrant category cause more complex relationships because the TCKs do not meet the 

expectations of those around them. Bowman (2001) introduced an example of a woman’s 

experience as a hidden immigrant:  

When I was in Nigeria, I knew who I was—I was a foreigner, and everyone 
knew that…. When I came back to the States, everyone looked at me and 
thought I was American. I was expected to be like everyone else. I looked like 
the people in my community in Chicago, but I had learned a different set of 
rules. (p. 8)  
 

 Hylmö (2002) pointed out that having different models is important because it 

appears that much of the TCK literature presents the TCK experience as something 

coherent, focusing on similar characteristics. The focus on similarities may be inevitable 

due to the fact that the TCK field seems to aim at reaching out to people who are 

unaware of the TCK phenomenon (Kano Podolsky, 2004). But Hylmö (2002) cautioned 

that although TCKs certainly do share some similar experiences, there is a need to 

examine their different types of experience in greater depth.  

 The TCK experience is not only about dislocation. It has its advantages too. TCKs 

are often praised as global citizens who are fluent in different languages, adapt quickly to 

new environments, and possess knowledge of different cultures (Bowman, 2001; Eakin, 

1999; Gillies, 1998; Pollock & Van Reken, 1999). Eakin (1999) praised the TCKs for 

their understanding of diversity:  

Their knowledge of the world and its diverse cultures, their understanding of 
things that are “different,” and their appreciation for more than one right 
solution to problems prepare them to look at the world in a way their 
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monocultural peers can comprehend less easily. Indeed, this understanding 
and openness to a multi-cultural society prepares them well to be citizens of 
an increasingly interdependent world. (p. 7)  
 

Others, such as Gillies (1998) and Bowman (2001), also mentioned that the TCKs’ 

experience and their diverse perspectives will be an advantage in today’s increasingly 

global society.  

 

Kikokushijo 

Definition 

 TCKs who have returned to their “home” country are sometimes referred to as 

returnees. In the Japanese context, these returnees are referred to as kikokushijo. 

Kikokushijo are often categorized as a subgroup of bilinguals in Japan, a category that 

also includes Ryukyuan (Okinawan), Ainu, Korean, Chinese, and international families 

(Maher & Yashiro, 1995; Noguchi & Fotos, 2001). The term kikokushijo appeared in the 

late 1960s, when more and more Japanese company employees were being sent abroad to 

support the country’s economic expansion (Goodman, 2003). The term itself is made by 

joining two words: kikoku, which means “to return to one’s home country”; and shijo, 

meaning “sons and daughters” (Kanno, 2003b, p. 17). Kikokushijo are defined as having 

such features as: both parents are Japanese; they went overseas before age twenty; they 

went abroad temporarily because of their fathers’ overseas postings; and they were 

overseas for more than three months (Goodman, 2003, p. 178).  
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 According to Goodman (2003), although the term kikokushijo is recognized by all 

Japanese, there is no precisely equivalent term in English. The term returnee is the most 

commonly used expression in English, but Skidzun (1996) pointed out that there is 

limited literature explicitly using the term returnee outside the Japanese context. 

Although kikokushijo definitely belong in the TCK category, Yashiro (1995) described a 

crucial difference between kikokushijo and TCKs in general:  

It can be pointed out that ‘third culture kids’, ‘global nomads’, and ‘overseas 
brats’ do not refer to groups of people who are discriminated against by 
mainstream society, while Japanese returnees were, until recently, perceived 
as a minority group radically in need of re-acculturation back into Japanese 
society. (p. 139)  

 

Changing Perceptions of Kikokushijo 

 According to a survey conducted by the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

(Gaimusho, 2007), there was a steady increase in the number of temporary Japanese 

overseas residents starting from the early 1970s.4 Naturally, the number of minors has 

increased as well. Table 1 shows the change in the number of temporary residents and 

their minors (school-aged children from grade 1 to 9) at ten-year intervals from 1971 to 

2001, and in addition 2006, the most recent year available. Yashiro (1995) explained that 

the Ministry of Education only provides the number of children in grade 1 to 9 

(compulsory education) as their concern is in placing students in schools with special 

programs and quotas. As Furuiye (1995) pointed out, the statistical figures on children 

                                                        
 4 The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Gaimusho, 2007) categorizes overseas 
nationals into temporary and permanent. The latter refers to those who have obtained 
permanent residency in the host country.  
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abroad are limited because children before and after mandatory schooling age are not 

included. However, the point here is that there is a steady increase in the number of 

children going abroad to live. 

 
Table 1. The Number of Temporary Overseas Residents and Their Children  

 1971 1981 1991 2001 2006 
Temporary  
overseas residents 

63,939 204,731 412,207 544,434 735,378 

Their school-aged 
children  

8,662 30,200 50,773 52,046 58,304 

 

 Perceptions toward kikokushijo have changed substantially over the past several 

decades (Kanno 2003b; Kano Podolsky, 2004; Yashiro, 2005). Up until the 1970s, 

kikokushijo were generally considered a problem because they were viewed as misfits 

once they had returned. Because of their language deficiency, they were often considered 

to be behind in school in various subject areas. They were sometimes even placed at 

lower grade levels, or turned downed by high schools (Kanno 2003b). When placed back 

into the highly competitive Japanese entrance examination system, it was not unusual for 

kikokushijo to become “educational orphans” (Sato, in Kano Podolsky, 2004). In addition, 

language and education were not the only problems that they faced. According to Kanno 

(2003b), they were “regarded as misfits who did not know how to conform to the 

Japanese norms of behavior, disrupted harmony in the classroom, and generally got on 

the nerves of teachers and classmates,” (p. 18) sometimes causing kikokushijo to become 

the target of bullying. In other words, they faced the difficulty of being a hidden 
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immigrant (Pollock & Van Reken, 1999), or to use Kanno’s (2003b) words, they were “a 

walking contradiction who looked Japanese but did not behave Japanese” (p. 18).  

 The status of kikokushijo changed markedly in the 1980s (Goodman, 2003; Kanno, 

2003b; Kano Podolsky, 2004). This was largely due to the fact that internationalization 

(kokusaika) became the national slogan as Japan expanded its economic power 

(Goodman, 2003; Kanno, 2003b; Kano Podolsky, 2004; Kubota, 2002). Kubota (2002) 

explained the goals of kokusaika as the following:  

As implied by the term, kokusaika aims to understand people and cultures in 
the international communities through various social, cultural and educational 
opportunities. It also aims to transform social and institutional conventions to 
adapt to the international demands. (p. 16)  
 

 As a strategy to internationalize the nation, learning English gained increased value 

(Kubota, 1998). Because of their often high proficiency in English and wealth of 

cross-cultural experiences, kikokushijo came to be viewed as a valuable societal resource 

(Goodman, 2003; Kanno, 2003b; Kano Podolsky, 2004; Yashiro, 1995). Based on this 

new appreciation, top universities introduced special entrance requirements for 

kikokushijo, making their chances of acceptance significantly higher (Goodman, 2003; 

Kanno, 2003b; Kano Podolsky, 2004; Yashiro, 1995). As symbols of Japan’s 

internationalization, perceptions toward them changed from “deficient Japanese” to the 

“new elite” (Kano Podolsky, 2004, p. 73). Goodman (2003) pointed out that kikokushijo’s 

new elite status was symbolized by the fact that both the Crown Prince and his younger 

brother both married kikokushijo in the early 1990s.  
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 After the 1990s, the number of kikokushijo reached a plateau. They came to be a 

ubiquitous presence in Japanese society (Kano Podolsky, 2004). For example, they 

became highly visible among the media as news anchors and in the entertainment 

business as radio show hosts and pop musicians. It appeared that their status as problem 

children has been ameliorated (Kano Podolsky, 2004). However, perhaps what had 

changed were the media and the general public’s view of kikokushijo. Even though they 

have become more widely accepted in Japanese society, this does not mean that their 

reentry problems have disappeared. One prominent issue is the impact of cross-cultural 

experience on their identities, and this can be seen in the accounts that they give of these 

identities.  

 

TCK and Kikokushijo Identity Narratives 

 Several collections of “border crossing” identity narratives have been published in 

applied linguistics and other fields (e.g., Belcher & Connor, 2001; Danquah, 2000; 

Novakovich & Shapard, 2002). These collections, many of which are language learning 

memoirs, provide an up-close look at the experiences people have as they crossed 

national and/or cultural borders.  

 In applied linguistics, scholars such as Block (2007a) and Pavlenko (2001, 2007; 

Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004a) have claimed that eliciting such narratives has become 

an important part of methodology in L2 identity studies. Some TCK writers also take a 

somewhat similar approach. The result is memoirs written by adult TCKs based on their 
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TCK childhoods (e.g., Eidse & Sichel, 2004; C. D. Smith, 1996). Kano Podolsky (2004) 

pointed out that whereas the TCK literature often takes the form of autobiographical 

narratives or practical guides written by adult TCKs, similar stories are fairly limited 

within the kikokushijo literature. This is because the kikokushijo literature is largely based 

on work by scholars who have made kikokushijo their subject matter, as a result of 

studies commissioned by the Japanese Ministry of Education for policy purposes (Kano 

Podolsky, 2004).   

 Kanno’s (1997, 2000, 2003b) studies are important as they are some of the few 

kikokushijo studies based on the voices of kikokushijo themselves. Herself a kikokushijo, 

Kanno showed how her four participants came to negotiate their bilingual identities as 

they entered Japanese universities upon their return from Canada, their host country. 

Through her study, Kanno (2000) pointed out two conflicting characteristics in her 

participants’ bilingual and bicultural identities: “a desire to be included in what they 

perceived to be the ‘mainstream’ of the society and a need to assert their uniqueness” (p. 

13). She added that these desires were hard to fulfill due to their “dual, potentially 

conflicting, cultural allegiance and frequent relocation” (p. 13). The fact that they used 

different languages in different sociocultural contexts made these issues more salient.  

 Kanno’s (1997, 2000, 2003b) participants’ complex and fluctuating identities were 

revealed through carefully constructed “stories” or narratives of each participant. This 

kind of study is valuable as the stories are not retrospective memoirs like much of the 
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TCK literature, but cross-cultural experiences of the young participants told as they were 

going through them.  

 Although Kanno’s (1997, 2000, 2003b) participants entered Japanese universities 

upon their return, one educational option for younger returnees is international schools 

(Goodman, 1990; T. Ochs, 1993; Willis, 1992). In the international school, there are 

students who face difficulties as they try to understand their complex linguistic situations 

and their identities, just like Kanno’s participants. However, unlike Kanno’s participants, 

who experienced dislocation as they crossed natural and cultural borders, there are local 

students in the international schools who experience similarly complex situations without 

leaving their own country.   

 

International Schools 

Overview of International Schools 

History  

 Although the term international school is frequently used, the concept is hard to 

define as one school tends to be substantially different from another (Hayden, 2006; 

Hayden & Thompson, 1995; Skelton, 2002). This is largely because international schools 

develop according to the needs of the expatriate community in a particular location 

(Carder, 2007a; Sears, 1998).  

 The number of international schools increased dramatically across the world after 

the Second World War when economically advanced countries sent more and more 
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businessmen and diplomats abroad (Carder, 2007a). Historically, these schools were 

mostly Anglo/American in terms of curriculum and language of instruction. Their 

purpose was to prepare the children of expatriates for tertiary education in English 

speaking countries (Allan, 2002; Carder 2007a, 2007b). In terms of language, whereas 

proficiency in English was of the greatest importance, the first languages of children 

from non-English speaking countries were not emphasized. Thus, despite the label 

“international,” these schools did not have a truly international character in terms of 

curriculum or medium of instruction. Rather, they were seen as schools that provided 

education for “displaced” students from different countries (de Méjia, 2002).  

 

International Schools at Present  

 While there were approximately 50 international schools identified worldwide in 

1964 (Hayden & Thompson, 1995), there are now over 830 such schools across 100 

countries, serving the interests of approximately 200,000 students (Baker, 2006; Carder, 

2007a; Council of International Schools, 2008).  

 What links different international schools together worldwide at present is 

membership in professional organizations such as the European Council of International 

Schools (ECIS), the Council of International Schools (CIS), and the International 

Schools Association (ISA) (Carder, 2007a, 2007b). These organizations provide 

accreditation services, and with the increasing number of international schools, the 
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accreditation status (i.e., membership in the organizations) is seen as a marker of the 

standards of the schools (Carder, 2007a, 2007b; Hayden & Thompson, 1995).   

 Apart from such membership, international schools are hard to define as a cohesive 

body because there is substantial variation among the schools in size, tuition, curriculum, 

and student nationality (Carder, 2007a). However, there are a few general characteristics 

that the schools share. They include the following:  

1. The language of instruction is English (Baker, 2006; Carder, 2007a, 2007b; de 

Méjia, 2002; Sears, 1998): English is regarded as the world’s lingua franca, and 

many schools take it for granted that the school curriculum will be in English. 

Fluency in English is regarded as a necessity for the students’ success in the future.  

2. The majority of students are from expatriate families (Baker, 2006; Carder, 2007a; 

de Méjia, 2002; Sears, 1998): Although there is greater diversity recently in their 

student bodies, international schools were set up to serve the needs of the expatriate 

community, and they continue to do so. 

3. There are more students whose first language is not English (Carder, 2007a; de 

Méjia, 2002): According to published reports, the number of nationalities in 

international schools range from 5 to 90. De Méjia (2002) explained that the greater 

diversity among the students is due to the increase in prosperity of industrial 

economies of developed countries and the demographic shift of commercial and 

business personnel worldwide.  
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4. There is an increase in host country students in recent years (Carder, 2007a, 2007b; 

de Méjia, 2002; Goodman, 1990; T. Ochs, 1993; Sears, 1998; Willis & Enloe, 

1990): International schools are increasingly regarded as an educational option by 

host country parents due to the impact of globalization and the rhetoric of 

internationalization. Parents place their children in these schools because they place 

value on learning English and English-medium education, and because the schools 

are seen as having more prestige and flexibility than schools in the national system 

as well. The schools are also regarded as an educational option for the local 

children who have returned from overseas.   

5. They are for the affluent (Baker & Jones, 1998; Carder, 2007a; de Méjia, 2002): 

Most international schools are private, and tuition can be very high. In most cases, 

tuition is paid wholly or partially by the company, embassy, or organization in 

which one of the parents works. When local students from the host country enroll, 

parents are willing to pay the high tuitions for their children’s education.  

6. They offer the International Baccalaureate (IB) diploma program (Carder, 2007a, 

2007b; de Méjia, 2002; Drennen, 2002; Hill, 2002; Willis & Enloe, 1990): The 

majority of international schools used to have a British or American-based 

curriculum, and there was no alternative. However, many schools now follow the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) curriculum, a Europe-based program designed to 

provide a high quality, common curriculum leading to a global examination 

recognized by universities across the world. The two-year diploma program 
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prepares students for university entrance, particularly for universities in North 

America and Europe. 

 

 Although there are a few sources on international schools in general (e.g., Carder, 

2007a, 2007b; de Méjia , 2002; Hayden, 2006; Hayden, Thompson, & Walker, 2002; 

Sears, 2002), as de Méjia (2002) and Sears (1998) have pointed out, little empirical 

research has been carried out on international school students. De Méjia (2002) 

mentioned that this may be due to the fact that international school students are regarded 

as a “pampered minority,” and that researchers tend to study “more deserving” bilingual 

populations (p. 298).  

 

International Schools in Japan 

Background  

 Japan has a long history of international schooling, dating back to 1872 when St. 

Maur International School was founded in Yokohama (de Méjia, 2002). According to 

various scholars, Japan has the largest number of international schools in the world 

(Wakabayashi, 2002; Willis & Enloe, 1990). The Japan Council of International Schools 

(JCIS), an organization of international schools in Japan, lists 29 member schools (Japan 

Council of International Schools, n.d.). The Western Association of Schools and Colleges 

(WASC), a U.S.-based accreditation commission for schools, lists 20 international 

schools as member schools in Japan (Western Association of Schools and Colleges 

[WASC], n.d.).  
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 Like other international schools across the world, international schools in Japan 

were set up exclusively to support the education of the children of foreign expatriates 

(Kite, 2001). However, with the rise of the Japanese economy, many Japanese corporate 

workers were sent abroad, and the number of returnees began to increase. With the 

growing number of returnees, the number of Japanese nationals receiving their education 

in international schools began to increase. Initially, most schools controlled the number 

of Japanese students by selective enrollment. However, by 1994, a survey showed that 

approximately 30 percent of total enrollment in 27 major international schools was 

Japanese nationals. This increase was due not only to the increasing number of returnees, 

but also because Japanese parents with no English background or foreign experience 

chose international schools for their children’s education (Kite, 2001; T. Ochs, 1993). 

There was a strong demand for an English-medium education by “local elites” (Carder, 

2007b, p. 380).  

 Although many schools were recognized by European and American associations, 

such as CIS, ECIS, and WASC, for many years they were not fully recognized by the 

Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) as 

official schools. Thus they were classified as “miscellaneous schools,” and students were 

unable to take the Japanese university entrance exams (Kanno, 2008; Kite, 2001; 

Wakabayashi; 2002). Yet as Wakabayashi (2002) explained, Japanese parents still chose 

to send their children to international schools “because they view English acquisition, 

and consequently bilingualism, as an advantage for their children, and… a future 
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investment” (p. 634). Given that 16 of the international schools in Japan were finally 

accredited by MEXT in 2003 (“International Schools,” 2003; Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science and Technology [MEXT], 2003), there has been a further 

increase in Japanese parents wanting to send their children to international schools 

(interviews with nine Japanese international school administrators, 2007).  

 A classification of international schools by Kushida (2006) may be useful for 

understanding the current situation of international schools in Japan. Kushida has 

classified the schools into two types: long established schools and newer schools. The 

long established schools have the following characteristics: (a) They were founded more 

than 30 years ago; (b) they start from pre-school or kindergarten and go through high 

school; (c) they are accredited by associations such as WASC and ECIS; (d) they have a 

strong interaction and connections amongst themselves; (e) they hire teachers from 

world-wide international school educators’ recruiting fairs; and (f) they are selective in 

the enrollment of Japanese nationals. For their part, newer schools have the following 

characteristics: (a) They were founded in the last 20 years; (b) they only go through 

elementary or junior high; (c) they are small in campus size and student population; (d) 

they do not have accreditation; (e) they do not interact with the long established schools; 

and (f) they are often targeted for the Japanese population. Kushida added a word of 

caution: that although schools label themselves “international schools,” some of the 

newer schools are more like schools where English is taught, rather than schools where 

the curriculum is taught in English.   
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Studies of International Schools in Japan 

 As with research on international schools in general, there is a limited number of 

studies on international schools in Japan. As a whole, the studies can be divided into two 

categories: studies focusing on students (Kite, 2001; Shi, 2006; Wakabayashi, 1998) and 

studies focusing on individual schools (Kanno, 2008; T. Ochs, 1993; Willis, 1992). As 

these studies are highly relevant to my study, I will review them individually in some 

detail in this section. I then close the section with a brief comparison of international 

schools and immersion schools in Japan.  

 

   Studies focusing on students. 

 Shi (2006) gathered five multi-ethnic 11th graders from an international school in 

Tokyo, and formed a focus group to discuss the issue of their identity. The discussion 

took place at their school, and it was video-taped. Like other researchers investigating 

multi-ethnic children in Japan (e.g., Greer, 2003, 2005; M. G. Noguchi, 2001a), Shi 

focused on what multi-ethnicity brings to their identity and language. Perhaps the 

strongest finding concerned how multilinguality plays an important role in the 

self-definition and self-identification of the students. More specifically, Shi reported that 

Japanese proficiency (or the lack thereof) was the main feature of group identity; 

languages other than English served as a tool that helped the students to better understand 

other cultures; and code-switching was a common language feature, giving international 

school students their own group identity.   
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 Interestingly, the video data that Shi (2006) gathered was presented to the school, 

including the school counselor. But if the students had been informed that the data would 

be used in this way prior to the session, I cannot help but wonder whether the students 

were able to discuss openly and honestly. Although group interviews have their purposes 

and advantages, the influence of peers may also influence participants’ responses. 

 Kite (2001) also found that code-switching was a common linguistic habit for 

international school students she studied. Kite administered a questionnaire to 99 

students concerning their language use and audio-taped two sessions in which students 

discussed their language use—discussions that included a great deal of code-switching. 

Next, Kite asked 16 faculty members at the school to listen to the recordings of the 

discussions, and to then answer a questionnaire. By applying logistic regression analysis 

to the resulting answers, Kite concluded that code-switching is the students’ “unmarked 

language choice” for interaction among peers (p. 325). In discussing these findings, Kite 

pointed out that code-switching is viewed negatively in some of the literature on the 

subject, where it is regarded primarily as a compensatory strategy for low linguistic 

competence. However, Kite mentioned that anecdotal evidence suggested no correlation 

between code-switching and academic performance, and added that the code-switching 

students that participated in her study were accepted by top-ranking universities such as 

Harvard and Yale. This evidence may support the view that code-switching is a highly 

skilled use of language (Baker, 2006; V. Cook, 1999).    
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 Wakabayashi’s (1998) study is unique in the sense that it focused exclusively on 

Japanese students in a single international school with a large Japanese population. 

Wakabayashi studied the language proficiency and cultural identity of two student groups 

within St. Catherine’s International School (a pseudonym): those who had been educated 

in English from the primary grades, and those who had been educated in Japanese in 

regular Japanese schools during those years.5 Wakabayashi first tested approximately 80 

high school students’ English and Japanese proficiency. She then examined the students’ 

cultural identity by administering a questionnaire to 46 high school students. 

Wakabayashi also presented as data five samples of structured interviews on the topic of 

cultural identity, but she did not provide details regarding the number of students that she 

interviewed. Using the data obtained from the test and the questionnaire, Wakabayashi 

used regression analysis to examine whether the students’ language proficiency measures 

predicted their cultural identities. Wakabayashi reported four results: (a) Written and oral 

measures predicted students’ cultural identities; (b) the relationship between the language 

proficiency measures and cultural identity were predictable in most cases; (c) for 

international school students, Western identity and Asian/Japanese identity were not 

opposite ends of the continuum; and (d) cultural identity may also be a predictor of one’s 

language proficiency.  

                                                        
 5 Unlike St. Catherine’s, many international schools are highly selective when 
admitting Japanese nationals, and they rarely admit Japanese students who were 
previously enrolled in Japanese schools. This point will be discussed in Chapter 5.  
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 Wakabayashi’s (1998) focus on local students attending an international school 

made her study unique. As Wakabayashi herself suggested, her research results may be of 

interest to Japanese parents who are considering sending their children to international 

schools, as well as teachers and policy makers, particularly those working in schools that 

have large numbers of Japanese students. However, regarding the issue of identity, tests, 

questionnaires, and structured interviews may not sufficiently capture the complexity of 

students’ identity. Also, discrete categories such as “Western identity” and 

“Asian/Japanese identity” are questionable, as their meaning and significance may vary 

according to the individual, and they may therefore be inaccurate descriptors of students’ 

complex identities. 

 

    Studies focusing on schools.  

 Although the three studies mentioned above took place at three individual 

international schools, the nature of the schools was not the focus of the study. The studies 

reviewed in this section describe not only students, but their schools as wholes. Such 

studies are important in the current context because the schools play a major role in the 

experiences of their students (Hylmö, 2002; Kanno 2003a, 2008; Wakabayashi, 1998). As 

Wakabayshi (1998) stated, students are “vulnerable to acculturation through schooling” 

(p. 210).  
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 Willis (1992) discussed Columbia Academy (CA) in Kobe,6 where he was a teacher, 

providing a detailed profile of the school and its students. He used the notion of 

transnationals/transculturals to describe the students. The students were privileged elites 

coming from 37 countries, and most of them were proficient in both English and 

Japanese. Willis concluded that transnationals, or international persons, can be “viewed 

alternatively as a social problem for the present (in terms of reintegration into a 

homogenous society) or as future resource (flexible operators in heterogeneous networks) 

for national cultures” (p. 92). The alternative views that he presented may be reflective of 

how students such as kikokushijo or Japanese international school students are perceived 

in Japan.  

 Although Willis (1992) provided important details about CA and its students, as 

well as the international school community in general, it appears that the purpose of his 

paper, which is somewhat similar to the purpose of many papers in the TCK literature, is 

to present and celebrate the concept of transnationals/transculturals. 

 T. Ochs (1993) also described a single international school, Yamato College (YC) 

(a pseudonym). With its high academic standards and students coming from almost 50 

countries, Ochs referred to YC as a “fairly typical international school” (p. 448). 

Although Ochs celebrated the students as multilinguals and transculturals and the fluid 

and dynamic culture that they create, he also took a critical approach towards the school, 

which he viewed as “an imposed Western and tightly constrained supraorganization” (p. 

                                                        
 6 Willis (1992) did not specify whether Columbia Academy was a pseudonym or 
the school’s real name. 
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457). Ochs claimed that such a singular orientation to a Western model is not just the 

case of YC, but is a common phenomenon across international schools. Examples of this 

orientation include: curriculum and texts, rituals and holidays celebrated at the school, 

“remarkably homogeneous (white, Midwestern US, male)” administration and faculty (p. 

457), and the fining of students when they speak languages other than English in the 

classroom. In sum, Ochs problematized the fact that although the schools are highly 

international in terms of student population, they remain far from being international as 

far as the curriculum and the school language policy are concerned. This is an important 

point to note because although the literature on international schools tends to be included 

in the bilingualism literature, the term is rarely heard within the schools, and most 

international schools have a strict English-only policy (Sears, 1998).   

 Based on my experience as a student in an international school in Japan in the 

1980's, I agree with most of T. Ochs’s (1993) observations. Although I did not attend YC, 

I find that his description of YC can largely be applied to other international schools. 

However, many years have passed since I was a student and since Ochs conducted his 

study. The interviews that I conducted with administrators from three international 

schools in 2007 suggest that international schools have changed substantially since then. 

This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.    

  Kanno (2003a, 2008) studied Hal International School (a pseudonym) as part of a 

larger ethnographical project studying five schools catering to bilingual students in Japan. 

Kanno examined the schools’ sense, or vision, of what kind of communities the students 
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will participate in in the future. Kanno claimed that their visions affected the schools’ 

policies and practices, as well as the students’ identities.  

 Hal is a school with high academic standards, catering to students from 

kindergarten to grade nine. Although the study body represents 22 countries, students 

coming from families with at least one Japanese parent make up approximately 50 

percent of the school population (Kanno, 2003a). Hal is unique in the sense that it has a 

strong Japanese program (cf. Sears, 1998). This point “appeal[s] to the parents who want 

to place their children in an international school but still want to ensure strong Japanese 

development” (Kanno, 2008 p. 92). 

 The Japanese students attending Hal come from families who hold a privileged 

status in Japanese society. However, Kanno (2008) pointed out that there is a rather 

paradoxical issue regarding Hal. Even though the students are living in their own country 

and have the capital to be enrolled in a school like Hal, within the school they are often 

positioned as ESL students, much like language minority students in the U.S. Teachers 

therefore tend to “focus on their lack of English proficiency rather than on their additive 

bilingualism.” (p. 201). In line with T. Ochs (1993), Kanno (2008) mentioned that despite 

the name, international schools “reflect a worldview in which English sits on top of the 

hierarchy of all languages” (p. 150). Kanno also pointed out that Hal students may risk 

being alienated from their natal culture and language even if they are living in their own 

country because the exposure to the English language and Anglophone culture is intense. 

However, this may be inevitable given that the schools are expected to prepare the 
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students to enter prestigious American universities. It appears that although this is an 

issue for all international schools in Japan, Hal’s situation is even more complex as the 

school explicitly caters not only to the expatriate community, but also to Japanese 

students as well, and because they flag their Japanese program as one of their sales 

points.  

 Kanno’s (2003a, 2008) research has much to contribute to studies on international 

schools as she not only focused on a particular school, but also on its students, teachers, 

and parents. Through her study, readers are able to foresee her participants’ future. 

However, perhaps because two of the five schools that she researched were elementary 

schools, the participants are younger children and perhaps for this reason, they do not 

discuss their complex issues. I am very much interested in knowing how older students 

view their complex situation and identities, and what happens to these students after 

graduating from Hal. 

 

 Differences between international schools and immersion schools.  

 Although sometimes confused with them, international schools are different from 

immersion schools. In immersion programs, students receive all or most (or at least 50%) 

of their academic instruction in their second language (Genesee et al., 2004; Swain & 

Lapkin, 2005), but their curriculum is parallel with the local/national (first language) 

curriculum (Baker, 2006: Swain & Lapkin, 2005). Thus, the second language is not the 
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subject of instruction, but a “medium through which a majority of the school’s academic 

content is taught” (Bostwick, 2001, p. 274).  

 English immersion education began to emerge in Japan rather recently, and is 

becoming a popular educational option among Japanese parents who want their children 

to learn English at an early age (Kanno, 2008). It must be noted however, that immersion 

schools are for mainstream Japanese students, whereas international schools are 

primarily for the expatriate community (Kanno, 2008). Although immersion students are 

educated in English, the student population is almost all Japanese, and they do not have 

exposure to English outside the school (Bostwick, 2001). Kanno (2003a, 2008), who 

studied Nichiei (a pseudonym), an English immersion school in Japan, pointed out that 

“at Nichiei, the learning of English is motivated by instrumental purposes” (2008, p. 149) 

rather than encouraging cultural integration. Thus, parents who send their children to 

such schools like “the fact that their children can receive some instruction in English 

within the larger context of a Japanese school” (Kanno, 2003a, p. 290). For example, the 

students at Katoh Gakuen, the first English immersion school in Japan, need to prepare 

for the demanding Japanese college entrance examinations. Thus, immersion at Katoh is 

partial and its curriculum is based on the national curriculum, using Japanese textbooks 

translated into English. The program also provides native level literacy instruction in 

Japanese (Bostwick, 2001). Downes (2001) reported that, as a result of such educational 

practices, the students at Katoh Gakuen seem to maintain their Japanese cultural identity.  
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 In the international schools, on the other hand, there tends to be a “singular 

orientation toward a Western model” (T. Ochs, 1993, p. 459). The schools have a strict 

English-only school policy, and they often follow a North American curriculum (T. Ochs, 

1993). Although Japanese parents may send their children to an international school 

because they want them to attain a high level of English proficiency, international school 

administrators insist that their purpose is not to teach English, but to teach in English. 

Student populations typically consist of 50 or more nationalities (Coeyman, 2002; T. 

Ochs, 1993), making for much more linguistic and cultural complexity. I have previously 

referred to the international school using the metaphor of a site-seeing bus (Okada, 

2006a): “You are on a bus with people from all over the world, but you are not fully 

exposed to what is outside of the bus.” That is, international school students are not fully 

exposed to the culture of the country in which the school is located. For Japanese 

students in particular, these schools are a unique site of globalization where they face 

diverse cultural exposure from their peers, study a Western curriculum, and follow an 

all-English school policy, all while residing in their own country.  

 

Research Questions 

 As mentioned above, much of the literature on language and identity concerns 

individuals who have left their home country. Their experience of having to negotiate 

their languages and identities are sometimes similar to those who are multi-ethnic. Greer 

(2005) stated that “being multi-ethnic is not an either/or choice but a both/and 
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experience” (p. 16). However, there are those who have a “both/and experience” without 

having a foreign heritage or leaving their home country. They are the non-kikokushijo 

local students in international schools. I believe that these students are of interest from 

the vantage point of identity, particularly in the case of a country that is widely believed 

to be homogenous and monolingual (e.g., Goodman, Peach, Takenaka, & White, 2003; 

Lie, 2001; McCormack, 2001; M. G. Noguchi, 2001b).7 Most language learning identity 

studies concern how the participants develop their identification within English-speaking 

communities—there are few studies of individuals in foreign language learning contexts 

(Block, 2007a). Kanno (2003b) stated that “learning contexts produce certain identities 

for the learners that they have little power to resist” (p. 7). How do students deal with 

being educated in English/Western contexts even though they have never lived outside of 

their own country? How do they come to negotiate their languages and identities?  

 Although parents may have many options when choosing the type of education that 

their children are to receive, in most cases young children themselves do not have a 

choice, or they are too young to make choices. Most children who are sent to the 

established international schools with very expensive tuition are privileged elites who are 

provided with vast numbers of opportunities (Goodman, 1990; Kanno, 2003a, 2008). 

However, in fact they also have to confront complexities regarding language and identity 

that Japanese students enrolled in Japanese schools do not have to face. These students 

are marked. They are in a strangely interesting situation: While being in their own 

                                                        
 7 There are those who argue otherwise, claiming that Japan is a multilingual nation 
(e.g., Lie, 2001; Maher & Yashiro, 1995; Noguchi & Fotos, 2001).  
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country, they are educated in a foreign language in a foreign context. They live 

cross-culturally without leaving their country. They are TCKs without the mobility. How 

do these experiences affect their language and identity? 

 I myself have experienced, and continue to experience, the struggle of being “in 

between” or in a gray zone. I also saw my peers go through it. I saw my students go 

through it. Colin Baker (2001), a leading figure in the study of bilingualism, mentioned 

that “local identity is essential and fundamental” (p. 69). Do those of us who are “in 

between” have what is called “local identity”? Or are we lacking what is “essential and 

fundamental”?  

 Having had the pleasure and the privilege of studying TESOL and applied 

linguistics, I felt that I was provided with an opportunity to explore and possibly 

articulate what such struggles may be like, and what it means to be educated outside of 

one’s culture while living in one’s own country in terms of language and identity. As a 

Japanese member of the international school community, as a former teacher at an 

international school, and as one who feels rather lost in the gray zone between languages 

and cultures, I felt called upon to conduct research in this community.  

 In this study, I address the following research questions:  

1. What is it like to grow up in an international school setting within one’s 

own country? 

2. How do such experiences influence one’s sense of self and language?  
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These two broad questions cast light on the following issues: (a) the impact of being 

educated entirely in a foreign language while being in one’s own (relatively monolingual) 

country; (b) what being bilingual and bicultural means to the participants in this study; 

(c) how they perceive themselves and their linguistic situation; and (d) how they come to 

(or do not come to) negotiate their identities.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH STRATEGIES AND RESOURCES 

 

 In this chapter, I first discuss situated qualitative research, which is the general 

perspective I adopt in conducting this study. Second, I discuss narrative inquiry as the 

primary research strategy used to address the research questions that I posed in the 

previous chapter. Third, I introduce the focal participants together with my positionality 

as the researcher. Fourth, I describe the types of data collected along with an explanation 

of how they were collected and analyzed.  

 

Situated Qualitative Research 

 There are many research traditions within qualitative research. For example, 

Creswell (1988) introduced biography, phenomenological study, grounded theory, 

ethnography, and case study.1 I believe that there are overlaps among such traditions, and 

defining a tradition exclusively may be problematic (P. Atkinson, Delamont, & 

Hammersley, 1988). However, for the purpose of explaining the choices that I have made 

to conduct this research, I label my study as situated qualitative research as defined by D. 

Atkinson (2005).  

                                                        
 1 I do not agree with Creswell (1988) that case studies should be categorized as a 
research tradition (see also Merriam, 1998). It is rather a choice of what to be studied 
(Stake, 2005) 
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  First, D. Atkinson (2005) described qualitative as a “number of different research 

approaches that focus on the particular quality of the phenomena being studied rather 

than on their frequencies of occurrence—their quantity” (p. 50). This fits my study as it 

is “based on individuals and particulars” (D. Atkinson, n.d., p. 14). I am focusing on 

three individuals within a certain social group: Japanese international school students 

without foreign heritage or experience. Although their numbers have increased in the past 

several years, such students are still minorities in the accredited international schools in 

Japan. I am interested in understanding how each of my participants “make[s] sense of 

their world and the experiences they have in the world” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). Therefore, 

the purpose of this study is not to seek generalizability.2 

  Second, D. Atkinson (2005) described situated as “a kind of qualitative research 

that is maximally grounded in the everyday social world of those being studied” (p. 50). 

In order to better understand my participants’ lives, I have not only interviewed them, but 

interviewed those close to them, observed them in different settings, spent time with 

them in informal gatherings (which were for non-research purposes), and studied the 

schools where they are from.   

  Drawing from Haraway (1988), D. Atkinson (2005) also described the notion of 

situatedness as an epistemology. Haraway (1988) problematized the conventional 

                                                        
 2 This is not to reject generalization—I may come to some generalizations that are 
applicable to other contexts or cases through my study. Also, readers might draw 
generalizations from my study. I note here that generalization differs from 
generalizability, which “seems to assume that uniform phenomena of educational 
importance exist which, once having been properly treated, can be measured in frequency 
or degree on a common scale” (Ramanathan & Atkinson, 1999, p. 55). 



 

 85 

all-knowing, all-seeing view of science. Instead, she advocated “situated knowledges” (p. 

581) based on a “view from somewhere” (p. 590). D. Atkinson (2005) described this 

view in the following way:  

The view from somewhere always acknowledges and indeed takes full 
advantage of its situatedness and partiality, the notion being that because 
individual researchers are always already somewhere in particular when doing 
their research, that that situatedness and partiality must therefore always 
powerfully inform and guide their science, and that they are consequently 
deeply connected and therefore ethically responsible to the people they are 
studying. (p. 51)  
 

 I acknowledge that my study is guided by my perspectives and interpretations. To 

use the words of Rosaldo (1993), “all interpretations are provisional; they are made by 

positioned subjects who are prepared to know certain things and not others” (p. 8). 

However, I also believe that part of the reason that I was able to get as close as I did to 

the lived experience of my participants was because of my background as a member of 

the international school community. Although my insider status does not make me an 

all-knowing researcher, I believe that it was my “view from somewhere” (Haraway, 1988, 

p. 590) that allowed me to arrive at a local and personal understanding of what was going 

on. I see myself as a “constitutive part of the situations being studied” (D. Atkinson, n.d., 

p. 14). My researcher positionality will be discussed in more detail below. 

    As already discussed in Chapter 2, the general epistemological and theoretical 

stance that I hold is that of postmodernism. Postmodernism critiques “metanarratives” 

(Lyotard, 1984, p. xxiv), and directs our attention to change, individuality, contradiction, 

and fragmentation (Sarup, 1993). I believe that situated qualitative research fits well with 
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such a stance.3 Throughout my attempt to provide an in-depth description of each of my 

participants’ lives, I did not view my participants and research site as something static, 

complete, or absolute. I saw changes, individuality, contradiction, and fragmentation in 

my participants. Not only are my participants in-flux, I am also aware that my 

interpretation (as well as anyone else’s) is that of an individual, and that it is also 

fragmented and subject to change, but such is the interpretive nature of qualitative 

research (Erickson, 1986; Postman, 1988; Rabinow & Sullivan, 1979). I also assume that 

new data can provide insights that may alter or influence my interpretation, so my 

interpretation is a dynamic process.  

  D. Atkinson (2005) mentioned that situated qualitative research “welcome[s] 

human behavior in all its richness and diversity” (p. 63). To take into account such 

behavior, situated qualitative research needs to be a “research approach that is maximally 

flexible, maximally adaptive to the always in-process, always-in-flux 

individuals-in-society and social situations that it attempts to study” (p. 63). In this 

respect, a rigidly predetermined and mechanistic method does not suit this type of 

research. 

  To understand my “always-in-flux” participants and their lives, and to account for 

my partial view as a researcher, I have relied on the stories, or narratives, that they told 

me as my primary strategy, supplemented by other resources. In the following section, I 

                                                        
 3 See Norton Peirce (1995b) for a discussion on the complex relationship of theory 
and methodology in qualitative research. 
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describe my use of narrative inquiry as the primary data collection strategy employed in 

this study. 

 

Narrative Inquiry 

  I employ narrative inquiry as my primary research strategy, along with other 

strategies such as observations, to help me understand my participants, and to translate 

their experiences into analyzable data. Unlike prescriptive methods, there is no single 

agreed upon approach in narrative inquiry. It is a flexible tool that provides windows on 

what cannot be seen through using “scientific” methods (Bruner, 1986, 1990; Clandinin 

& Connelly, 2000; Connelly & Clandinin, 1999). As human existence is complex, messy, 

diverse, and fluid, narratives seem to be an appropriate strategy by which to examine 

such complexity (J. S. Bell, 2002). In the words of Jill Sinclair Bell (2002), “Narratives 

allow researchers to present experience holistically in all its complexity and richness” (p. 

209). Although this is an overstatement, it captures the ideal aim of narrative inquiry. 

  I attempt to find out how my participants have come to, or have been unable to, 

negotiate their identities and languages through life story interviews (R. Atkinson, 1998, 

2001; Linde, 1993). Linde (1993) defined life stories as a way to “express our sense of 

self: who we are and how we got that way” and as “one very important means by which 

we communicate this sense of self and negotiate it with others” (p. 3). Therefore, the 

process of narrating life stories is not only a communication tool, but it also allows one to 

negotiate and/or make meaning out of it. In this respect, the use of narratives is suited to 
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studying such aspects as identity and subjectivity, as suggested by Riessman (1993, 

2001) and others (e.g., Block, 2007a; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004a; Pavlenko & 

Lantolf, 2000; Ricento, 2005).   

 Kanno (2003b) pointed out that initially at least, a postmodernist view and a 

narrative approach to identity seem incompatible—one focusing on fragmentation, and 

the other focusing on a unified self. However, she continued:  

I argue… that both perspectives reflect the nature of our identity. We humans 
do take on different labels, social roles, personas—in short, different 
identities—in different aspects of our lives. At the same time, we strive to 
make connections among these different identities in order to maintain a sense 
of purpose and direction in our lives and to function as a whole person—with 
a varying degree of success. (p. 131)  
 

 I agree with Kanno (2003b) that however fragmented or contradictory our identities 

are, there is a desire within us to connect our multiple identities. Narrative may be one 

tool to link together these different selves (Dyer & Keller-Cohen, 2000; Linde, 1993; E. 

Ochs & Capps, 2001; Sfard & Prusack, 2005), and to present and perform them (D. 

Atkinson, 2002). According to Dyer and Keller-Cohen (2000),  

Narrative… provides us with an opportunity to unite 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 deeper 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. (p. 285, italics added)    
 

However, narratives are not complete stories. I understand narratives as speech events, 

and the coherence within narratives as features of performance. So narratives, as speech 

events, may allow narrators to tell their stories coherently. However, that does not 
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necessarily mean that their lives are actually coherent. Even narratives are not necessarily 

coherent: as Kanno (2003b) stated, “identity narratives… are fragments of stories that do 

not fit perfectly together…. They are more like fragments of an ancient tapestry that an 

archaeologist is trying to piece together” (p. 132), rather than paradigmatic wholes. To 

put it differently, as coherence making devices, they also reflect the complex, 

never-ending struggle of identity construction.     

 Yet narratives are not simply individual productions. According to Pavlenko (2002), 

“they are powerfully shaped by social, cultural, and historical conventions as well as by 

the relationship between the storyteller and the interlocutor” (p. 214). Along the same 

line, E. Ochs and Capps (2001) stated that “narrative activity becomes a tool for 

collaboratively reflecting upon specific situations and their place in the general scheme 

of life” (p. 2). Thus I regard the interviews through which the narratives were elicited in 

this study to be interactional events (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; Rapley, 2000; 

Riessman, 2001). In other words, the narratives were not just constructed, they were 

co-constructed (E. Ochs & Capps, 2001). Because I was the interpreter as well as the 

collaborator in the construction of these narratives, I needed to be particularly attentive to 

my position as a researcher. 

  In her discussion of the use of narrative in qualitative research, Casanave (2005) 

mentioned that there are at least two levels of story involved: “At one level, participants 

tell and retell stories over time to researchers; at another level, researchers construct a 

story of the participants’ stories for the final research text” (p. 21). At the first level, 
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multiple unstructured interviews may be sufficient. Yet although the first initial 

interviews with my three participants were rich and informative, one-shot interview data 

did not seem allow me to construct a richer story of my participants’ lives (Casanave’s 

second level). Hansen and Liu (1997) have also argued that because identity is dynamic 

and evolving, static methods such as single interviews do not do justice to the 

phenomena. They therefore call for multiple methods and triangulation. In accordance 

with this view, I conducted multiple interviews and gathered various other data sources 

over a period of 13 to 19 months. Casanave (2005) summarized the position I adopted as 

follows:  

Like other kinds of qualitative research, narrative inquiry also depends on 
close observation of people in their settings, detailed description, and the 
writing and collecting of many kinds of fields texts such as notes, journals, 
letters, and transcripts of interviews. However, the intent is to listen, to record, 
and construct stories of lived experience within the narrative dimensions of 
time, place, and personal-social relationships. (p. 22)  

 

The Participants 

Focal Participants 

  In order to conduct my study, I searched for students who met all of the following 

criteria: 

1. Japanese citizen with Japanese parents (and no foreign heritage). 
2. International school student or recent graduate of an international school.4  
3. Have attended international schools all their life.  
4. No experience living abroad (non-returnee).  
5. Between ages 17 and 20.  

                                                        
 4 I restricted the participants to only students from accredited, long established 
international schools, as newer schools that are not accredited differ significantly in their 
nature and student population (Kushida, 2006).  



 

 91 

 There is a substantial literature on multi-ethnic students and returnees in Japan (see 

Chapter 3). I, on the other hand, was interested in Japanese students who were exposed 

deeply to foreign cultures and languages through their education, and not from their 

foreign heritage or experience living abroad. I chose students from the age range 

mentioned in point five because I wanted my participants to be old enough to be able to 

reflect on and talk about complex issues such as identity and culture, and to have 

completed or nearly completed their international school experience. Initially, I was 

planning to restrict the participants to high school seniors (ages 17 and 18) because I 

wanted to see how they would change as they moved on to university. However, given 

the restricted enrollment of Japanese citizens with no foreign background in these 

schools, I was not able to find participants who met all of the criteria. Therefore, I 

expanded the age range and included recent graduates. I was able to find three focal 

participants for the study: two boys and one girl.   

 I found two of my participants easily: Kenji and Jun were high school juniors at 

MLC International School at the time I requested their participation in this study. They 

had also been students when I taught pre-first grade at the same international school. 

They were the only Japanese students with Japanese parents in my class, they continued 

to attend the same international school, and they were part of what inspired me to 

conduct this study. Although I left the school shortly after the boys moved onto first 

grade, I tutored Kenji from grades two to five. I established a close relationship with their 

parents as well, particularly Kenji’s mother. After I left MLC, I met them occasionally 
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outside the school. For example, I took them out to movies; I took care of Kenji when his 

parents were pre-occupied with his ill grandfather; I was invited to a concert put on by 

Jun’s father, a well-known musician. However, time passed and I had not seen Kenji for 

five years, and Jun for two. In spring 2006, I had the chance to get together with the boys 

and asked them whether they would participate in my study. Both of them agreed when I 

described the study. I then explained about informed consent and told them that I would 

need their parents’ consent as well because they were underage. I also asked the boys 

whether they knew of any girls that would fit into my participant criteria. At that time, I 

did not have other means by which to recruit possible female participants.  

  Both boys reported back to me that they did not know of any girls who fit my 

criteria. But with the help of a friend who worked as an administrator at an 

English-language summer camp where many international school students and graduates 

worked, I was able to find three girls. My friend explained to them that I was looking for 

research participants and asked them if they were willing to participate. The three girls 

gave her their e-mail addresses, and that was how I initially got in touch with them. 

However, I was not able to include two of the girls. One had agreed to participate, but 

rarely responded to me via e-mail or instant messages. The second girl turned out not to 

meet my criteria. Thus, the only female participant who remained was Ayako, a graduate 

of Williams International School, and at that time a first year university student.  

 I decided at the beginning to provide compensation for the students’ participation. I 

thought that they would be more willing to come in for interviews if they were paid, 
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particularly because they were busy with school, club activities, and part-time jobs. I also 

felt that I needed to promise compensation when I was looking for female participants. I 

did not think that any high school or college student would agree to participate in a study 

just out of interest. I also felt more comfortable asking them to spare their time if I 

provided compensation. I decided how much to give them by conducting a simple survey 

on how much international school students and college students were getting paid at the 

time for part-time work.  

  All participants whom I met signed an official consent form after a thorough oral 

explanation of the study, including what was expected of them (see Appendix A for a 

sample of the informed consent forms). In addition, I asked the parents of the under-aged 

participants to sign the form.  

 

Researcher Positionality 

 As a distinctive feature of qualitative research, D. Atkinson (n.d.) characterizes the 

researcher as a “constitutive part of the situations being studied” (p. 14). Upon 

conducting qualitative research, no matter how much we may desire, we cannot become 

invisible, nor can we neutralize our biases and interpretations. We are part of the situation, 

so, as I have mentioned earlier, we cannot avoid having a “view from somewhere” (D. 

Atkinson, 2005, n.d.; Haraway, 1988, Rosaldo, 1993). As Haraway (1988) and others 

have advocated, I should see my “view from somewhere” as a strength in conducting this 

research rather than as a deficit.  
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  I also find myself to be a “constitutive part” of the study because, from one 

perspective, I am a participant in my own research. That is why I chose to explain my 

positionality under a subsection of “The Participants.” First of all, research using 

narrative inquiry is a collaborative process (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Ellis & Berger, 

2001; E. Ochs & Capps, 2001; Pavlenko, 2002; Riessman, 2001) where researcher and 

participants are involved in “mutual storytelling” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4). 

Furthermore, I am very close to the criteria of the participants. Because I am a returnee, I 

do not fit into the strict criteria of the participants, and I am also much older than my 

participants. However, I am a Japanese who has been educated in an international school 

in Japan, I have been speaking English since age five, and English is an important part of 

who I am. In fact, as already stated, the idea of this research emerged because of my 

experiences. And through the interviews, I confirmed my assumption that the participants 

and I share many similar experiences. It is therefore true, to borrow the words of Narayan 

(1997), that “I often share an unspoken emotional understanding with the people with 

whom I work” (p. 26). I also speak the same languages as the participants: Japanese, 

English, and a blend of the two languages in Japanese/English code-switching, which is a 

distinctive characteristic of international school students (Kite, 2001). Upon discussing 

the “native’s point of view,” drawing from Malinowski and Geertz, Kuwayama (2004) 

stated that it is very difficult for outsiders to get such a point of view. He followed by 

stating that “it requires a complete familiarity with the local language, as well as the 

willingness to engage in emotional sharing (if not identification) with the natives, to 
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explore the native mind” (p. 20). As an insider and as a “native” researcher (cf. 

Kuwayama, 2004; Narayan, 1997), I feel that I have the necessary familiarity and 

willingness to engage deeply and empathetically with my participants.   

 My experience as a Japanese international school student and a faculty member at 

such schools is in fact a constitutive part of my study. Thus, I as the researcher can be 

seen as attempting to create a collective story of the particular with myself as one of the 

participants. Although the researcher, I am involved with the site and the participants at 

multiple levels (cf. Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). In the words of Richardson (1997), “by 

emotionally binding people together who have had the same experiences…, the 

collective story overcomes some of the isolation and alienation of contemporary life” (p. 

33). The audience of such collective stories may well be myself and my participants, and 

others in the international school community, in addition to conventional readers of 

academic research. As Tedlock (2000) stated: 

Writing for and about the community in which one has grown up and lived, or 
at least achieved some degree of insider status, should produce engaged 
writing centering on the ongoing dialectical political-personal relationship 
between the self and other. (p. 467) 
 

     I must also mention the advantages that I had as an “insider” while conducting my 

study. More than one administrator at Williams International School mentioned that they 

usually reject requests for observations and interviews. They emphasized that I was 

permitted to proceed because I was a graduate of the school. My observation and 

interview requests were initially turned down by another school with the comment, “We 

are here to serve the students, and not for research purposes.” It was with the help of a 
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friend who happened to be a graduate as well as a teacher there that I was finally given 

the opportunity to interview administrators.  

 When I went to Williams International School for interviews and observations, an 

administrator who happened to be a former teacher casually mentioned, “You know all 

this, Hanako!” In a way she was right. I believe that I have also experienced many of the 

experiences that my participants were experiencing. For example, Ayako and I not only 

attended the same high school, but she went on to the same department of the university 

that I graduated from. We were amazed at how many teachers we shared in both high 

school and college despite our 18-year age difference. To give another example, all three 

participants had the same summer job that I had as a student—working in an English 

summer camp on one of the school campuses. When I listened to their stories, I felt as if I 

were traveling back in time to my high school days. It seemed as if some things never 

changed. Obviously, however, I cannot write this study based solely on my experiences. 

Time has changed many things, and my own positionality has also changed. I am no 

longer a student at Williams International School or a teacher at MLC International 

School; I am a doctoral student training to be a researcher. Also, even though I am an 

insider, I cannot know everything about my own society (Narayan, 1997). As mentioned 

above, my view is a view from somewhere (D. Atkinson, 2005, n.d.; Haraway, 1988, 

Rosaldo, 1993)—inevitably located in my own personal—and to some extent 

idiosyncratic—experience. In line with Haraway (1988), but from the perspective of a 

“native anthropologist,” Narayan (1997) stated that “even for a purported insider, it is 
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clearly impossible to be omniscient: one knows about a society from particular locations 

within it” (p. 30). Although I am carrying the baggage of a former student, faculty 

member, and also an international school community member in the social scene I am 

researching, I have also become something different: a researcher re-searching a 

community that I have been familiar with. 

 In the following section, I explain how the data were collected for this study. The 

nature of the data reflects my personal and professional involvement with the participants. 

For example, I had more personal involvement with the boys, especially Kenji, who 

became close to my family. Thus I had more opportunities to see and know them, and 

also their mothers, whom I happened to have a friendly relationship with. Therefore the 

data were not collected in an entirely systematic or consistent way across the participants. 

I tried to take advantage of all possible data gathering opportunities, and some of these 

opportunities were not predictable. 

 

The Data 

Interviews 

Focal Participants’ Interviews 

 Connelly and Clandinin (1990) stated that “narrative inquiry in the social sciences 

is a form of empirical narrative in which empirical data is central to the work,” (p. 5) and 

went on to say that the collected data are what differentiate narrative from fiction. The 

primary technique by which I elicited narrative was via audio-recorded interviews. All of 
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the focal participants’ interviews took place at my house. I told the participants that I 

would go to the location of their choice, as long as it was quiet enough for me to get a 

clear recording. I provided my house as an option, and all three participants chose to 

come to my house. Each interview took approximately two hours. Altogether, I 

conducted two interviews with Kenji and Jun, and three interviews with Ayako. Although 

all interviews were generally about their lives, I began each interview with a different 

overarching theme. The first theme was language, and I asked my participants to express 

their thoughts and feelings about their use of Japanese, English, and the code-switching 

that they frequently engaged in. In the second interview, I asked the participants to talk 

about themselves—who they are, their lives, and how they perceived themselves. There 

was also a third interview with one participant, Ayako, because I had only met her for the 

first time on the day of the first interview, whereas I had a 12-year history with the boys 

and their families. Therefore, to fill the inevitable gap in my relationship with my 

participants to the degree possible, I asked Ayako to come in for a third interview, and to 

continue to tell me her life story.  

 The interviews were generally unstructured and open ended. I asked questions 

when my participants were stuck with what to say and to keep the “conversation” going. 

All three participants appeared to be rather nervous at the first session. Two have 

expressed that straightforwardly to me. I made an effort to make the interviews 

interactive and conversational in nature (E. Ochs & Capps, 2001) so as to help my 

participants relax and talk as freely as possible. I also served drinks and snacks so to 
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create a more casual and relaxed atmosphere.5 After the first interview, I felt that my 

participants became more relaxed, and from the content of the interviews, I felt that I had 

established better rapport with them (cf. Pitts & Miller-Day, 2007). For example, in the 

second round of interviews, all participants shared episodes from their romantic lives 

without any prompting. To give another example, when I consulted Jun about including a 

sensitive episode in his life in our interviews, he said “You can write about it, but I want 

you to know what exactly happened,” and he started to give me a detailed account of the 

event. I also recognized that Ayako gave me explicit details about her complicated family 

situation in the third interview (which led to her crying); she had kept things rather 

nebulous in the first interview. I should add here that I did not regard the interviews as 

only “an information gathering tool” (Denzin, 2001, p. 24); it was also an opportunity for 

me to establish further and/or develop relationships with my participants—people who I 

genuinely cared for.  

 

Supplementary Interviews 

  After the first two interviews, I asked each participant to introduce people whom I 

could interview further about them, so as to get additional perspectives on their lives. 

Kenji referred me to his mother and his older friend Laurie. She is the same person who 

had helped me find female participants—the faculty member at MLC whom the boys 

referred to as a big-sister figure. Laurie is also friends with Kenji’s parents. Jun referred 

                                                        
 5 See Eder and Fingerson (2001) for a discussion on the importance of “natural 
context” (p. 183) when interviewing children and adolescents.  
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me to his parents and his brother, Joe, whom I had known for 12 years; and Ayako 

referred me to her sister, Yumi. All supplementary interviews took place at my home, 

except for Laurie’s and Yumi’s. Upon their request, I went to Laurie’s home for her 

interview, and I met Yumi at a coffee shop near her home. These audio-recorded 

interviews were approximately one hour in length, and were somewhat more structured 

than the focal participants’ interviews. For the parents, the interviews were generally 

about their sons, but with Laurie, Joe, and Yumi, I not only asked questions about the 

focal participants, but also on their thoughts and experiences regarding language and the 

international school. This was because Joe and Yumi were both graduates of 

international schools, with similar experiences as their siblings. Laurie had a lot to 

contribute given her experience as both a graduate and a faculty member of an 

international school. These supplementary interviews were helpful and interesting in that 

they provided additional perspectives and interpretations regarding the focal participants 

and their lives. The parents’ interviews also provided an in-depth explanation for why the 

participants were originally sent to international schools.  

 

Administrator Interviews   

  I also interviewed administrators at three international schools: MLC International 

School, Williams International Schools, and Morino International School. In all three 

cases, I interviewed the school head (responsible for the entire school from grades K-12) 

and the high school principal of each of the three schools. I also interviewed the 
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admissions officers at MLC and Williams upon the school heads’ suggestion. All 

interviews took place at the schools and were audio-recorded, except for one e-mail 

interview. The interviews were approximately 60 to 90 minutes in length, and they were 

semi-structured. They provided facts about the schools, such as policies and curriculum, 

as well as some of the views that the administrators had toward the students and their 

languages.6 

 

Transcription and Translation  

 All interviews were transcribed by me.7 I saw transcribing as a task that I needed to 

do by myself because there can be discrepancies between the interviewer and the 

transcriber, and the richness of the context could be lost with a transcriber who had no 

involvement or familiarity with the participants, the interview content, as or the particular 

forms of language used in the interviews (Poland, 2001). Transcribing requires an 

intensive and prolonged engagement with the data, i.e., listening to the recording 

carefully and exhaustively. I believe that such time consuming engagement enabled me 

to have an intimate familiarity with the data and also constituted an opportunity to do a 

kind of early, informal, intuitive analysis (Maxwell, 2005; Riessman, 1993).   

                                                        
 6 Although I informed the administrators that I was conducting a study with focal 
participants, I did not identify the participants to them.  
 
 7 There was, however, one case of failed recording due to an equipment problem. 
Extensive notes were taken immediately after this session, and the content of the notes 
was confirmed by the participant later on. 
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All interviews were in English except for the parents’ interviews, which were in 

Japanese, although the focal participants, their siblings, and Laurie occasionally 

code-switched using English and Japanese. I transcribed word-for-word, though I omitted 

back-channeling and false starts unless I found them to be potentially meaningful. I 

marked overlaps, latching, and emphasis, but I did not mark other features of speech 

delivery, such as pitch and inhalation, because my focus was not on a microanalysis of 

the utterances (see Appendix B for transcription conventions). I also took extensive notes 

on what was not captured in the audio-recording, including participants’ gestures during 

the interview; how the participants looked that day, and what they wore; and what took 

place before and after the recordings, together with my reflections on the events which I 

recorded immediately after each interview took place. I offered to show the completed 

transcripts to the three participants, but none of them took me up on the offer.  

The data excerpts quoted in this study that were originally in Japanese were 

translated into English by me (see Appendix C for the original Japanese for quoted data 

that were translated into English). I have some professional background as a 

Japanese-to-English translator and interpreter, and I consider myself to be competent at 

the task. In translating the code-switching that the participants used, however, I felt that 

no matter how competent a translator might be in both English and Japanese, the subtle 

nuances would be hard to capture unless she actually knew how to code-switch in the 

same way, and under similar conditions. I felt that I had the advantage of understanding 

the nuances of this “language” because I had grown up in that community and therefore 
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was a “native” (Kuwayama, 2004; Narayan, 1997). I also felt that the translator being the 

same person as the interviewer/researcher was an ideal situation, as there were subtle 

nuances and meanings that could only be captured by someone who was present at the 

interview (Temple & Young, 2004). The translated quotes were from Jun’s parents and 

Kenji’s mother’s interviews—the only two I did in Japanese per se—and the translations 

were checked subsequently by them. 

 

Observations 

Focal Participant Observation 

  Connelly and Clandinin (1990) stated that “field records collected through 

participant observation in a shared practical setting is [sic] one of the primary tools of 

narrative inquiry” (p. 5). I therefore observed each of my focal participants in settings 

other than the interview settings. Permission to observe was obtained from each of the 

participants.  

  I observed Kenji when he visited a first-grade class of MLC International School. 

At the time, Kenji longed to be an elementary school teacher, and he frequently visited 

Laurie’s first grade class. He was also a popular big-brother figure among the first 

graders. I observed Kenji as he visited the class bringing treats for the boys to show 

gratitude for the birthday cards that they had sent him. It was one of the last few days 

Kenji was able to spend with the boys, as he was graduating from MLC the following 

month. I was introduced to the students by Laurie as “Kenji’s pre-first grade teacher,” 
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and I watched Kenji interact with the students for about an hour from the corner of the 

classroom, and took notes in my car immediately after I left the classroom. 

  I went to the Italian restaurant where Jun worked as a waiter in the summer of 2007. 

I had informed Jun in advance that I would be going there as a customer with Laurie. Jun 

waited on our table, and I also watched him as he made drinks behind the bar, which was 

across from my seat. We were there for about two hours. Laurie and I then waited for Jun 

to finish working at a near-by café. Jun joined us after finishing his shift, and we talked 

for about an hour. I then gave them both a ride since Laurie lived near me, and Jun was 

meeting his friends in the same area. Jun talked to Kenji and another friend on his 

cell-phone during the ride. When I dropped Jun off at the place where he was meeting 

Kenji, I got to talk briefly with Kenji. After returning home, I took notes on all the events 

that had taken place that evening.   

  I observed Ayako’s summer job where she worked as a camp counselor for an 

English-teaching day-camp targeted for Japanese children. Through Ayako, I got 

permission to observe from the organizers of the camp, and I was given a date to go 

observe her. She worked as a student assistant in a class of about 15 first graders together 

with another student assistant. I observed her in homeroom and two classes. I followed 

the class as they moved locations, and I took notes from the back of the classroom. I was 

not introduced to the students or the teachers of the classes, but Ayako explained to the 

teachers what I was doing, and that I had gotten permission from an administrator.  
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  With the participants’ permission, I also included other events as data sources. 

Specifically, these were dinners with the boys, dinner with Laurie and the boys’ mothers, 

and the MLC high school graduation. Again, I took extensive notes and wrote reflections 

immediately after the events.  

 

Classroom Observations at International Schools  

  I also observed several classes at MLC and Williams International Schools. Given 

the timing of the data collection period and of the busyness of the schools, I could not 

observe the schools while my participants were still enrolled. However, I hoped to 

capture what the school atmosphere and the classes were like through my observations. I 

had arranged the observations with the high school principals of both of the schools. I 

expressed my wish to observe high school classes, and particularly English and Japanese 

classes. I visited Williams one day in May 2007, and observed a freshman history class, 

junior International Baccalaureate (IB) business class, junior IB Japanese class, and 

junior IB English class. In all classes, I sat in the back of the classroom and took notes. 

All teachers briefly introduced me to the students as a graduate who was observing the 

class for research purposes. I had the opportunity to briefly talk to each of the teachers 

after class. As I already knew the teacher who taught the history and IB business classes, 

he kindly offered to speak to me during his break time, and I got more detailed 

information about the classes and the students from him.  
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 I visited MLC International School in December 2007, and I observed senior-level 

IB English and IB Japanese classes. I happened to know both of the teachers from the 

time that I had taught in MLC. The English teacher did not introduce me to the students, 

and I remained as a guest whom the principal brought to class. I sat in the very back of 

the classroom and took notes. For the Japanese class, I was introduced by the teacher as a 

former faculty member, and I was given an opportunity to introduce myself. Because the 

classroom was small, there was no space in the back. Therefore, the teacher told me to sit 

in the front corner of the classroom saying that I could see all the students from that 

position. I got to talk to the teacher after class, during which I was able to ask a few 

questions to confirm what I had observed.  

  I took active field notes during all observations, and I wrote reflective accounts 

soon afterwards. I also collected all available resources such as school websites and 

brochures, which might further inform the study.  

  The transcribed interview data from the 20 interviews amounted to 690 typed 

double-spaced pages, and field notes and reflections amounted to 170 typed 

double-spaced pages. The chronological order of the data collection events regarding the 

three focal participants is shown in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Interviews and Observations: Focal Participants 

Date/Name Kenji Jun Ayako 

3/29/2006 Negotiated participation 
 

Negotiated participation  

5/14/2006  Interview 1 
 

Interview 1  

8/9/2006   Negotiated participation 
  

10/28/2006   Interview 1  
 

5/6/2007 Dinner  
 

  

5/17/2007 Observation:  
grade 1 classroom 
 

  

5/30/2007  High school graduation 
 

High school graduation  

5/31/2007   Interview 2 
 

6/21/2007 
 

Interview 2 
 

Interview 2 
 

 

6/22/2007  Observation: 
restaurant job  
 

 

8/15/2007   Observation:  
summer camp job 
 

10/16/2007 Supplementary interview: 
mother  
 

  

10/19/2007 Supplementary interview: 
friend (Laurie)  
 

Supplementary interview: 
parents  

 

10/24/2007   Interview 3 
 

10/29/2007   Supplementary interview: 
sister (Yumi)  
 

11/ 7/2007  
 
 

Supplementary interview:  
brother (Joe) 
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The chronological order of interviews and observations at the three international schools 

is shown in Table 3.  

 
Table 3. Interviews and Observations: International Schools 

Date/Name Williams MLC Morino 

5/8/2007 Interviews:  
admission officers, 
school-head  
 

  

5/16/2007 Interview: 
high school principal; 
classroom observations  
 

  

5/17/2007  Interview: 
admission officer 
 

 

5/21/2007  Interviews:  
high school principal, 
school-head  
 

 

5/24/2007   Interview: 
school-head  
(e-mail interview) 
 

6/15/2007   Interview:  
high school principal  
 

12/6/2007  Classroom observations  
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Other Data Sources 

 I received permission from the three focal participants and their family and friend 

(Laurie) who were interviewed to use casual conversations and other interactions that we 

had when I met them for non-research purposes as data sources. Relevant interactions 

were recorded in the form of field notes. I also saved all e-mail exchanges that I had with 

the participants, and I kept a record of all phone calls. When I asked the participants if 

they had any writing that they could share with me, Kenji and Jun gave me their college 

application essays. I also gathered photographs of Kenji and Jun from events such as 

high school graduation and senior prom. I also got a copy of the participants’ high school 

yearbooks with the help of faculty members at the schools. Because Ayako told me that 

she loved to paint and that art was an important part of her life, I asked her to bring in 

some of her work. I took pictures of the paintings and sketches, and Ayako gave me 

photo-copies of some of her work as well as the art-journal that she kept for her high 

school art class.  

 

Data Analysis and Write-up 

Analysis 

 As mentioned above, the first step of the analytic procedure was to listen to the 

recordings of the interviews in order to transcribe them (Maxwell, 2005; Riessman, 

1993). Through the process of repetitive and engaged listening, I was able to familiarize 

myself with and reflect on the stories my participants told.  
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 After transcribing all interviews, I gathered all data sources such as transcripts, field 

notes and reflective accounts, e-mails, and written artifacts, and compiled them into four 

booklets: one for each of the three focal participants, and one for the three international 

schools (see Appendix D for the detailed content of each data booklet). As the next and 

most important step of the analytic procedure, I read each data booklet repetitively 

(Maxwell, 2005). 

 I did not use coding techniques, which are sometimes employed in qualitative 

research (Creswell, 2003; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 

1998). I was not keen on the idea of segmenting the data into codes for analytic purposes 

as it might possibly lead to decontextualizing them from the stories being told by the 

participants, as well as the larger context of the participants’ lives (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007; Riessman, 2001). 

  Instead, through repetitively listening to interview recordings and reading the data 

booklets, I focused on the participants’ voices and identified the stories that they told. I 

saw the story in itself as an object of investigation (Riessman, 2001), and I listened to the 

stories as wholes, making an effort not to control the meaning that the participants 

constructed. I wanted to understand the stories that the participants told in their own right, 

rather than taking parts out from them (Fontana, 2001). I then focused on the links 

between the different stories told by each participant. What I did is captured in Chase’s 

(2005) words:  

Rather than locating distinct themes across interviews, narrative researchers 
listen first to the voices within each narrative. This process usually includes 
attention to the “narrative linkages” that a storyteller develops between the 
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biographical particulars of his or her life, on the one hand, and the resources 
and constraints in his or her environment for self and reality construction, on 
the other. (p. 663) 

 

I found this approach to be particularly important upon writing the life stories of each of 

the three focal participants, and especially about their in-flux identities and 

self-perceptions.  

 Reading the field notes and reflective accounts written immediately after the 

interviews and other events helped me recall the events in ways that the recording and 

the transcript could not capture. They evoked vivid memories that helped me feel as if I 

was revisiting the events. The field notes and reflective accounts also aided me in 

weaving my perception and interpretation together with the stories that the participants 

told into each of the narrative chapters.  

 Chapter 5 (on the three international schools) was an exception to this approach. A 

different process was applied to the analysis and write-up for this chapter based on my 

findings from the international school administrators. The nature, as well as the purpose 

of this chapter was different from the narrative chapters of the focal participants. The 

purpose of this chapter was to describe and explain the educational environment that my 

participants were in.  

 The nature of the interviews was different from the others too. Unlike the 

interviews conducted with the focal participants and their parents, siblings, and a friend 

(i.e., the supplementary interviews), the interviews conducted with the school 

administrators were semi-structured with some pre-set questions. As with the analysis of 
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the narrative chapters, I first went through the process of transcribing each interview and 

the repetitive reading of the data booklet. I then analyzed these data sources according to 

the specific interview questions that I asked the administrators. The resulting chapter was 

organized and written according to the themes that the interview questions and responses 

fell under.  

 

Write-up 

 For the write-up of the individual narrative chapters of the three participants, I 

divided the chapters into two sections, one that focused on their life story, and the other 

on their language and identity. I described the participants and their lives in the first 

section, because in order to understand a person’s sense of self and perceptions towards 

language, I believed that readers need to be familiar with that person, the kinds of lives 

that they lead, and how they make sense of their lives and experiences.   

 I wrote the life story section by sequencing the stories and events narrated by the 

participants in chronological order of occurrence. I organized the language and identity 

section according to the following three headings: Japanese, English, and being “in 

between.” This was because Japanese and English were important parts of all three 

participants’ lives, not just as languages, but as something that affected their 

self-perceptions. All three participants also expressed their sense of being “in between” 

the two languages. Therefore, I arranged their stories related to languages under these 
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three headings. As I wrote the sections, I weaved my own observations, interpretations, 

and reflections into the stories that the participants told.   

 

Feedback  

 Although I regard the interview as an interactional event (Ellis & Berger, 2001; 

Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; E. Ochs & Capps, 2001; Rapley, 2000; Riessman, 2001) and 

acknowledge that the chapters are filtered and written through my interpretation 

(Erickson, 1986; Postman, 1988; Rabinow & Sullivan, 1979), I believe that the 

story-teller, i.e., the interviewee, has the final say in the written product (R. Atkinson, 

2001). Therefore, after writing the narrative chapters, I sent them to each of my focal 

participants and asked them to read their chapter and provide me with their feedback and 

comments. I asked them specifically to inform me if there were any factual errors or 

inaccuracies, and whether there was any information that they would prefer to keep 

private.  

  None of the participants had any items that they would rather have unrevealed. In 

terms of accuracies, Ayako corrected me on the number of years her family lived in 

England, after checking with her mother. All three participants mentioned that they found 

it somewhat strange to read about themselves, and to read what they had said verbatim. 

Ayako mentioned that her life seemed more dramatic in writing. Jun said it was strange 

to read about what other people thought of him, even though they were family members. 

Jun and Kenji were somewhat embarrassed having read what they had said. Jun said he 
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lacked vocabulary, and used words such as “like” repetitively. Kenji said he thought he 

sounded unintelligent. I explained to them the difference between spoken and written 

language.  

 Despite such feelings, all three participants said that they found both the interviews 

and having something written about them to be interesting and pleasurable experiences. 

Ayako told me in an e-mail that she really enjoyed the interview sessions. Jun said that 

he was glad he got to know what it was like to be interviewed, and that he was glad to be 

included in my study. Kenji told me that he appreciated having an occasion to come and 

see me on a regular basis, and update me about what was going on in his life. I was glad 

that my participants found some joy in participating in my study.  

 I am grateful to my participants for engaging in this project with me. I believe that 

they have shared their lives with me, including seemingly sensitive and private matters. 

They took their time to talk to me, and think with me. In her dissertation, Kanno (1997) 

wrote: “the narratives I wrote were first and foremost my message to them, telling them 

what I had learned from our relationships” (pp. 85-86). I feel the same way about the 

narratives I have written, and I sincerely hope that the participants found as much 

meaning in this study as I have.  
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CHAPTER 5 

THE THREE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOLS  

 

 In this chapter, I present findings from the three international schools that I have 

researched for this study. The findings are largely drawn from interviews with the 

administrators of the schools, supplemented by data obtained from classroom 

observations and other sources, such as school websites and brochures. Through this 

chapter, I provide an updated description of the educational background of my three 

participants to better contextualize their experiences and stories.  

 Because the purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the three schools, I 

do not describe them individually. I take license to deliberately omit or change some 

features and keep certain information vague for the purpose of protecting the anonymity 

of the schools and the individuals, particularly because the schools risk being identified 

as the number of older, established international schools in Japan is limited (Kushida, 

2006). In order to secure the anonymity of the schools and individuals, I changed all 

names of the schools to pseudonyms. In certain cases, I referred to each school as School 

A, B, or C to create further ambiguity. I refer to school heads, high school principals, and 

admissions officers as administrators rather than specifying their titles.1 When school 

names are mentioned in block quotations in this chapter, I replaced the names with “this 

                                                        
 1 These three schools start from kindergarten and go all the way up to high school. 
There are separate principals for elementary, middle, and high school. The school head is 
responsible for the entire school. 
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school,” “our school,” or “your school.” I have not listed the interview codes and dates 

under block quotations so that individuals cannot be identified from the data collection 

sequence table presented in Chapter 4. Although these alterations have been made, they 

do not change the basic content of the data.  

 

General Profile  

 The schools that I have researched, Williams International School, MLC 

International School, and Morino International School, are all located in wealthy 

residential areas in a large city in Japan. The schools have modern-looking school 

buildings that look quite different from traditional Japanese school buildings. Two of the 

schools are surrounded by tall trees, which make it difficult to believe that the schools are 

located within a busy city. Two of the schools have school buses that permit students to 

commute from a number of different areas within the city.  

Although the three schools differ from each other in a number of ways, there is 

substantial overlap as well. Each of the three schools may be similar to what T. Ochs 

(1993) called a “fairly typical international school” (p. 448). That is, they more or less fit 

the description given by T. Ochs of Yamato College, which he described as having over 

600 students from almost 50 countries, a good academic reputation, and graduates who 

get accepted into the world’s top universities. The same is true for the three schools 

described in this study. All three schools also fit Kushida’s (2006) description of long 

established international schools (as opposed to the newer schools). I will first use 
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Kushida’s descriptors to provide a general profile across the three schools as this may 

help to convey what these schools are like:    

1. Founded more than 30 years ago: All three schools were originally set up by 

different groups of non-Japanese who started some form of educational support 

for the children of foreigners in Japan. The dates of origin range from 

approximately 1910 to 1950.  

2. Start from pre-school or kindergarten and go through high school: All three 

schools start at the kindergarten level and go to grade 12. 

3. Accredited by associations such as WASC and ECIS: All three schools are 

accredited by associations such as the Western Association of Colleges (WASC), 

the European Council of International Schools (ECIS), and the Council of 

International Schools (CIS). They are also among the 16 international schools 

that have been recognized by the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, 

Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) as official schools (“International 

Schools,” 2003; MEXT, 2003). The rest of the international schools are only 

considered as “miscellaneous schools” by MEXT, and the students are not 

permitted to take Japanese university entrance examinations (Kanno, 2008; Kite; 

2001; Wakabayashi, 2002).  

4. Have strong interaction and connections amongst themselves: All three schools 

are members of the Japan Council of International Schools (JCIS), an 

organization of 29 international schools in Japan (JCIS, 2008). There are 
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interactions among the three schools at both the school level and the student 

level. 

5. Hire teachers from world-wide international school educators’ recruiting fairs: 

The administrators from all three schools reported that they go to international 

school educators’ recruiting fairs in locations such as London, Bangkok, Boston, 

and Northern Iowa to hire their teachers.  

6. Enroll Japanese nationals selectively: All three schools are highly selective in 

admitting Japanese nationals. As the schools’ purpose is to cater to the 

international (expatriate) community in Japan, Japanese nationals (i.e., whose 

parents are both Japanese) are given a lower priority in admittance. Such 

students may get accepted if there are seats available, if they meet the 

requirements of the schools, and if their English ability is good enough to meet 

the high academic standards of the schools. All three schools require at least 

three years of prior experience in an English-medium school excluding any time 

spent in English as a Second Language (ESL) classes, although there is some 

variation depending on the school as well as the grade-level. The typical case of 

a Japanese student getting accepted is that of the returnee (kikokushijo), where 

the student has spent a number of years abroad and was educated in English. 

Exceptions to this policy of admittance may be granted to siblings of children 

who are already admitted and children of graduates, although such status does 
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not mean acceptance without admission processes such as entrance exams and 

interviews.  

 

How “International” Are the Schools? 

 Kushida (2006) pointed out that the newer international schools are often targeted 

for the Japanese population. Naturally, the percentage of Japanese students in these 

schools is higher. Kushida, as well as the administrators that I have interviewed, 

mentioned that both Japanese and Western parents find it problematic when there are too 

many Japanese, and other Asians (mainly Chinese and Koreans) in the school given that 

they want their children to experience international education in English. The 

administrators also said that they do not want too many students from one country as 

they tend to group and speak their own language, which may get in the way of their 

education in English. In this section, I discuss the “international nature” of the three 

schools, focusing on the nationalities of both students and faculty members, as well as 

the school curricula, and policies on language use.  

 

Nationalities 

Students’ Nationalities 

 The number of students in the three schools ranges from approximately 600 to 1000, 

with the average across the schools being roughly 750. The students come from all over 

the world; 50 to 62 nationalities are represented in the schools. Schools A and B were 
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able to provide detailed statistics, but I could only get limited statistics from School C 

because of their privacy policy. However, I provide the statistics that I obtained as they 

still show the variation of nationalities in the two schools, and the ratio of Japanese 

students across the three schools. In Schools A and B, the largest group is U.S. nationals. 

In School A, U.S. nationals comprise about 25 to 27 percent of the entire school 

population.2 The next largest group in School A, Japanese nationals, accounts for 

approximately 20 to 23 percent of the student population. The nationalities that follow 

are Koreans, Indians, British, and Chinese. In School B, the largest group is the 

Americans, followed by Europeans. Japanese students with both Japanese parents are 

limited to 10 percent. In School C, Japanese students whose parents were both Japanese 

amounted to 18 percent, and students with dual nationalities with one Japanese parent 

amounted to 22 to 24 percent.  

 One point that needs to be considered regarding the students’ nationalities is that 

many students are dual-passport holders, as many are children of international marriages. 

According to the faculty members of Schools A and C, the numbers of such students are 

growing steadily. There is also a smaller group of students who may be of one national 

origin, but who have obtained a passport of another country because of long term 

residency. Here is an example that may reflect these realities: Among my participants’ 

Kenji’s and Jun’s group of good friends, they are the only ones who have Japanese 

                                                        
 2 Several administrators pointed out that they could only provide approximate 
figures because students come and go throughout the school year. The high level of 
mobility of the students across countries is one characteristic of the international schools 
(de Méjia, 2002; Sears, 1998).  
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parents and a single passport. Of the ten group members, six are children of international 

marriages, and five of them have one Japanese parent. Two other members who are 

Japanese by blood have both U.S. and Japanese passports.  

 The statistics that the schools provided are based on what parents write on 

application forms, and some parents may only write one nationality, usually the 

nationality of the father. They do not indicate too much, because, for example, a student 

who is a U.S. national may have a Japanese mother, has been born and raised in Japan, 

and speaks Japanese as her first language. 

 When I asked whether teachers have any difficulties facing this diverse student 

population, the administrators responded that this has not been an issue because they look 

for teachers with international school teaching experience, as well as extensive travel 

experience. One administrator even said that teachers often find teaching in their school 

to be easier, because despite the diversity in nationalities, the students are more 

homogeneous in terms of academic standards and social class:   

(A refers to administrator; H refers to Hanako) 
A: I don’t think the problem is there…. The students in general are   
   better than the ones they [the teachers] have had in the past. 
H: In terms of academic standards? 
A: Right, right. And the students that we have, the group is more   
   unified, if you like. It’s more like middle-class or something. As   
   opposed to the public school where students come from all    
   possible,  
H: So when you say groups, you’re referring to social standards or   
   class. 
A: Right. Also intellectual abilities. Because we ourselves select the  
   students that come to our school. So even though some may be a bit  
   weak, they’re not bottom-weak. 
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I found what the administrator mentioned to be interesting and eye-opening, as at the 

time that the interview took place, I was focusing on the diversity of the students rather 

than their homogeneity. The literature on international schools seems to be focused on 

the diversity and variation among the students, but some writers also do point out that the 

students are a group of privileged elites (e.g., Carder, 2007a; de Méjia, 2002; Kanno, 

2008; Willis, 1992). In sum, the students come from all over the world, but in terms of 

social class and academic standards and achievements, they appear to represent a fairly 

homogeneous group.  

 

Faculty Members’ Nationalities  

 T. Ochs (1993) pointed out that unlike the international, multilingual, and 

transcultural students of Yamato College, its faculty and administration are “remarkably 

homogeneous (white, Midwestern US, male)” (p. 457). However, it appears that the case 

is somewhat different within the three schools. 

 The administrators from all three schools said that they have a mix of nationalities 

in their faculty. The response of one administrator from School A may capture what 

happened in the schools since my generation:  

[The faculty is] becoming more and more international in scope. At one time 
the vast majority was from the United States. Currently it’s very much a mix. 
We have Canadians, we have Australians, we have Colombians, we have Irish, 
we have the U.S., the Japanese naturally. We have some Chinese, and we have 
some naturalized citizens as well. So it really is very much an international 
mix. If we have to take all the faculty and make a general statement, I would 
still say that there is still a tendency for our faculty to come from the USA and 
Canada. But compared to our school 25 to 30 years ago, I think it’s much 
more international.  
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 An administrator from School C mentioned that its institution of the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program contributed to the school getting more nationalities onto the 

faculty, as the schools looked for teachers who can teach IB courses. The administrator 

said that IB had led to a “nice melting pot of teachers” in their school.  

 An administrator from School B also reported that there is diversity in the 

nationality of the faculty. This administrator said that there are 15 to 16 nationalities 

represented on the faculty. However, all three principals admitted that there still is a 

tendency for teachers to come from “center” English speaking countries such as the U.S., 

England, Australia, and Canada.  

 The administrators all welcomed the increasing diversity in their faculty. Upon 

hiring, obviously the administrators first searched for the most qualified candidate for the 

position—an individual with international school teaching experiences and qualifications 

to teach the subject matter. However, one administrator said that their school “tries to 

keep a balance between the nationalities,” so that there would not be too many teachers 

of one nationality.  

 

School Curriculum 

 As mentioned above, one possible reason why there is an increase in the diversity 

of teachers’ nationalities, or at least why the faculties are no longer U.S. dominant, is the 

type of curriculum that the schools adopt. 
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International Baccalaureate  

 As has recently been popular across international schools world-wide (Carder, 

2007a, 2007b; Drennen, 2002; Hill, 2002; Willis & Enloe, 1990), two of the three 

schools that I studied have instituted the International Baccalaureate program for high 

school juniors and seniors. School C started the IB in 1985. When I asked the 

administrator what differences the program had made in the school, she answered:  

First of all the clientele…. We have people coming to the school for several 
reasons… but they come for the IB. So we keep a better international mix 
because of the IB. Because they know that if they get the IB, they can return 
to any country in the world easily. So what it has done is that it keeps a good 
international mix. So we draw people because of it, and then also perhaps 
there is a certain standard for higher level [of education]. 
 

 The administrator told me that prior to instituting the IB, the school was “more or 

less a U.S. type school,” but things have changed since then:  

We don’t even teach U.S. history. We did years ago. We teach Japanese 
history—we’re living in Japan—in grade eight, but other than that, we don’t 
teach any particular government. There’s European or Asian history that could 
be taken in the IB. Actually the students can choose if they want to go to the 
European direction, or the Asian direction.  
 

 The administrator continued by saying, “It [our current school culture] isn’t a 

memorization kind of school culture. It’s learning—putting together ideas, writing in an 

essay, so I think in some ways, it’s even more European in style.” She said that the IB 

could have had an influence on the “school culture.”    

 School A also has the IB, and the administrator there said that the IB is actually 

more international than its European label:  

The International Baccalaureate program, the IB, is offered to students in 
grade eleven and twelve. As much as it has that European curriculum label, it 
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may be for a number of reasons. One is because of where the IB organization 
is headquartered—Switzerland. It may also be that quite a few of the 
textbooks, quite a few of the research [on IB], the formation of curriculum is 
coming from Europe. So there is this labeling that is European type 
curriculum. What I find right now is that in many respects, as much as it is 
European, it also has elements of what you find in Asia, elements of what you 
find in the United States, and Canada. So I would say it really is an 
international scope.  
 

 In the two schools that offer the IB, the IB program is optional. Some students may 

take a few IB courses, but not go for the full diploma, which requires an external exam at 

the end of the two years. On the other hand, because the schools are small, the students 

sometimes have no choice but to be in an IB class. For example, because there is only 

one chemistry class offered, students not pursing the IB diploma will take the class 

together with those who are. In one school, of the 34 students in the senior class, 30 are 

pursuing the IB degree. The administrator told me that some students choose not to take 

the IB because they want to participate in many extra-curricular activities. She said that 

of the students who do take the IB, almost all do very well, with more than 90 percent 

obtaining the diploma. 

 All students who are pursing the IB diploma are required to take the English course 

regardless of their first language. They also need to take one other language. Although 

the schools offer languages such as French, Japanese, and Spanish, the students can 

choose to take the exam for a different language than those being offered at the schools. 

One administrator told me that “every language is included [in the IB program]. That’s 

why it’s international.”     
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 I had the opportunity to observe IB Japanese classes in the two schools, and I was 

impressed by both the advanced content of the class and the students. The students 

seemed motivated and enthusiastic, even though they were covering challenging material 

such as work by the Japanese novelists, Natsume Souseki and Mori Ohgai. Both classes 

were using the same texts that Japanese high school students of their age would be 

working on. One Japanese teacher told me that the students mentioned to her that they 

really wanted to be at the level of students in Japanese high schools. She said that 

students were reading not just sections, but the whole book of selected Japanese literature. 

The Japanese teacher said that it was important for the students to read whole books, and 

that she could feel the sense of accomplishment the students gained through reading the 

challenging books. I felt envious as I watched the students engage in the difficult 

material because I had not had a choice to take Japanese back when I was in high school. 

Language classes at that time had to be on a foreign language, and as a Japanese national, 

I was not allowed to take Japanese courses.  

 

Advanced Placement 

 School B used to have an IB-based curriculum, but they discontinued the program 

some ten years previously. The reason is unknown, but one school administrator 

mentioned that because the IB was an expensive program to maintain, dropping it 

allowed the school to offer more subjects in more areas than when they had had the IB.  
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 This school has Advanced Placement (AP) classes instead, and at the time of the 

interview, 18 AP subjects were being offered.3 She said that although the school offers 

the U.S.-based AP courses, their curriculum is actually a “mixture” of American and 

British influences. For example, she explained that the way math and science courses are 

integrated was based on the British and Australian systems.  

 This administrator also told me that “many international school administrators for 

years have been trying to come up with some type of testing that would match the 

international school student.” She said that the school had dropped the Iowa Tests4 as 

they are U.S.-based, and do not properly assess students outside the U.S. context. As a 

replacement, the school is now using the International Schools’ Assessment (ISA) from 

Australia, which has been developed to assess international school students. She also 

informed me that the ISA is being used in many of the international schools. This 

administrator gave the following example why national-based assessments may not 

assess international school students’ knowledge appropriately: currencies are sometimes 

used in math problems, but if the students are not familiar with terms such as penny and 

dime, they cannot solve the problem even though they know the mathematics involved. 

                                                        
 3 The Advanced Placement Program is a U.S.-based program that offers 
college-level courses at high schools, as such, it helps students better prepare for college. 
Some colleges offer credits to those who have pased the AP exams (College Board, 
2008).  
 
 4 The Iowa Tests is a program developed by the University of Iowa as a service for 
the Iowa Schools. The tests are administered to elementary and middle school students, 
and the results are used for instructional purposes. (The University of Iowa, 2008).  
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She said that an imaginary currency called Zed is used on the ISA tests, so students from 

all countries are in a fair position to answer such questions.  

 I was glad to hear about the internationalization of the curriculum, as well as the 

attempts to internationalize the assessments, given that I had sometimes been troubled by 

the U.S.-based curriculum material that I had to use when I used to teach in one of the 

schools. Although I am not denying the overall quality of the material, I found parts of it 

to be irrelevant and sometimes unnecessarily challenging for students. At the time, I 

often questioned why an international school should have a curriculum designed for only 

one particular country or nationality, when the students came from all over the world, but 

at the same time, I was not sure if there was a single ideal curriculum for my students.  

 

Language Policy 

English-only  

 Most international schools have a strict English-only school policy (Sears, 1998), 

and to enforce that policy, students at Yamato College in T. Ochs’s (1993) study were 

fined when they were caught speaking a language other than English. When I was in high 

school, we would get detention if we were caught speaking another language. 

 All of the administrators that I interviewed agreed that their school had an 

English-only policy. The obvious reason to promote English was that it was the schools’ 

language of instruction. Ethics was given as another reason for the policy; English was 
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the language of inclusion. This was how one administrator explained this aspect of the 

policy:  

We’re quite consistent about reminding [the students] that we really want to 
foster, promote English because that’s what makes everybody the same. 
Because this is the common language in the international school and in our 
school. It helps that everybody is understood by everyone, and that they’re not 
excluded. We want to say that coming to our school means you’re ready to 
learn in English. Not necessarily only, but this is a school where the medium 
of instruction is English. And therefore, you’re going to learn in English, and 
speak in English, and produce the work in English, and communicate in 
English. But you see, it’s one way of not excluding. 

 

From Penalizing to Explanation  

 When I asked whether students still get penalized for speaking languages other than 

English, the administrators said no. An administrator from School C said that the students 

were warned, but they were provided with an explanation rather than punishment. Again, 

the message was academic and ethical: The students were there to learn in English, and 

they should not shut other students out by speaking other languages.  

 An administrator from School A pointed out that their school used to be firmer 

about its English policy, but they came to realize that punishing students had undesirable 

effects:  

We found out that straight-out just disciplining or punishing students has more 
of a negative effect. The message being that because I’m using a language 
other than English, I’m doing something wrong. We don’t want to turn it into 
a wrong and right issue. We want to make it in an issue where I have a child 
whose English is weak or poor, and if I hear him use Japanese, or another 
language in the hallways, I’ll stop him and I’ll remind him…. Sometimes their 
parents may not be able to speak English very effectively, and I’ll tell him a 
reminder, and make sure that the child realizes coming to an international 
school is an opportunity, and unless they use that opportunity to the fullest, it 
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may not have the desired effect, or desired goal of having a child master 
English.  

 

Honoring the First Language 

 One administrator was a graduate of his school, and he mentioned how things have 

changed in that the students’ first language was given more consideration: 

We’ve gone through various stages of phases at the school when we’ve said 
EVERYTHING is English only…. When I went through this school myself, 
we often declared this school as English only. And by and large we use the 
English language. But again, at lunch time, downtime, between classes, we 
would hear Japanese used, French and German, and all other sorts of 
languages. Students have always been fairly good about when you get back to 
the classroom setting to revert back to English. If I were to look at our school 
today in 2007 and where are we on that spectrum, I think we’re in a setting 
where there is more sensitivity to an individual’s first language and 
developmentally, educationally, the importance of having that first language. 
 

He also said that they have had input from English as a second language specialists and 

linguists who advised them to honor the first language of the child, and make sure that 

that child has the chance to develop that language (cf. Carder, 2007b). 

 An administrator from School B also mentioned the importance of having a strong 

first language. She reported to me excitedly about her school’s success with a new 

after-school program: 

We promote them to have a strong first language. Because unless they have a 
strong first language, they will find it difficult to make headway with their 
second language. Just the last year, ’06-’07, we set up an after school mother 
tongue program. We had Mandarin, we had Arabic, Italian, we had Japanese, 
and we had Thai. So we had people from the outside coming in, and this was 
an after school activity, the students had to pay extra for this, but we provided 
the premises. It was successful, and we hope to run it again this coming year.  
 



 

 131 

   While the students’ first languages were being honored in the schools, one 

administrator expressed concern that their English-only policy was becoming too lax: 

A: Let’s not say we have an implemented [English-only] policy because if 
 you walk the hallways, you’ll realize that it’s really not implemented at 
 all. We would LIKE to implement it. We’re trying to find ways. There 
 were years in the past where it was really implemented, but it seems now 
 that we’ve been a little bit loose on that. 
H: What are your feelings? Do you feel that it should be implemented 
 again?  
A: I think so. Not necessarily by killing people if they don’t speak English  
 ((laughs)), but by trying to motivate them, trying to make them 
 understand the reasons why we do that. Suggest, and suggest, and 
 suggest. Hopefully it’ll work.  
 

I asked him why the policy had lapsed, and why it should be implemented again. He 

responded with the following:  

There was a time when we didn’t pay attention to the fundamental education 
that students received at home. It’s very important that this education’s done 
in the language of the mother. Because that’s where the basic values of the 
family are transmitted. So if we force the children to speak English all the 
time, all the time, even at home, they will not know- The parents can’t 
transmit if they’re using a different language. Language is so much part of the 
person. So that’s why we are paying more attention to that, and because we 
paid TOO MUCH attention to that, and giving importance to the language 
spoken at home, there was a transfer. That’s the way I see it. But I think the 
two can coexist. I think it’s important for parents to realize that the language 
they speak is very very important. But for us, the language spoken here at the 
school environment is also very important.  
 

 It appeared that the administrator was caught between different ideals and was 

struggling to maintain a balance between honoring the first language of the students and 

English for its academic values and purposes, and maintaining his school’s position as an 

English-speaking school. I understood that this was a difficult balance to maintain.  
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The Administrators’ Views Toward the Students 

 In this section, I discuss the administrators’ perceptions toward their students. I 

present the administrators’ opinions and views concerning Japanese students enrolling in 

their schools, the students’ languages, and the strengths of the students.  

 

Japanese Students 

Growing Interest 

 Because my focal participants are Japanese international school students without 

foreign heritage or experience living abroad, I specifically asked the administrators how 

they perceived such students. Several administrators first pointed out that there is 

growing interest among Japanese parents in sending their children to international 

schools. An administrator from School B used the word “tremendous” to describe the 

increase in interest. Another administrator from School C explained that this interest 

could be because Japan is changing:  

I understand about the interest of parents. That’s grown much more, because 
Japan is changing in a way. It’s opening up to so many varieties of educational 
approaches, so they’re interested. So these parents, if they are young, they 
dream of their children abroad. So the first thing is the dream of the 
international school. 
 

An administrator from School A listed possible reasons for the increase in Japanese 

applicants:  

I think there are a couple of reasons. One is that there are more either 
self-employed or locally employed families who are sending their children to 
the international schools. Previously, partly because of tuition, partly because 
of the kind of clientele, the parents sending their children to the school have 
been from major corporations or from the diplomatic community. We still 
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have representations from the corporations and the diplomatic communities, 
but now there are more and more fairly affluent self-employed, or locally 
employed individuals who—because of background, because of language 
issues, their dreams of sending their children overseas—decided to send their 
children to international schools.  
 

 Another reason that some of the administrators mentioned was the prestige of the 

schools. One administrator said that there is an increase in inquiries from Japanese 

parents in the spring, after the entrance examination results of the Japanese private 

schools come out. She laughingly said, “I think it’s a bit of a last ditch attempt to get their 

children into a school with a reputation.” When I asked what the chances of these 

children to getting admitted were, she replied “Zero.” 

 From the accounts of the administrators, I got the impression that Japanese parents’ 

yearning for their children to be international or kokusaiteki (see Chapter 3 for kokusaika: 

the Japanese slogan for internationalization) and their desire for their children to attend a 

school with name value are somewhat similar in the sense that they are both prestigious, 

and can provide cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986). But as the administrators mentioned, 

Japan as a nation is changing too, and the parents may feel the need for their children to 

be educated in English and internationalized more strongly because of that steady 

change.  

 

The Law   

 As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the schools prioritize their seats for foreign 

students who do not have other educational options in Japan. Some of the administrators 
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also pointed out that they are told to discourage Japanese nationals from applying by the 

Japanese government (cf. Kanno, 2008; Kite; 2001; Wakabayashi, 2002). One 

administrator said that to her understanding, “There are some agreements between the 

international school and the Japanese government that we should not admit [such] 

students.” I found this somewhat odd because these schools had been accredited by 

MEXT in 2003. However, an administrator from School A informed me that the 

accredited international schools were only “qualified” in the sense that the students were 

granted the right to sit for Japanese university entrance examinations. He continued by 

providing the general reason why the parents are interested in sending their children to 

international schools:  

A: The parents who are interviewed with their children have to answer that 
 question: “Why are you choosing [our school]?” because the Japanese 
 government doesn’t consider us as a school. 
H: I thought after 2003 your school and few other schools were 
 [accredited], 
A: It’s only qualified. They’ve given us some concessions on entering 
 universities, but that’s as far as it has gone. We’re still not a school. And 
 it is against the law, as we understand it, for a Japanese national to come 
 here. So that has to be explained to the parents: “You’re supposed to be 
 going to a Japanese school.” We’re supposed to say that. And “Why are 
 you applying?” Then they will explain, “We want our child to have an 
 international experience.” One or both parents speaks English and 
 probably has had an international experience, or is in some type of 
 employment where he or she recognizes that to be able to speak English 
 is very important to succeed or to get a better job. 
H: And do these include people who know they will be transferred to some 
 English speaking country, and want to prepare their children? 
A: Most of them probably don’t know. They may be given the possibility if 
 they themselves speak English, I suppose that would be true…. There 
 are many different reasons, but anyway, they are saying that they want 
 their children to be exposed to an English environment as well as to be 
 exposed to different cultures, to be more global. 
 



 

 135 

 It appeared that the administrators understood that the parents were interested in 

their children becoming more global, more international or kokusaiteki through 

international school education even if it was “against the law” to do so. One 

administrator described the people who want their children in an international school as 

“international minded people,” and they wanted their children to be “international 

minded” as well. 

 

Own Opinions of the Administrators  

 When I asked the administrators what they felt about the increasing interest of 

Japanese parents, some expressed a concern that the students were going to be taken out 

of their culture. One administrator from School C said that they were willing to take the 

students who were returning from overseas because “they’ve already been taken from 

their culture,” but not the ones who have not had such experience: 

We have no intention of taking people out from their culture. To remove them 
from the Japanese school and to bring them to our school directly, we think is 
the wrong thing to do. It’s a disservice to young people. Cause they’re 
TOTALLY outside their culture.  
 

 When I asked what this administrator thought of Japanese students attending 

international schools from pre-school, she said that it was inappropriate, and it was not 

within the school’s goals or philosophy to take such students:  

We don’t necessarily turn students away if they’re qualified. But they go to 
another international school and if they’ve had English for like- If they started 
in first or second grade, and then when they’re done [with that school], they 
don’t have a place to go. But if their level is good, we take them, but we’re 
picking up someone else’s mistake. Personally, I think it’s someone else’s 
mistake. But we take them because they will need to go to school, and if 
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they’re good students, we take them. But it isn’t our goal and it isn’t our 
philosophy. I mean, we can totally reject them, but again, it’s not that we’re 
trying to be elitist. It’s a real philosophy. If you’re going to live in Japan, 
unless all of Japanese society decides that they want to make- like they’re 
going to teach English and Japanese in all their schools, then I can understand 
and it’s fine. But if they’re expected to know all their kanji (Chinese 
characters) and the society, and all the cultural rules of the society, I think it’s 
wrong. But we do take a few students from first grade that are Japanese. We 
don’t think it’s the right thing. But that doesn’t mean we refuse somebody if 
they qualify, and if they’ve got the level of English, because someone else has 
already made them the decision—parents or school.  
 

 An administrator from School B also expressed the opinion that Japanese students 

in international schools should have gone to Japanese schools: 

I really feel that they should have gone to Japanese schools. I think Japan has 
a very good education system. I think it [not going to Japanese schools] makes 
life very difficult for them. Living in their own society and culture, because I 
would imagine that there are so many things that an ordinary Japanese person 
would take for granted that everyone would know, just learn through school 
and through association with other Japanese people that these students would 
have missed out on. One of my reasons for thinking like this is because some 
of our students at our school who are from overseas, when they go back to 
their home countries—I’m sure you are familiar with the third culture kids, 
and my own daughter is one of them—they feel like fish out of water…. And I 
have heard that some Japanese students who come to international schools 
have difficulties in the workplace later on, Japanese work place. In integrating, 
and of course their level of Japanese will not be anywhere as good as those 
who went to Japanese school. So that’s just my own personal feeling.  
 

 To these administrators, attending international schools removed the Japanese 

students from their culture, even while living in their own country, but whether these 

students’ experiences were the same as those of third culture kids living outside countries 

of their origin, or whether they are really being “removed from their culture” remained 

unknown. 
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Students’ Languages  

 I asked the administrators if there were any specific features of the language that 

the international school students used. I found this to be particularly important because 

the views that my participants had of their language proficiency seemed to reflect their 

identities. I also believed that administrators and teachers’ perspectives influenced how 

the students viewed themselves.  

 

Chuutohanpa5  

 One concern that the administrators had was that some students did not have a 

single strong language. This was particularly salient for the Japanese students, as they 

were immersed in a Japanese environment once they stepped out of the school. This was 

what one administrator said:  

Students will take it differently. Some, it’s going to be successful. And some 
students, when they graduate, I feel that their goal is to have a strong language, 
or two strong languages. They graduate with neither language strong, it feels 
really very serious, right? Neither English or Japanese is strong, it’s a very 
serious problem if they don’t have a good language…. Some students may 
have two strong languages cause their parents may keep the Japanese up. They 
may have two. They may have Japanese and they may have the English, okay. 
And that’s a good thing. But what I say is that the students who can speak 
Japanese but can’t read and write it well and NEVER learn English well. So 
THAT’S what we don’t want to happen. Someone who graduates from here 
that doesn’t know English well. They have no language, no good language. 
 

                                                        
 5 Chuutohanpa is an important keyword in this study as it was used by my 
participants to express the state they were in. I agree with Kanno (2003b) that its nuances 
are hard to capture in English. Kanno’s description may be as close as one can get to its 
meaning: “It means, roughly, half-baked or half-way. It describes a state of being caught 
between two things and being unable to be one or the other properly or fully. The word 
has a negative connotation” (p. 31).  
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 An administrator from School A first mentioned that all students were different, 

then followed by expressing a similar concern as the administrator above, using the 

Japanese word chuutohanpa: 

Each child is different, and how they learn and either how they attain a 
language, or learn a subject area. If I look at those students who are Japanese 
first language speakers going through an international school system, again 
we get a variety. Those students who are intellectually astute, they’ll learn and 
do well no matter where they are. What I run into is the challenge of language 
acquisition, meaning a concern from how I see these children who are 
Japanese first language, trying to learn English in Japan. The challenge again 
is whether they’ll be able to master one language successfully. My concern for 
those students is—I call it the chuutohanpa, right? They come in, and they 
become masters of neither English nor Japanese. And then a lot of pressure 
lies on what their next step is, be it college or vocational school, or a career. 
Those are my main concerns. 
 

 This administrator went on to say that there were some students who fell into the 

chuutohanpa category, but generally, they eventually succeeded in having at least one 

strong language after graduating, as they immersed themselves in such experiences as 

attending overseas universities or working for Japanese businesses.  

 

Mixed Languages  

 Studies of Japanese international schools showed that code-switching is a common 

linguistic feature of the students’ use of language (Kanno, 2008; Kite, 2001; T. Ochs, 

1993; Shi, 2006). The Japanese-English code-switching that the students used was 

sometimes referred to as “Japlish” by students, teachers, and administrators.  

 One administrator from School B reported that there is less “Japlish” in the school 

than seven or eight years ago, and she guessed that it could have been a trend or 
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something “fashionable” for the students to do. However, an administrator from School A 

said that it was still very prominent, and referred to his own code-switching experiences: 

H: So what do you think of code-switching where students throw in 
 Japanese words in English sentences, or English words in= 
A: =“Japlish”?  
H: Yes, “Japlish.” What do you make of them? 
A: I think it’s unavoidable. I do that all the time with French. Sometimes 
 French, Japanese, English. I mean not all the time, but it depends on 
 whom you talk [to]. And if you know that the other person speaks the  
 three languages, then the first word that comes, plug it in there because 
 you’re too lazy to reflect for a few seconds to find the proper word in the 
 proper language, so you just shoot the language- the word in there. 
 

 When I asked what language the students spoke most comfortably, an administrator 

from School C mentioned laughingly that the students were “International school English 

speakers”:  

I would say they are “international school speakers.” We have a lot of students, 
they come from one international school to the next, so we’ll have native 
speakers, and we’ll have say Canadian, British, American, a certain number, 
but many of the students that isn’t their first language, but they’ve been raised 
moving from one international school to another, so they have an international 
school environment…. So I think there is an international kind of English that 
develops. And some of it has mistakes in it ((laughs)).  
 

She mentioned that their English is not quite American English nor British English, but 

“a mixture.” She said this may be due to having teachers who speak different Englishes, 

and gave an example that different teachers spell the word “program,” as “program,” or 

“programme,” depending on where they were from. She followed that such inconsistency 

did not bother the students at all, and that “the students recognize that either one is 

correct.”  



 

 140 

 According to the accounts of the administrators, the language that the students 

speak seemed to be a mix in general of Japanese-English code-switching or a blend of 

different Englishes. 

 

Native Speakers?  

 Similar to the administrators’ concern, my participants were concerned about their 

English and Japanese abilities—whether they were good enough or not. Particularly with 

English, some of them were not sure whether they qualified as “native.” I asked the 

administrators if they considered them to be native English speakers. By doing so, I also 

wanted to find out what they meant by the term “native speaker.” I got varying responses. 

 An administrator from School C said that the students were not all native English 

speakers. For her, native English speakers meant people from the U.S., Canada, England, 

and “a few other spots.” An administrator from School A said that native-speakership was 

not decided by birth, but depended on whether “you can speak with the proper accent.” 

He laughingly said, “It’s whether you’ve succeeded in controlling the tongue.” He said 

that if a Japanese student was exposed to the international school environment from a 

young age, and then continued to be exposed to English by going to the U.S. for college, 

for example, “nobody would know that he has a Japanese accent.” He said that this was 

one reason that the English environment of the school should be maintained. The 

administrator from School B also had a broader view of native-speakership. She 

considered students who have attended international schools for a long time to be native 
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English speakers, and their academic achievements to be indicative of their native 

speaker status: 

There are certainly native speakers, yes. This may be their fourth international 
school, and some of the students are returning here because their parents were 
posted back for the second time. And certainly they would be native speakers. 
If they can take English literature, and score very highly in the Advanced 
Placement exam, I think that’s indicative. I would also say that students who 
have been at this school through the ESL program here, and have been at this 
school for five or more years, would be native speakers.  
 

 The administrators thus had different definitions of native-speakership: birth, 

pronunciation, and academic achievement. Another administrator said, “native English 

speaker” first needs to be defined in order to talk about it. He followed by describing the 

challenge of defining and working with terms especially when there is a “multitude of 

variables”:  

I think what we have at our school is, this year we have 54 seniors graduating. 
And if I were to generalize, of the 54, I’d be confident saying that the vast 
majority are able to function and write, read, speak English with fluency and 
without any problems at all. I think the vast majority would fit that bill. We do 
have students who have a continuing difficulty with English. As to what that 
exact percentage would be, year in and year out, that would be difficult for me 
to put an actual figure with any scientific accuracy. Again, you have the other 
challenge of the whole idea: what’s a native English speaker. I run into some 
student who can verbally speak without a hitch. And then the big hiccup is the 
writing. And another combination—reading’s not a problem, writing isn’t a 
problem, but verbally is a whole different one. So we run into all different 
kinds of mixed scenarios.  
 

I agree with him that “native speaker” is an extremely challenging construct to define. 

The different ways that the administrators defined the term reflect its ambiguity. 
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Students’ Strengths 

 Other than English language education and prestige, what is it about international 

school that attracts the parents? I asked the administrators what they thought the forte of 

the international school was. An administrator from School A mentioned that it was the 

academic value of the school. He said that students have “access to higher education,” 

and pointed out that more than 95 percent—and usually 100—not only go to university, 

but to “good universities.” An administrator from School B said that the forte of her 

school was that “it aims to educate the whole person.” She further explained that she 

meant schooling was not just about academics, but the students were educated to be 

“accepting and respectful to oneself and others.” This paralleled the most popular 

response that I got from the administrators. The rest of the administrators responded with 

a similar answer, which was that the international school experience made the students 

have respect and a good understanding of other cultures and perspectives, and that they 

became open to and tolerant of differences. What one administrator said may summarize 

their view:  

An international school, it’s the opportunity to be with so many different 
human beings. By different, I mean different backgrounds, different travel 
experiences, different languages. If you go into the word culture, here it’s sort 
of a meeting spot of different cultures. We talk about language, we talk about 
life-time experiences. Ways of thinking—you think of religious background, 
you think of different approaches to a problem—or even a definition of a 
problem.  
 

An administrator from School C also mentioned that not only are the students exposed to 

variation, but they learned that “what you are used to is not always the best.”  
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 When I asked what the role of the international school was in the age of 

globalization, the administrators all responded with a similar answer. They said that the 

role of the international school was no longer particular to international schools, but of 

schools in general: understanding and tolerance of diversity. One administrator from 

school C stated that international school can serve as the model for global understanding:  

I think it’s the role of not only international schools, but the role of many 
schools right now, because the world- I mean the countries, like Japan is no 
longer Japan now. Japan is the world, and United States is the world, and 
Canada is the world. This understanding of nationalities, of other people is 
important. I think the international schools can be the model for that—for 
global understanding. 
 

Along the same lines, an administrator from School A said that diversity was a growing 

trend across schools worldwide:  

I think the international school in some ways is what is occurring throughout 
the world in the regular school settings—not saying that we’re irregular or not 
average. But I’m saying that the international school, with its diversity, its 
population, when you look at public schools in the United States, when you 
look at public schools here in Japan, in other countries—at least those are the 
two that I have more first hand knowledge of—you see a growing trend 
towards something which we’ve always had at this school: a multi-national, 
multilingual, multicultural mixing pot. And that’s what’s going on throughout 
the world. 
 

 The administrators said that students who were educated in diverse environments 

such as the international school became leaders in different fields. An administrator from 

school B tried to explain why that may be the case: “I think the international education 

has to really prepare the students to be the leaders because they’re the ones who have 

experienced different cultures, and have been able to respect and accept them. I think if 
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more of our leaders in different countries had similar background, maybe we would have 

more solutions.”  

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have presented an overview of the three international schools that I 

have studied for the purpose of providing background to my participants’ stories. The 

schools were certainly international by student population. Their orientation was still 

more “Western” than “international,” although there has been more diversity in the 

curriculum as well as the faculty in the recent years. In terms of language within the 

schools, some administrators showed a concern that the requirement to speak English 

was not being implemented fully. To implement this requirement while honoring the 

students’ first language seemed like a difficult task. For one, there seemed to be tension 

between the schools’ efforts to implement English and to make the schools more 

international. It also appeared that students’ further language development depended on 

what they do after graduating from the international school, such as going abroad for 

university, or starting to work in some business. Although the administrators regarded 

their students very highly in general, and celebrated the global nature of the schools, their 

opinions regarding the situation of Japanese students were less positive. Some 

administrators felt that such students were being “removed from their culture.”

 What the administrators mentioned in the interviews, particularly in regard to those 

involving their own opinions, may be partially idealistic. I say only partially because 
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judging from what they mentioned, I believe that some of their opinions were quite 

honest and open. Whether they be ideals or not, I find that what they mentioned portrays 

their views toward their students.  

 The purpose of this chapter was to provide an updated description of the 

educational background of my three participants so that their experiences and stories as 

told individually in the next three chapters can be better contextualized by readers.    
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CHAPTER 6 

FACING HER CHALLENGES: AYAKO’S STORY 

 

 When I met Ayako for the first time two years ago, I did not know quite what to 

make of her. I had just finished interviewing another student before Ayako came in. The 

other student fit the image that I had of international school students in terms of the way 

she dressed, the way she spoke, and the way she behaved. I thought that I must have been 

like her when I was in high school. But Ayako... I tried to describe her in my notes after 

the interview, but I struggled to do so. I found Ayako to be different from the 

international school type, or any other “types” that I was familiar with, even though she 

was wearing a typical attire of an international school girl—a Roxy hooded sweatshirt 

and a pair of boot-cut blue jeans. What she was wearing was almost exactly the same as 

what the other student wore. In fact the only difference was the color of their Roxy 

sweatshirts. I was not sure what was so distinct about her. Was it the way she carried 

herself? She seemed like she was holding something within her. She did not seem 

carefree like other international school students that I knew. I found her to be somewhat 

mysterious, and that made me a little nervous but also excited at the same time. I was 

eager to get to know this mysterious young woman.  
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Part I: Life Story 

The Hayakawa Family 

 Ayako Hayakawa was born in England on August 18th, 1986. Her father was posted 

there by the securities company that he worked for. Ayako was the youngest of three girls. 

Her older sisters, Yumi and Kaoru, had already started kindergarten in England, and they 

had become fluent English speakers. Six months after Ayako’s birth, her father completed 

his six-year posting, and he was assigned to return to Japan. When they arrived, her 

parents decided to send the older girls to an international school because the chances for 

her father to be posted back to England, or to another foreign country, were high. They 

wanted to prepare the girls for education abroad. With that situation and the two older 

girls already speaking fluent English, it was not difficult for them to be admitted by 

Williams International School. When they started attending Williams, Yumi was six and 

Kaoru was three. Three years later, Ayako also started attending the kindergarten at 

Williams. That was the beginning of Ayako’s 15-year long education at Williams.  

 From the outside, the Hayakawa family may have appeared to be a happy family 

that others would envy: a successful father, a beautiful full-time mother, and three young 

bilingual girls attending an international school, living in a large house in a wealthy 

residential area. As I mentioned in Chapter 3, international school tuitions are expensive. 

A local family sending three children into an established international school was a sign 

that they were affluent. Yes, the family was affluent. But there were problems. As Ayako 

explained:  
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We weren’t always a happy family. My parents were always fighting when I 
was small. Although we did have a strong bond among us sisters, but mom 
and dad used to fight when we were small. We were pretty much used to it. 
We’d always have family problems. (IA:3:50)1 

 

International School Days 

 Ayako was happy at school though, particularly in the earlier years. She was 

surrounded by friends. She was a bright and confident child. Being in the same school for 

a long time served her well:  

I had a lot of friends because I went to Williams from kindergarten, and I had 
a lot of veterans—friends from kindergarten all through high school. That part, 
I think is really nice to be a veteran, and knowing friends from a very young 
age. (IA:3:55)2  
 

International school faculty members and graduates whom I spoke to all agreed that 

“veterans” (those who start at the same school from kindergarten or first grade, and go all 

the way up to grade 12) have good rapport amongst themselves and tend to develop 

confidence. This characteristic is salient within international schools because most other 

students do not stay in one school for a long time. They go in and out of different 

countries because of their parents’ business (de Méjia, 2002; Sears, 1998).  

 Ayako was comfortable with her school environment. She realized how much she 

appreciated the international school environment when she had two brief opportunities to 
                                                        
 1 IA refers to Ayako’s interview. The number that immediately follows indicates the 
number of the interview, while the number to the right of the following colon indicates 
the page number from the booklet consisting of all data regarding Ayako. See Appendix 
B for the list of abbreviations and transcription conventions. See Appendix D for the 
detailed content of the data booklets.  
 
 2 Grammatical errors were not corrected so as to show the kind of language the 
participants spoke.  
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step out of it. When she was in fourth grade, she was sent to a summer camp in 

Switzerland with a classmate for a month during summer vacation. That experience came 

to be a negative one for her. She admitted that she had trouble making friends because 

she was not that outgoing, but the main source of her problem was her very first 

encounter with racism. The majority of the students at the camp were Americans and 

Europeans, and there were very few Asians. The friend that accompanied Ayako did not 

seem to have problems there. Ayako claimed that because her friend was half American, 

she was more Western looking, and that was why she did not have the kind of problems 

Ayako had. When I asked her to give me specific examples, she said, “Some people were, 

of course, nice. But others would just kind of stare at me and they’d be whispering to 

their friends. Or a lot of just talking behind my back and stuff” (IA:1:16). She said this 

experience affected her significantly: 

It was very shocking when I went there…. After that I was kind of afraid. I 
never really wanted to go to Europe or the States because I really didn’t feel 
comfortable being treated that way. And I really appreciated that I went to an 
international school, for racism, it never happens. I think we were all treated 
equally. (IA:1:16-17) 
 

When I asked her if she had now overcome that fear, she laughingly told me that she did 

not know for sure because she had not been back to Europe, and she had never been to 

the mainland U.S. She said, “I’ve only been to Hawaii. That’s like my America” 

(IA:1:17). 

 Ayako did not feel particularly comfortable in Japanese settings outside of her 

school either. Ayako loved to draw from an early age, and in sixth grade, she started 

taking classes at an art school near her house. This was the second experience that made 
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her appreciate the international school environment. When I asked her what that 

experience was like, she said:  

I didn’t like it. It was all because it was really Japanese and I didn’t like how 
the teacher treated the students there. Like he was nice, but I wasn’t really 
used to the sensei (teacher) and seito (student) kind of- [relationship]. I think 
because Japanese teachers are more strict, and I don’t really like that…. And 
the students were Japanese so I couldn’t speak English. I had to speak 
Japanese throughout the class. (IA:1:17)3 
 

She explained that she found the Japanese teacher-student relationship to be more formal, 

and that it was quite different from the way that she interacted with the teachers at 

Williams. She ended up isolating herself, and after six months, she left the art school.   

 Ayako liked it at Williams International School though. She liked her friends and 

she liked her teachers. She was active in extra-curricular activities. She was on the 

basketball team from grades 6 to 11, and then she joined the soccer team in her senior 

year. She became a student council class representative in sixth grade. She set the school 

record for being a class representative for four straight years, from grade 9 to 12. I was 

taken by surprise when she told me this because my impression was that she was shy and 

quiet. To be a student council representative, a student needed to volunteer or be 

nominated, and then elected. She laughingly said that she had different personalities. She 

followed by analyzing herself as someone who was strict with herself:  

(A refers to Ayako; H refers to Hanako)  
A: Maybe I AM sekkyokuteki (assertive) in a way that I think I’m hontou 
 wa (really) a quiet girl, okay. But I think I’m really strict to myself. I’m 
 really kibishii (strict) to myself. If I know my weakness, I want to work 
 on it. I don’t like to go around it, and kind of escape. So if I know that 
 I’m not good at something, I’d gyakuni (conversely), confront it.  

                                                        
 3 Japanese words are italicized. The English translations follow in parentheses.    
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H: Put yourself in the situation.  
A: Yeah. So I’m probably a really quiet person. I am a quiet person. But 
 because I felt like I needed to be more active, I tried to volunteer in 
 different things. (IA:3:55) 
 

 I found her analysis to be interesting. Did she also take on these challenges and 

responsibilities at school because she was the “kid sister” at home? Both Ayako and her 

sister, Yumi, had told me that people always did things for her because she was always 

the youngest, making her more dependant on others. Or was it because she was a serious 

person, as she claimed to be? She had also said that she had low self-esteem during her 

high school years. Was she trying to overcome her low self-image and build confidence 

through being active? Precisely why she took on these challenges was unclear, but Ayako 

confronting what she perceived as her weaknesses was one of the salient themes 

throughout the series of interviews. We will see more of this later on in this chapter.  

 Ayako assumed that it was the nurturing environment of the school that allowed her 

to come to terms with her weaknesses, especially in the early years. However, Ayako’s 

complicated family issues were flaring up, and they affected her significantly by the time 

she was in high school. At school, she pretended as if everything was fine, but her 

situation was far from ideal.  

 

“Dark Ages”  

 Ayako may have been used to her parents fighting, but her mother became very sick 

when Ayako was in grade five, and that was a heavy blow to her. Her mother had 

developed a severe case of atopic dermatitis, a type of eczema. The inflammation and the 
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pain were so severe that she could not move. “It was all red, her body. And it was 

bleeding and everything” (IA:3:52). Her mother was not hospitalized, but she was 

bedridden and could not even go to the bathroom by herself. For a span of almost two 

years, the girls had to do things on their own. By that time, her parents were separated:  

My dad was somewhere else. I don’t know where he was. He wasn’t at home. 
I think he had another- He rented a room, and he was there. And yeah, the 
problem was he cheated on my mom, and he was a bad father. (IA:3:51) 
 

 Ayako’s maternal grandmother came to help for a period of time, but it was Yumi, 

Ayako’s oldest sister, who took the role of the mother: “Yumi always took care of us. She 

was always a good sister….Yeah, she was always nice. Sugoku (really), she’s very 

responsible. She’s a good sister, and she always made lunch and breakfast while my mom 

was sick” (IA:3:51). As Ayako spoke about her sister taking care of her, her eyes filled up, 

and big teardrops rolled down her face.   

 But even after her mother recovered from her severe health problems, things did not 

improve for Ayako. When she was in sixth grade, her father was posted to Singapore by 

the same company that had sent him to England. This time, he left his family and went 

alone. And then her mother moved out; she left the girls to be with another man: “She got 

remarried. I don’t know if she got married. Maybe they were just together. Well, she got 

pregnant, and that’s my [half-]sister” (IA:3:51).  

 Ayako’s maternal grandmother came to live with the girls until Yumi, the eldest one, 

graduated from high school. The girls were on their own for a short period of time. Her 
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mother eventually returned with the new born baby girl, Mika, but it was not a smooth 

re-entry: 

I think she kind of ran away from her [new] husband. But then my dad and my 
mom, they were already divorced, so she wasn’t really allowed to be in our 
house. But she kind of secretly moved in while my dad was in Singapore…. 
And so my mom came back, and Mika lived with us in the Komazawa no 
ouchi (Komazawa house) for a few years. So the five of us were together. 
Sono toki wa (At that time), everything was mechakucha (messed-up) then, 
because Mika was still small…. And my mom was kind of unstable too. 
(IA:3:51) 
 

 Decisions had to be made when Ayako’s father completed his post in Singapore, 

and returned to the house where they lived. He was outraged to find his ex-wife in his 

house, and they had a huge fight. “That’s when we decided that my mom was taking one 

of us with her, with Mika, and live separately. And one of us HAD TO go with mom” 

(IA:3:53). Deciding who was going to go was not a simple decision. The girls loved their 

mother, but there were other issues: 

Of course, all of us wanted to be with mom, but we had a big fight over that. 
Like Kaoru, she said she would stay at Komazawa with dad. It wasn’t like she 
wanted to be with dad but she knew things would be harder if she went with 
mom. Cause just financially it would be kind of difficult. You know, single 
mother and everything. She was being honest. And Yumi, she thought it was 
her responsibility to stay in Komazawa as the choujo (eldest daughter). Cause 
you know, she had to be there. If anything happened to one of us, to mom, 
there would still be a link to dad, and something like that. So I moved in with 
my mom and Mika, where we live right now. And that was [when I was] in 
high school. (IA:3:53) 
 

 Ayako was stressed by her new life-style. She was not used to living in a small 

apartment, and she had a lot of pressure to be there for her mother. As much as she 
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wanted to support her, Ayako had a hard time providing the kind of support her mother 

needed:  

But I was the third child and I was really spoiled, and I didn’t know how to do 
ANYTHING on my own. Like my sister always did it for me, and we always 
used to fight, and we’d always end up [with] my mom screaming and yelling 
“You shouldn’t have came” or things like that. (IA:3:54) 
 

Ayako referred to her high school days as her “dark ages” (IA:3:57). At school, she acted 

as if she did not have any problems, but she was unhealthy and unhappy during those 

years. She said, “I had very low self-esteem, and I didn’t have any confidence. I was 

always negative, and I didn’t like myself at all” (IA:3:65). She added: 

I have atopii (atopic dermatitis) too. It’s genetic from my mom. And I wasn’t 
really fit during those years. I was always tired and I had skin problems. I 
couldn’t concentrate. I think it was also because of family problems. So I 
couldn’t concentrate at all at school, and I’d always turn in things late. I didn’t 
like myself at all then. Friends-wise too, I didn’t like to go out then, and so I 
kind of secluded myself from most of my friends. And although I kind of 
acted like I was having fun, I never liked school. So I always try to forget 
about my high school years. (IA:3:57) 
 

 Ayako did have a few friends in high school, but she did not go out with them, and 

she missed out on the kinds of things high school girls her age would enjoy. She could 

not view others in a positive light either: “Yeah, I was really negative back then. I 

thought everyone was fake and everything” (IA:3:75). Yet even though her high school 

years were not the best years of her life, Ayako still took part in extra-curricular activities 

such as student council and athletics as mentioned above, and acted as if things were all 

right. I wondered if her friends and teachers knew what was going on with Ayako at that 

time. I wondered if there was anyone reaching out to help her.  
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 Ayako’s artwork during the high school years reflected her “dark ages.” Art was 

something important to her. She claimed that it was part of her life, and her artwork was 

a means to express herself: “It’s the easiest form of expressing my feelings and thoughts” 

(IA:3:73). Drawing was almost like keeping a journal for her. She showed me 

photographs of her paintings and sketches while she was in high school. They were large, 

bold, minimalistic, and in dark colors. To use her words, they were “serious,” “cynical,” 

and “calculative” (IA:3:73-75). In sharp contrast to those paintings, many of her more 

recent artworks were in bright colors, cast a happy, warm, soft, but also flamboyant 

image. She said, “I could never paint like this [back then]. Right now, I feel like I’m 

more emotionally happy, and I feel more free to do whatever I want [in my artwork]. So 

I’m able to express more with my imagination” (IA:3:68).  

 Ayako did not talk about the details of her family issues until the third interview. I 

sensed that she had a complicated family, but she kept things fairly nebulous in the first 

interview, and I chose not to pursue the topic as I realized that it was a sensitive issue. At 

the time of the third interview, she told me the details of her life. It had been three years 

since Ayako started to live with her mother and her half-sister. I felt a huge relief when 

she finished telling me her life story, and finally said, “Things are much better. We’re all 

happy so…” (IA:3:54).  
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University Days 

 Whereas many students from international schools go to universities abroad, 

particularly in North America, Ayako went to Sophia University4 in Japan, after 

graduating from Williams International School in June, 2005. Sophia University is one of 

the few Japanese universities that have departments where the language of instruction is 

entirely English (excluding a small number of classes such as foreign language and 

physical education). These universities, such as Sophia, Waseda, Ritsumeikan, and 

International Christian University, are some of the only options for international school 

students to apply to in Japan as the admissions procedures of certain departments are 

almost the same as those in American universities (international school administrators, 

personal communication, 2007; Kushida, 2006).  

 Ayako said that she did not have a desire to go abroad for college. When I asked her 

why, she said: 

Cause well, I like Japan and I consider Japan to be my home country. And I 
plan to work here in the future, so I didn’t really see the reason why I had to 
go overseas and study abroad. Yes, and also because both of my sisters, they 
also went to Sophia for university. (IA:1:18) 

 

 Going to university was not a big shift for Ayako. Five of her classmates from 

Williams also entered the same department. Having gone to the same schools as her, I 

told Ayako that Sophia was like an extension of Williams for me. She agreed and said,  

                                                        
 4 The university names mentioned in this study are not pseudonyms. I used the 
original names as I found the particularity of the universities that my participants attend 
to be important. Permission to use the original names was obtained from all three 
participants.  
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It’s been a very smooth transition for me too. I haven’t really felt like [it’s] a 
new place. Williams and then now Sophia, but I still hang out with my friends 
from Williams, and a lot of my friends are bilingual, and so right now I don’t 
feel that change, that difference. (IA:1:26) 
 

 Ayako explained that there were three student groups in her department in Sophia: 

the foreign exchange students group, the Japanese group, and the international group. 

The exchange students mainly spoke English. The Japanese group consisted of Japanese 

students who were educated mostly in Japanese schools, and preferred to speak in 

Japanese. The international group consisted of students who graduated from international 

schools, and they code-switched liberally between English and Japanese. Ayako 

explained that there were returnees in both the Japanese group and the international 

group. Basically, she said that the three groups could be categorized into the foreigners, 

the Japanese, and those who fall in between.  

 Ayako said that she felt very comfortable in the international group. She had two 

very close friends in Sophia. One was a friend from Williams, and another was a returnee 

who lived in the U.S. for most of her life. She said that she really enjoyed the company 

of these friends: “I kind of missed out on lot of friendship that they enjoyed in high 

school. But now, I’m experiencing [that] now, at university. And yeah, so I feel much 

brighter and energetic right now” (IA:3:59). 

 Ayako told me that she did not have any boyfriends when she was in high school, or 

even a romantic episode. She still did not have a boyfriend at the time of the second and 

the third interviews, but she surprised me by voluntarily telling me that she had boys 

whom she was interested in. The first one was an exchange student from Mexico who 
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took classes with her. She said that he had only been in Japan for about a year and half, 

but his Japanese was quite good. She said that he was not a native Japanese speaker or a 

native English speaker, but “kind of in between” (IA:2:40), and she liked that about him. 

When I met Ayako for the third interview, she told me that the Mexican student had 

returned to his country, but that they were friends and they kept in touch by e-mail. She 

then told me about a new person whom she was interested in. He was an exchange 

student from the U.S. who had a fondness for Japanese culture and art. He took part in 

Japanese acting classes, and spoke Japanese quite well. She told me that nothing was 

happening yet, but she enjoyed talking to him and going home together after class. The 

two young men that she was interested in were both exchange students, but they did not 

fit the “exchange student type”—foreigners who would hang out with other foreigners 

and who did not interact much with people outside that group.  

 The first time that Ayako talked to me about boys was a special moment for me 

because I felt that we were establishing rapport. A shy and serious girl was telling me her 

romantic stories, and she also eagerly asked me questions about my romantic life. We 

laughed as our preference in men was quite similar. At that time, I almost forgot our age 

differences, and the fact that I was a researcher and that she was my participant. I felt as 

if we were two bubbly girls giggling and chatting away about boys.    

 As these episodes may suggest, Ayako said that her situation had improved since 

her “dark ages,” and that she was happy both at school and at home. Her older sisters, 

especially Yumi, would visit them often, and they would enjoy spending time together as 
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a happy family. But her lifestyle still was not quite that of the “privileged, spoiled brats” 

that international school students have a reputation for being. Given that she was living 

with her young half-sister, Mika, and her mother, who was working full time, six days a 

week, she had to make arrangements for her family. For this reason, she made sure to 

take her classes in the morning and the early afternoon so that she could be home for 

Mika by the time that she came home from elementary school. Yumi told me that Ayako 

was virtually Mika’s surrogate mother. Mika was very attached to Ayako, and Ayako was 

responsible for taking care of her little sister. Yumi also pointed out that although Ayako 

used to be a helpless youngest sister, she had now learned to do household chores, to 

cook, and most importantly, to assume responsibilities for herself, as well as for her little 

sister.  

 Ayako was getting minimal financial support from her father, so she took on many 

English teaching jobs. She contributed her salary to her family in her efforts to support 

her mother. With her busy schedule, she could not go out that often with her friends, but 

she said that she did not mind because she could see them at school, and that if she told 

her mother early enough, the latter would rearrange her work schedule so that she could 

go out. As I reflected on the kind of lifestyle that I was leading when I was her age, I felt 

a little ashamed. I was so carefree, and did whatever I wanted to do. Like Ayako, I had 

English teaching jobs, but all the money that I earned was spent for leisurely activities 

such as going out with friends and buying clothes.  



 

 160 

 Ayako first taught English to some private students, most whom she “inherited” 

from her sister, Kaoru, who had to quit her part-time English teaching jobs because on 

graduating from college, she got a full time job in the music industry. At the time of the 

third interview, Ayako had just started working for a popular chain of English 

conversation schools. She said that this job was challenging because sometimes she had 

to teach business English classes, a job that she was not used to doing. When I asked her 

whether she enjoyed teaching English, she said she did not like it that much, but it was a 

good job for her because the schedule was flexible and the pay was good. She also said 

that it was good practice for her to overcome her quiet nature, and also to improve her 

communication skills: “I’m not good at explaining, so this is good practice for me. And I 

think it’s helping me be more confident” (IA:1:39). She repeated this point once again on 

another occasion: 

A: I am a quiet person. But because I felt like I needed to be more active, I 
tried to volunteer in different things. Even with EST, I don’t like to teach. 
 Right now I teach at EST.  

H: Is it an eikaiwa (English conversation) school? 
A:  Yeah, it’s an eikaiwa (English conversation) school. I never thought I 

 would do it, but I needed a job, and I needed something that would be 
 flexible, and near my house and everything. And EST was like choudo ii 
 (just right). So I decided to apply for it, and I went through a three day 
 certification period—from ten to seven o’clock at night. 

H: Wow, that’s long.  
A: Unpaid. And I think I mentioned to you before, but I’m not really 
 confident with my English, so I’ve always wanted to work on it. So I 
 think by being able to teach it to someone- It’s not like I’m learning from 
 teaching but, well, I probably am, in a way. But through teaching, I 
 wanted to build up my confidence in English. So probably that’s one of 
 the major reasons why I decided to work at EST. So, I don’t like to kind 
 of leave my weaknesses. I want to work on it, improve it. So I think I’ve 
 always been like that. (IA:3:59) 
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So once again, she was tackling (what she perceived as) her weaknesses by coming to 

terms with them. I am not sure whether she actually chose to do this, or acted for 

unknown reasons and then rationalized it at the time of the interviews. But in either case, 

that was how she understood her actions.  

 

Moving On 

 At the time of the third interview, Ayako was in her junior year at Sophia, and she 

had started thinking about the future. The future was a subject that came up in all three 

interviews, but she had something specific to say in the third interview. She wanted to go 

to art school so that she could get a job in an art-related area. She had a passion for art, 

and she knew that she had talent, but she felt that she lacked a professional background 

and training. All she had in that regard were her high school IB art class in Williams and 

an art history class at Sophia. She had just begun researching possible schools where she 

could go after her school day was finished at Sophia. Her mother and Yumi were 

supportive; in fact, they had been the ones who originally encouraged her to do this, but 

she was concerned whether her father would provide the financial support that she 

needed. He was the only one who could financially assist her, but Ayako knew that 

getting support from him was not easy as he did not understand her passion towards art. 

She knew that she had to speak to him about this sometime soon.  

 When I asked Ayako whether she had any idea specifically about her career after 

graduating from Sophia, she said:  
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I have no idea. Some of my friends have already started looking for their job 
already. I’m kind of shocked and surprised because I haven’t even thought 
about where I want to work. But I was just telling this to my mom and my 
sister last night…. And I was telling them that one of my friends is actually 
looking for a job already—shuukatsu (job-hunting). And she already bought 
her rikuruuto suutsu dayo (business suit, you know), and I was like haa sugoi 
(oh wow), but I haven’t even thought about it. Nanka kowai (It’s scary). But 
they were like “It’s okay. Don’t think about it. It’s still early. It’s okay.” Cause 
Yumi, I don’t think she’s ever shuukatsu (job-hunted). She was always the 
nonbiri-taipu (relaxed type), and now she has a stable job. I think we’re all 
mai-peesu (laid back), our family. So they were like you should just work at 
your own pace, and don’t be influenced by others. So I haven’t really thought 
about anything. But when I think about my career… I think I’ll probably be 
working somewhere where I can work with art, so I mean right now, I haven’t 
done anything. I still have to look for the art school, so I don’t know yet.  
(IA:3:61) 

 

I pointed out that perhaps going to an art school was part of preparing herself to get a job. 

Then she said that getting a job was the main reason, but it was also because of her love 

of art.  

 I was glad to know that Ayako was planning to do something that she wanted to do. 

I respected her for confronting her weaknesses, but I also wanted her to follow her 

passion and heart’s desire. At the same time, I am almost certain that Ayako will continue 

to have more challenges. She will find them, and then confront them, whether she wishes 

to or not. She said, “I’m probably the type of person who’ll never be satisfied” (IA:1:27), 

and that could possibly be part of the reason why she has kept confronting her 

weaknesses. But through facing her challenges, she has grown as a person, and I believe 

that she will continue to grow.  
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Part II: Language and Identity 

 Ayako mainly spoke English at school, and Japanese at home. Both languages were 

necessary and important in her life, and her views towards her language abilities 

appeared to affect her sense of self. As we will see in the later chapters, this was also the 

case for Jun and Kenji. In this section, I focus on Ayako’s language background, her 

perspectives on language and identity, and their influences on her life.   

 

Initial Response 

 When I met Ayako for the first time, I asked her what she considered to be her first 

language. She paused for a while and told me that was a very difficult question. She 

struggled to explain why, and her response gave a glimpse of her complex linguistic 

situation:  

I feel comfortable speaking in Japanese, but my Japanese is not good. Like my 
mom, she always says I’m heta (bad) at Japanese, but I consider Japanese as 
my first language. But I probably sound better when I speak English. Yeah, I 
guess because all the classes were in English, I speak to my friends in English, 
so I don’t really get to use Japanese unless I’m with my parents. So I think I’m 
kind of in between, maybe? Which isn’t good. Yeah, it’s really hard for me 
because I don’t exactly live in an environment I’m fully speaking ALL in 
Japanese. (IA:1:5) 
 

There are three important points to note from this quote. First, there was a contradiction 

as well as inconsistency. That is, she considered Japanese, which she was comfortable 

speaking, to be her first language, yet she felt that her English was better. She also 

reported being assessed by others as being a bad Japanese speaker. Second, she thought 

that she was “in between,” and that was not a “good thing.” Third, she thought that not 
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living in an entirely monolingual environment was the cause of her difficulties. These 

three points appeared as consistent themes throughout the interviews.  

 After asking Ayako what she considered her first language to be, I followed up by 

asking her whether she was a native speaker of Japanese and English. As with the 

international school administrators, I was also interested in knowing what she meant by 

“native speaker.” I expected her to say that she was a native speaker of at least one of the 

languages, but she said she was not a native speaker of either Japanese or English.  

 

Japanese 

 Ayako initially said that her first language was Japanese, but then said that she was 

not a native Japanese speaker. As mentioned already, her self-evaluation concerning her 

Japanese ability was fairly low. She said that the main reasons why she did not consider 

herself to be a native Japanese speaker were lack of vocabulary and her weakness in 

keigo, Japanese honorifics:  

My vocabulary is very limited in Japanese and I sometimes have to think 
before I say things in Japanese cause I can’t explain things as smoothly. And I 
don’t know keigo toka (honorifics, for example). I don’t use it so often, so 
when I’m at work and stuff, I have a really hard time speaking with older 
people and yeah, so my tango (vocabulary) is very limited. But then when I 
feel comfortable with my family, like I always want to speak Japanese, and it 
feels comfortable to speak in Japanese. (IA:1:5) 
 

 Keigo has a complex system, and it is something very much integrated into 

everyday situations. Kanno (2003b) reported that some of her returnee participants 

struggled with keigo once they were in Japanese universities because of their inability to 
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use it, as well as their resistance to using it. It was not something easy to learn, for either 

international school students or returnees, unless they were in an environment where 

keigo was mandatory. If parents were not assiduous about teaching it to their children 

from an early age, it would be a huge challenge to acquire its proper and fluent usage (H. 

M. Cook, 1996; Tsujimura, 2007).  

 Ayako claimed that her Japanese was weak because she did not use it as much as 

English. Basically, the only people that she reported speaking solely in Japanese to were 

Mika, her mother, and her father, whom she did not see very often. Although she spent 

time with Mika and got to speak Japanese, she felt that she did not learn from those 

interactions because Mika was so young. She felt that she had limited access to Japanese: 

“The only time I use Japanese is like with my mom or when I watch TV, which I rarely 

do right now” (IA:3:62). All her jobs were English teaching jobs, which did not help to 

improve her Japanese.  

 Ayako did have access to Japanese as an academic subject. She had studied 

Japanese during the years she spent at Williams International School, but she had not 

taken IB Japanese, which boosted the students’ confidence in Japanese as its level met 

the standards of Japanese in Japanese high schools. In high school, Ayako was in the 

advanced Japanese class that was immediately below the IB class.  

 At Sophia, as a result of placement tests administered to all freshmen, she was 

placed in the lowest level of the three-level Japanese reading and writing course. These 

courses were designed for those who spoke Japanese fluently but had difficulty with 
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reading and writing. The students started with elementary school kanji (Chinese 

characters), but went up all the way up to high school senior level by the time that they 

had finished the last course, an achievement that qualified them to take classes taught in 

Japanese in other departments. 

 The students were required to take a foreign language course, but Ayako could not 

choose Japanese as her foreign language course because she was a Japanese national, so 

she took Spanish, and took Japanese courses as part of her electives. Taking more 

language courses required extra effort on the students’ part because students got only two 

credits per course even though it required the same number of hours as four credit 

courses. As a result, taking more language courses was not a particularly efficient way to 

earn credits. However, with her desire to improve her Japanese, Ayako had completed all 

of the reading and writing courses by the time she was in her junior year at Sophia.  

 In terms of reading, Ayako’s ability was high enough for her to read a Japanese 

newspaper, but she still found writing to be an obstacle. For example, she reported 

struggling to write a formal letter, and she found filling in forms to be challenge and also 

an embarrassment when she had to do it in public, because her kanji was still weak. In 

terms of speaking, she struggled with keigo, and she felt uncomfortable when she had to 

speak Japanese to older people, or speak in formal situations.   

  When Ayako said that her family would point out to her that her Japanese was not 

very good, I assumed that it was because of her difficulties with keigo and reading and 

writing. Struggling with keigo and reading and writing was common among Japanese 
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international school students unless they took IB Japanese or studied privately outside of 

school. Those who had to use Japanese in their professional careers usually had to make 

immense efforts to catch up with the language. The experiences that Ayako’s sister, Yumi, 

had may be representative of the kind of experiences those who take jobs in Japanese 

companies go through: “It wasn’t really a part of me to sesshoku suru (make contact) to 

Japanese society until I started working… So I have to be careful with how I speak and 

how I send e-mails” (SIA:83-84).5 She said that once she had started working, she had 

bought numerous books on Japanese business letter writing and looked through them 

each time that she wrote business letters or e-mails.   

 In terms of everyday conversation, most Japanese international school students 

spoke Japanese fluently without much of a problem. But Ayako said that she had troubles 

expressing herself in Japanese:  

Because my vocabulary is limited, I have times when I can’t clearly express 
exactly what I’m feeling. So in that sense, when I speak in Japanese it’s very 
limited as for what I can express, but if it’s just for like having fun, just talking, 
it’s no problem. (IA:1:10) 
 

Japanese for Ayako was very much a language of closeness. She felt comfortable 

speaking Japanese with those who she was close to, such as her family and friends. 

 Although Ayako said that she had “no problem” with casual Japanese, she said that 

her mother claimed that she had an English accent when she spoke Japanese: “She tells 

me that I have a namari (accent) of English and like people can tell that I don’t speak 

Japanese like normal” (IA:1:10). Her sister, Yumi, explained this to me in more detail:  

                                                        
 5 SIA refers to a supplementary interview about Ayako.  
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(Y refers to Yumi; H refers to Hanako) 
Y:  Ayako’s Japanese, I think people who know her can understand her 

Japanese, but a completely Japanese person would have a hard time 
understanding her. Mika, the little one no tomodachi no okaasan wa 
(her friends’ mothers), they all think Ayako’s a bit katakoto no Nihongo 
(broken in Japanese).   

H: Oh really? 
Y: Yeah. Or that she speaks a little bit- nante iundarou (how can I say)? 

Gaijin-ppoi Nihongo (like foreigners’ Japanese)? …Or she’s chotto 
namatteru (has a slight accent)? … Her namari (accent) makes her 
sound like she’s not speaking Japanese. So people who aren’t used to 
her speaking might say “Eh, nani itteru no?” (Huh? What are you 
saying?) (SIA:62) 

     

 Because Ayako and I spoke almost entirely in English to each other, I did not have 

the opportunity to catch her “accent.” The only time that I heard her speak Japanese was 

when she spoke to Mika and her mother by phone during the interviews. I do not recall 

her having an accent, but I noticed that when she was speaking to her mother, she kept 

saying “okay” with English pronunciation rather than Japanese oo-kee, and that she 

pronounced the word “interview” in the English way, rather than Japanese intabyuu. In 

addition, although their conversation was in Japanese, she closed the telephone 

conversations with “Okay, thank you. Bye-bye” in English (IA:1:32). I thought her use of 

English words was marked, but I did not recognize an accent in her Japanese. Did I not 

notice it because I was like her? Ayako said that her friends did not think that she had a 

problem in Japanese because “they’re on the same level as me, so they wouldn’t know” 

(IA:1:10). Similarly, Yumi assumed that it was Japanese people outside the international 

community who would find Ayako’s Japanese to be somewhat strange.   
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 Ayako felt that she was deficient in both languages, but she never really gave much 

thought about her linguistic situation until she took part in this study. Because it was so 

natural for her to speak both languages, she never bothered to analyze her abilities. She 

realized that her ideas changed and sometimes contradicted one another as the interviews 

went on, and admitted that freely. For example, after mentioning that Japanese was her 

first language, she changed her mind and decided that it was English. Yet she claimed to 

be a nonnative speaker of English and that she needed to work on her English. 

Throughout the three interviews, she was consistent in saying that she thought that her 

English was not very good.  

 

English 

 Whereas Japanese-English code-switching was frequently used by international 

school students, Ayako made a conscious effort to stick with English at school. When I 

told her that I tried not to mix languages when I was a university student, she said that 

she was doing the same, and explained the efforts that she was making:  

I think I’m also making an effort cause I don’t want to mix my languages 
cause it’s not a good habit either, and I don’t think it’s doing me any good. 
And if I’m at home, I want to speak Japanese as much as possible with my 
parents, and that’s the only way I know how to improve my language skills, 
and I think it’s also why I speak English more with my friends. (IA:1:34) 
 

 Ayako was trying to improve in Japanese as well, but the reputation that she 

reported having among her friends, as well as her sisters, was that she was more of an 

English speaker.   
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They [my friends] all seem to have an impression of me that I’m an English 
speaker, more than a Japanese speaker, but the same with my family. They all 
say that I’m more English-oriented. So I don’t know. Cause for me, personally 
I feel more comfortable with Japanese. But I don’t know why but that’s the 
kind of impression that everyone has of me. (IA:1:33)  
 

 During her high school years, Ayako changed her group of friends. While she used 

to be with the more English-oriented group in middle school and early high school years, 

she moved to the Japanese oriented-group.6  However, Ayako changed groups not 

because of language preference, but because of the nature of the group members. When I 

asked her why she changed groups, she said, “It’s certainly because of the culture. Cause 

you know, I feel comfortable with that Japanese atmosphere” (IA:1:33). She explained 

that the English-oriented group was outgoing and they liked to go out a lot. She grew 

wary of the way that they were, and came to be more comfortable with the 

Japanese-oriented group, which she found to be “more ochitsuiteru” (calmer) than the 

English-oriented group (p. 33). She said, “I realized that I get along better with more 

Japanese people” (p. 32). But despite being with the Japanese-oriented group, Ayako 

continued to speak more English than Japanese.  

                                                        
 6 All three participants, as well as several administrators that I interviewed, agreed 
that groups form in international schools according to their linguistic orientation, rather 
than such aspects as nationality or race. The three common groups were English-oriented, 
Japanese-oriented, and the group that does not belong to either of the two groups. The 
last group usually consisted of students who were relatively new to the school, and did 
not speak English nor Japanese very fluently. Willis (1992) also mentioned that language 
was a “symbolic common denominator” (p. 82) and that groups formed in international 
schools based on the premise of a common language.   
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 Her sister, Yumi, also pointed out that Ayako was more English-oriented. The sisters 

always communicated in Japanese-English code-switching, but Yumi felt that Ayako’s 

English was better than her Japanese, while her other sister, Kaoru, was better in 

Japanese than English. When I asked her about the roots of this difference, Yumi said, “I 

think it’s because she has her English speaking friends around her. And she also tends to 

read more English books than Japanese books. I think she only reads English books, 

actually” (SIA:85). She followed by telling me that Ayako was an avid reader.  

 When I asked Yumi how good she thought Ayako’s English was, she began to 

explain by comparing her to an American person who was brought up in the U.S.:  

I think Ayako’s, maa (well) compared to people her age who’s brought up in 
the United States or wherever, somewhere like that, who speaks English, I’m 
sure her English level isn’t as good. Or I think her vocabulary is chotto 
probably sukunai (a bit less) than normal people. (SIA:85)  
 

Yumi then said that among the international school students, she’s on the “good side” of 

English speakers.  

 Ayako reported that she had always been English-oriented. She said that if she had 

to pick one, English would be her first language. She said it was her first language 

because she spoke, read, and wrote better in English than in Japanese. I too found Ayako 

to be a good English speaker. But despite all of this, she constantly carried the burden 

that her English was not good enough, and that she needed to improve. As mentioned 

above, she saw her English teaching jobs as an opportunity to improve her English, too.  

 What then made Ayako feel that her English was not good enough? It could well be 

a result of her tendency to strive to improve, which can be interpreted as having 
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perfectionist tendencies. But according to Ayako, she felt that her English was lacking 

when she met people outside of the international community. Most people around Ayako 

were Japanese-English bilinguals. Ayako rarely had the opportunity to meet an English 

speaker outside of the international community, and when she did, she felt that she had 

problems communicating. For example in the first interview, Ayako reported having 

recently met an American who was visiting Japan for the first time. He had just arrived 

from the U.S., and only spoke English: 

Last week, I went to Disney Land with a couple of my friends, and they 
brought this guy from the States, and he was like a complete native, an 
American. I’m always used to speaking Japanese and English together, so 
when I had to speak to friends from the States who only speak English, and 
his jokes are all American and I don’t really understand American jokes, like I 
don’t get it, so it was really hard for me to keep up with the conversation. I felt 
not culture shock but, how do you say? Um, awkwardness. (IA:1:5) 

 

She said that it was not the fact that she had to speak only in English that really got in the 

way, but that it was their cultural differences, such as culture-specific expressions that he 

used:    

I think rather than the language, I think speaking I’m fine, it’s just that, like I 
said, there are certain expressions that I don’t understand. And it’s more like 
the cultural difference, so if I’m speaking with an American, I would have no 
problem just speaking but, I don’t know, I think it’s just yappari (after all), the 
culture is different. (IA:1:11)  
 

 Ayako then followed that she would not feel the cultural gap with those who are in 

the international school, and that she feels most comfortable being with them. As Ayako 

mentioned herself, the problem was not with language but with cultural aspects. She said 

that not knowing these culture specific expressions, or not being able to communicate 
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fully with an American, were what made her a nonnative English speaker. It was 

inevitable that Ayako did not know culture specific English expressions. Although she 

had been educated in English since age three, she had been living in Japan all her life. 

Her English was not that of an American. Her Japanese was not that of a Japanese. Her 

languages were those of an international school student. The international community 

was Ayako’s world, a bilingual world that created both joy and pain for her.  

 

Being “In Between” 

 In the first interview, Ayako mentioned that her native language was English. But 

then she said that she was more comfortable with Japanese because it was her “home 

language”:   

If I HAD to write what is your native language and then I said I’d write 
English. That’s because I can speak it better, I can write and read in English, 
because I received an education in English. But if it came down to which 
language you feel more comfortable speaking in, that’ll be Japanese because 
it’s my nationality, and I think I have a very Japanese personality too. I get 
along with a lot of Japanese people, and so I think it’s like my HOME 
language. (IA:1:12)  

 

I found that her use of the term “home language,” rather than first language, interesting. 

It made good sense, because that was what she spoke at home with those whom she was 

close to. She also associated herself with her nationality. That is, it was her “home 

language” because she was a Japanese national, and she considered Japan to be her home 

country.  

  When I asked her whether she thought that English was her stronger language in 

the third interview as a confirmation, she said, “That’s questionable too. I’m like in 
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between. When people ask me ‘which do you prefer,’ it’s always a hard question. I 

always say, probably English, but I feel more comfortable with Japanese, which is 

contradicting.” She then said, “When I’m lazy, I prefer to speak in English to Japanese, 

so that kind of shows that I’m more comfortable with English” (IA:3:63). She knew that 

she was contradicting herself, but to me such a contradiction was reflective of the 

situation that she was in, as well as her identity.   

 Ayako said that she had a “Japanese personality” and that she got along with 

Japanese. However, she had very limited opportunities to interact with Japanese who did 

not have an international background. She said that she felt different than the Japanese 

students at Sophia, and viewed them with a critical eye:   

A: I don’t really have friends from the Yotsuya campus, but when I see  
  them speaking within their own groups, I feel really different, I guess.  
H: What specifically makes you feel different? 
A: What they talk about doesn’t really interest me. For example, I don’t  
  know, it’s like really stereotypical way of viewing them, but I sometimes 
  think they’re really immature. Like what they talk about. I don’t know, 
  like they moriagaru (get excited) with manga (comics) and stuff. Just  
  what they talk about doesn’t really click. (IA:1:13)7  

 

She said that she felt different than the Japanese group within her department too: “I 

can’t really relate to those students” (IA:1:4). She found them to be immature like the 

Yotsuya campus students.  

 Ayako felt most comfortable with those who were from the international school 

community, or Japanese students at Sophia who had had experience abroad, so when she 

                                                        
 7 Yotsuya campus refers to Sophia University’s main campus. Ayako’s department 
used to be in a different campus.   
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said she felt comfortable with Japanese, she was referring to the Japanese-oriented 

students, and not Japanese students who did not have much international experience. For 

example, when we talked about boys, she said that her boyfriend would have to be a 

bilingual person: “If I got a boyfriend, I need someone who can speak both Japanese and 

English. I don’t think I can stand just English speaking boyfriend or Japanese speaking 

boyfriend” (IA:1:30). 

 Although Ayako tried to avoid mixing languages, she admitted that she felt most 

comfortable code-switching. For Ayako, Japanese-English code-switching was not a 

linguistic strategy, but a shared language with her sisters, and friends, as well as others 

from the international community. She said she made the effort to stick to one language, 

but often failed to stay speaking only in that language. She reported that when she got 

excited or carried away in a conversation, especially with her sisters, she ended up 

inserting Japanese words and phrases into her primarily English conversation, or 

sometimes, vice-versa (English words and phrases into primarily Japanese conversation). 

Even when she spoke in only one language, she felt more comfortable when she knew 

that her interlocutor spoke both languages.  

 The international school community was where she felt most comfortable, but the 

fact that she could speak both languages interchangeably was not the only reason that she 

felt comfortable. She also felt that there was a special connection between those who 

were in that community:   

There’s a certain connection among the international community that you 
won’t have with the other people. And when you meet new people, because 
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you don’t have that connection, I feel like I can’t connect with them. Yes, 
subconsciously blocking them out. (IA:1:31)  
 

 Although she was thankful that she had gone to an international school, but at the 

same time, she felt that in one way the experience had been limiting; she did not like the 

way it had placed her “in between” languages:  

A: Now that I’ve graduated from Williams, I really appreciate it cause I  
  think we get to experience things that normal people don’t.  
H: Such as? 
A:  Such as, you know, the whole international environment. I think you get 

 a broad outlook and just the way you think. I think it’s more diverse, and 
 you understand things better that way as well. So I really appreciate it, 
 but sometimes I wish I went to a normal Japanese school because that 
 way I’d be able to speak Japanese more properly, and I don’t like myself 
 kind of in between. I’d prefer just learning one language and you know, 
 becoming an EXPERT at it. And so if I could go back in time, I’d 
 probably want to go to a Japanese school. (IA:1:21) 

 

 Ayako explained to me that she found that language played a big role in constituting 

her sense of self. She felt that she had different personalities according to which language 

she spoke. For example, she said that she was more aggressive when she spoke English, 

and that she felt more childish when she spoke Japanese. I found this interesting 

particularly because Ayako had been critical of the Japanese students at Sophia for acting 

immaturely: 

When I’m speaking in English, I feel like I want to express more. For example, 
in English class, I kind of participate more and I love to hear my teacher, but I 
don’t know, when I’m in Japanese class, I feel like I’m an elementary student. 
Like I haven’t developed my language as well as English so. And also I think 
I’m kind of amaeteru (taking advantage)? That I can’t speak Japanese as well. 
I feel like I try harder to speak better in English than I do in Japanese. Like 
when I’m at baito ([my] part time job), sometimes I feel like because I’m not 
like normal Japanese people, they’ll probably forgive me for my deficiency in 
Japanese. That’s why sometimes I don’t feel like I’m gonna try speaking 
better in Japanese. (IA:1:29)  
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 Why did Ayako try hard in English but not as much in Japanese? Did she not try as 

hard in Japanese because she had given up? These questions remain unanswered, but she 

reported that she did not like herself not making an effort to improve her Japanese. She 

assumed that the real issue was that she was not an “expert” in either language. While she 

hoped that Japanese society would understand her background and accept her the way 

she was, she still strongly desired to overcome the feeling of being “in between”: “I want 

to overcome it in a sense that I certainly don’t want to keep the chuutohanpa-ness 

(halfway-ness) right now” (IA:1:22).  

 In the first interview, Ayako told me that she felt caught because she did not know 

which direction to go after graduating from Sophia: 

If I’m planning to work in an American company or something, I just want to 
go to the States right now, and study there. But because I don’t know what I 
want to do at the moment, I can’t do either. It’s really hard for me right now. 
(IA:1:23)  
 

And:  

I think I should hang out with more Japanese people. I think that’s the way to 
overcome it. Yeah, if I’ll be working here, I should be doing that… Because I 
think it [being different] limits me. I feel like I should go out and explore 
more. I want to understand Japanese people more. (IA:1:23-24) 

 

Ayako felt that she needed to immerse herself into the linguistic environment that she 

would be working in. She did not even think of an environment where she could utilize 

both languages as an option. She did not think of using both languages 

simultaneously—it was either one or the other.  
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 Although her situation has hardly changed from the first time that I met her, by the 

time of the third interview, which was 16 months after the first interview, Ayako seemed 

a little more relaxed in the way that she viewed herself. She claimed that she was not as 

strict with herself as previously, and that her friends were having a good influence on her.  

I think, in a way, I am being a bit harsh on myself, but I’m aware of that. So 
sometimes I’m just like “Ah, it’s okay. No one’s perfect. If I don’t know it, 
when time comes I’ll learn it.” It’s just that right now, I’m still a student and I 
don’t have much experience. So it’s shikatanai (inevitable) that I’m like this. 
I’m aware, so… I try not to stress out over it too much. But then I think I was 
a lot harsher before, to myself. That’s why I stressed out really easily. And 
especially because I had more problems then. Right now, my friends, they’re 
really good influence on me. They’re really easygoing and they’re funny, and 
they’re always like “Iiyo!” mitaina (“It’s alright!” type) people. That really 
helps me deal with problems. Before, I used to take things harder than I could 
have taken them. I could have taken them with less stress and more ease. But 
now I’m managing that, so. But I still do want to maintain that don’t be amai 
(lenient) to yourself, kind of- You have to have that certain strictness to 
yourself, or else you won’t make progress. I think I’m balancing that well 
right now. (IA:3:65)   

 

 Ayako appeared to be more confident at this point, so I asked her directly whether 

she felt that way. She responded, “Umm, there are times when I am perfectly confident, 

but there’s also times when I feel like ‘Oh, I need more confidence’” (IA:3:65). I thought 

that this remark was quite representative of Ayako.  

 During the interviews, Ayako mentioned a number of times that she was 

contradicting herself, or that her perceptions were changing. Her outlook on her 

languages seemed to have produced more contradictory remarks. She did not seem to like 

the fact that her life was filled with contradictions.  
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 But Ayako was also learning to cope and to accept such contradictions. She was 

learning to live her life. After being in an international environment for 18 years, it 

seemed like the burden of being “in between” was becoming a little lighter. Was it 

because she was growing up? Was it because she was happier in general? Whichever way, 

I was glad that she was not putting so much pressure on herself. I wondered if she would 

ever be completely free of those balls and chains. I hoped that a time would come when 

she would even see them as something useful, or even something to be proud of.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 180 

CHAPTER 7 

 TAKING CONTROL: JUN’S STORY 

 

 Jun was a confident child. He was the oldest child, although physically the smallest, 

in my pre-first grade class. As his teacher, I often found him helpful because he was 

reliable and had leadership qualities. He spoke with logic and reason. He was like a little 

adult, and I occasionally had to remind myself that he was just a six-year old. 

 Jun always knew how to perform. From all the comments that he received from 

those around him, he knew that he was a “cute child,” and he knew how to act and carry 

himself as a “cute little boy.” I too thought he was a cute little boy, but I sometimes 

thought that children should act more naturally and they should not be so performative. 

But then, that was Jun. Perhaps he was just being himself. He was a son of a performer. 

He always wanted to be a performer himself, and he was good at it. He was a talented 

child. He did extremely well when he was on stage, whether it be singing for the school 

Christmas concert, or acting in a class play. It seemed as if he always had the spotlight on 

him, and he shined even more with the spotlights.  

 

Part I: Life Story 

 Jun Ohmori was born in Japan on September 2, 1988. He grew up surrounded by 

older people. He lived with his parents, his maternal grandparents, and his brother, Joe, 



 

 181 

who was six years older. To explain why Jun was sent to an international school, his 

father’s background and his parents’ educational beliefs first need to be explained. 

 

Father’s English Background 

 Jun had no experience living abroad, and had no foreign heritage. His parents were 

both Japanese, and educated in Japan. But his father, Hiroki, had some English-related 

background. Some of Hiroki’s older relatives, both paternal and maternal, had 

immigrated to the U.S., so Hiroki had cousins in the U.S. who could only speak English. 

Hiroki’s father, Jun’s grandfather, was also an English teacher, and he ran an English 

school in a city in the Chūgoku region of Japan. Hiroki never made a great deal of effort 

to learn the language, but English came naturally as part of his environment. 

 In the late 1970s, Hiroki, then eighteen, made his debut as a singer. He immediately 

reached stardom. His songs were in the top-sellers, setting sales records. Everything that 

Hiroki did as an artist was new in Japan: the pop-rock music that he wrote, his 

performance style where he sang as he played the piano, and the English words and 

phrases scattered through his lyrics. Such lyrics are nothing unusual now, but Hiroki was 

one of the first to use English lyrics and perform them. He was influenced by Western 

musicians, and he subtly blended the flavors of Western music into his own style.  

 Three years after his debut, Hiroki took a year off from performing. He wanted to 

have time to create music of a higher quality and greater originality. As he was 

influenced by American and European music, he thought that exposing himself directly 
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to such an environment would be the best approach. He went to live in Los Angeles for a 

year with his soon-to-be-wife, Emi. With that one year experience in Los Angeles, 

Hiroki’s feelings for the world outside Japan, as well as English as a means of 

communication in it, grew even stronger.  

 

Parents’ Efforts  

 When Hiroki and Emi had their first child, Joe, Hiroki was determined to send him 

to an international school. Hiroki explained why:  

I had exposure to some environment where English was spoken. And as I 
started my music, I had a strong desire to go to the U.S. and out in the world. 
But I didn’t receive any education in English, so I thought being able to 
communicate like a native speaker was something great. Great, in the sense 
that English was the language which enabled communication with foreigners. 
I thought nothing would be better if you can learn this language with ease, 
well not exactly with ease, but naturally, through the processes of education. 
In retrospect, I really wished I had attended an international school myself. So 
when I thought of the importance of communicating with people all over the 
world through English, I really wanted him to go to an international school or 
an American school. Whether he would pursue music or not didn’t matter. I 
felt that he should definitely learn the language which allowed for most 
communication in the world. That was my biggest reason. (SIJ:1:95)1  

 

His wife, Emi, agreed with his views, and before Joe turned three, their attempts to have 

him enrolled in a reputable international school began.  

 The Ohmoris knew that getting their son admitted to an international school would 

not be easy. They researched the schools by making inquiries to their foreign friends in 

                                                        
 1 Hiroki and Emi were interviewed together, and the interview was conducted in 
Japanese. The quotations have been translated by the researcher. See Appendix C for the 
original Japanese quotes. 
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Japan. They had three international schools in mind, but their heart was set on the two 

older, more established schools. They first approached Williams International School 

kindergarten, but they were rejected straight away because of their nationality and Joe’s 

lack of experience abroad. Emi reported that the school even refused to give them an 

application form. They then halfheartedly sent Joe to an international pre-school that was 

more open to Japanese nationals. The following year, they went to see the pre-first grade 

head teacher at MLC International School. The teacher said she would send them the 

application form, but they never received it. They went again, but the same thing 

happened. They waited for one year, and finally managed to get the application form, and 

applied to MLC International School and also to another school for Joe’s elementary 

education. Joe was rejected by both schools. By the time Joe finished the international 

pre-school, he had no school to go to. The Ohmoris then took a risk. The new school year 

for the Japanese schools was beginning in April, but they did not send him to any school. 

He was at home, while other Japanese children his age were starting elementary school. 

After April, the Ohmoris went to MLC International School for the fourth time. This time, 

they went to the elementary school principal and told him that their son was not going to 

any school, and that they only had MLC in mind. Joe was finally admitted by the mercy 

of the principal.  

 Joe started his first year at MLC International School in the sheltered first grade 

ESL class. His English improved dramatically, and after one year in ESL, not only was 
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he placed in mainstream classes, but he was always the top student in his grade level. His 

parents felt reassured that they had done the right thing sending Joe to MLC. 

 Jun was born the year Joe started at MLC International School. Given Joe’s success, 

the Ohmoris wanted Jun to follow his path at MLC. They were happy that Joe was 

becoming a balanced bilingual and that he was exposed to diversity, and they wanted Jun 

to experience the same thing. Hiroki and Emi both praised the international environment 

and experience, and mentioned that they were something that all children needed:  

(H refers to Hiroki; E refers to Emi)  
H:  For children to grow up in an English environment, for them to grow up 

bilingually is something that children of this day and age definitely need. 
They need to grow up experiencing different cultures, and know that 
there are different kinds of people. Well, perhaps some could do that 
within a Japanese school, but I expect that it’s more likely to happen in 
an even more global environment. That’s what I think, and that’s why I 
really recommend the international school.  

E: They are exposed to differences, like the color of skin, race, and also 
religion. For example, there’s a child who can’t eat French fries because 
it’s fried in lard. “We’re in Disney Land, but why can’t he eat in Disney 
Land?” Those types of religion related experiences were there. I think 
it’s important for people to start thinking “Why?” from a young age, 
rather than after becoming an adult. (SIJ:1:114)  

 

 The Ohmoris felt less pressure about Jun getting accepted by MLC, because Joe 

was already there and doing well. Siblings were usually more easily admitted, but they 

still made an effort to prepare Jun. They sent Jun to an international pre-school, and made 

sure that he got constant exposure to English. During the pre-school’s summer vacation, 

Jun was sent to English summer programs. They made other smaller efforts, for example, 

making sure that the videos that he watched, such as Disney movies, were in English, and 

playing tapes of English children’s songs in the car. Thanks to such efforts, Jun acquired 
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English quite well during his pre-school years. His English was so good that the teachers 

at the pre-school thought that he spoke English at home too, and were surprised to learn 

that he actually spoke Japanese outside of school. Although Jun had some Japanese 

classmates, he never spoke Japanese at the pre-school. The teachers even thought that Jun 

was a monolingual English speaker.   

 The Ohmoris wanted Jun to be taught by the same master ESL teacher who had 

taught Joe, but rumors were that she was leaving. Therefore, after two years in the 

pre-school, they decided to start a year early and send Jun to pre-first grade at MLC 

International School. It was then that I met Jun and the Ohmoris for the first time. I was 

Jun’s pre-first grade teacher.  

 Because the pre-first grade was the lowest grade in MLC, most students and parents 

were new to the school. On the first day of school, students and parents came in looking 

rather nervous and anxious, but Jun was different. With Joe in MLC for five years, Jun 

was familiar with the environment, and he knew his way around. He strolled into the 

classroom with confidence. The fact that he was one of the oldest students in the class 

probably helped too. A few months makes a big difference at that young age.   

 Despite Jun’s being comfortable and doing well at school, the Ohmoris made sure 

that Jun got everything possible in terms of his education, particularly his language 

education. Jun was already a fluent English speaker, but the Ohmoris made arrangements 

with the master ESL teacher who taught Joe to give him lessons after school. However, 
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lessons after school were tiring for young Jun, and he frequently fell asleep during the 

lessons. The lessons only lasted for few months.  

 The Ohmoris wanted Jun to be in the first grade sheltered ESL class so that he 

could learn from the same ESL teacher. They thought that Joe’s success in elementary 

school was because of that teacher, but Jun’s English was already too good for ESL, and 

he was sent to the mainstream first grade class. Jun continued to do well academically.   

 It was not only English that the Ohmoris were astute about. They also wanted their 

sons to keep up with their Japanese, so they sent them to a Kumon Method class near 

their home once a week after school.2 The boys took Japanese and math lessons there. 

Because they already had a fairly heavy load of homework from MLC, Emi made 

arrangements with the Kumon teacher so that they had just enough homework from 

there.  

 

Baseball and Choir 

 Jun’s parents took action to fulfill their wishes. Jun was the same. If he wanted to 

achieve something, even at a young age, he made it happen. Both his parents and his 

brother, Joe, said that Jun was the type of person who thought things out, and then took 

action. His father described Jun as follows: “His style is to act upon what he’s decided to 

do” (SIJ:1:117).   

                                                        
 2 The Kumon Method is a popular Japanese educational program focusing on math 
and reading. Students progress through the program individually and at their own pace 
(Butler & Boyfield, 2002; Kumon North America, 2008). 
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 Jun looked up to his father, who was a musician, and he wanted to be one himself 

from an early age. Hiroki said that he never pushed his sons to pursue music, but both 

Jun and Joe were interested in it. Jun said that his father never taught him how to sing, 

except to comment on a few things such as how to breathe while singing. He did 

acknowledge that watching his father perform had a big impact on him, and that he 

learned from those experiences. Jun started taking piano lessons from first grade. A 

teacher came to his house once a week, and he was supposed to practice piano every day.  

 The music school where the teacher was from held concerts every year so that the 

students could perform in front of an audience. Whereas most children either sang or 

played an instrument, Jun sang and played the piano at the same time. He told me:  

Some kids were actually singing too, but in most of the cases, they didn’t play 
both. Like sing AND play at the same time. Like the teacher plays, and they 
only sing. Especially my dad was telling me to do both at the same time, cause 
that’s what’s hard about it. Cause you’re in charge of two things at the same 
time, right? And I was doing that until sixth grade. (IJ:2:55) 
 

 At the concerts, Jun sang popular English songs. He did well, but as seems to be 

typical of many young boys, he began to tire of practicing piano, and his interests began 

to tend towards sports. However, his parents encouraged him to continue with the piano. 

He said, “Well, they saw beyond me. So they told me to play until sixth grade, at least” 

(IJ:2:56).  

 Although Jun’s parents convinced him to continue taking piano lessons until the 

sixth grade, they did allow him to take part in sports. When Jun was in the fifth grade, he 

decided to join the local children’s baseball team. That was unusual for an international 
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school student, given that most children engaged in activities within the school, or inside 

the international community. For example, the other male participant in this study, Kenji, 

played T-ball (a simplified children’s version of baseball) at the American Club in the city. 

However, Jun was serious about baseball, and he wanted to join a competitive team. He 

laughingly told me his ambitions as a child: “I wanted to play baseball, and being an 

ignorant elementary student, I thought I can be a pro baseball player…. Yeah, that’s what 

I thought” (IJ:1:11). 

 Jun’s two-year experience on the team was harder than he had expected. The 

environment was very different from what he had been exposed to at MLC:  

Well, first of all, they’re VERY strict, and when I played baseball at MLC, I’ll 
never get hit in the butt with a bat for doing something wrong. Or like English, 
there’s no keigo (honorifics), so I never got to use keigo. So when I went to 
the team, I needed to use keigo. And the senpai-kohai (senior-junior) thing 
was there in Japanese, and I need to use keigo for a guy one year above me. 
And in MLC you don’t need to, right? A freshman can go up to a senior and 
be like “Hey,” but like if you’re in Japan a koukou ichinensei ga koukou 
sannensei ni shaberu toki wa (when a sophomore talks to a senior) you need 
to be like “hai, sumimasen” (yes, excuse me) and that kinda stuff. So you see, 
that kind of difference. (IJ:1:10-11)3 

 

 The type of discipline, social relations, and language were not the only differences 

Jun experienced. Jun related an episode that he depicted as small, but bitter experience:  

 (J refers to Jun; H refers to Hanako) 
J:   This is a stupid thing. Like when I first went to the team, my mom came 

to pick me up, and I said “mommy” to my mom. And everyone was like 
“Why are you saying ‘mommy’?” kinda thing. But that’s what I’ve been 
taught by my mom and my father. They told me to say mommy and 

                                                        
 3 Senior-junior relationship is important within Japanese schools: “Junior students 
(kohai) are supposed to pay respect to senior students (senpai), employing honorific 
expressions, which are extensive in Japanese and humble postures” (Kanno, 2003b, p. 
41).  
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daddy. So for me that’s what I’ve been taught, so it’s not like I shouldn’t 
say that, right? But I guess from a Japanese point of view, saying 
mommy when you’re like eleven, twelve is very like kinda, mazakon 
(mother-complex)-ish kinda way. 

H: And they don’t say mommy anyway.  
J: Yeah. They all say okaasan, otousan (mother, father). (IJ:1:13) 
 

 Jun therefore felt that he was different from the other boys, and they felt that he was 

different too. He stood out in the first place because the rest of the boys all went to local 

public schools. Adults would also treat him differently when they found out that he was 

Hiroki Ohmori’s son. This was something that he had not experienced at MLC, and the 

kind of attention that he preferred not to get. He also had a hard time understanding the 

other boys’ sense of humor:  

Sense of humor was different. I think Japanese comedy is funny, but then like 
I don’t know, the Japanese is very direct. And the language itself is direct and 
it’s more harsh. Especially the humor side. I mean actually American comedy 
is really harsh too, when they use racial humor and that kinda stuff mitaini (for 
example). When I was in the Japanese team, the jokes that I thought were 
harmful, hurtful and what I believed that wasn’t funny, you know? It hurts 
people’s feelings to omotta kedo (I thought), but they thought it was funny. 
(IJ:1:12-13) 
 

 Jun felt uncomfortable being different. He eventually got bullied for being different. 

He did not tell me the details of the bullying, but he mentioned that it was a painful 

experience. Six years later, he wrote about his bitter experience in one of his college 

application essays: “I always tried not catching more than enough attention from my 

teammates to avoid any trouble,” and cited a Japanese proverb “deru kugi wa utateru” 

(the nail that sticks out gets pounded) (WAJ:1:162). The two years that he spent on the 

team was the one time in his life when he did not like being an international school 
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student. He even began to think of transferring to a local Japanese public school so that 

he could blend in with the team.  

 As Jun entered middle school, he found it harder to engage in both the school and 

the baseball team. While Jun was engaged with the team, his friends at MLC began to 

spend time together during the weekends: 

The Japanese baseball team is completely out of the international community, 
right? So it was hard to continue both sides. Like I can’t go out on weekends 
socially with my friends—my international school friends—and so that would 
have been a hassle for me because at school, well that means I don’t have 
much friends right? Like I can go to school and talk to people, but they’re not 
like your real, real friends because you don’t go out on a Saturday and talk to 
them. But then once again, like the team, I don’t have friends in there but I’m 
not with them at school, so I don’t know what they’re doing and they don’t 
know what I’m doing. So I don’t have anything in common with them other 
than baseball. So yeah, it was hard for me to continue both. So I had to choose 
one, and of course I chose the international side. (IJ:1:11-12) 

 

 Jun said that he did not want to limit his number of friends, but he felt that shuttling 

between the school and the team got in the way of having intimate friends. He added that 

going out on weekends became a bigger deal for him and his friends because girls were 

beginning to get involved in their social scene. He then laughingly told me that he was 

not very good at baseball, and realizing that he was not talented made it easier for him to 

leave the team.  

 As Jun entered middle school, his passion towards music began to increase. It was 

activated through participating in the school choir. MLC International School had a well 

known, reputable choir that performed actively both in and out of the country, and it had 

won many awards in competitions. Choir was one of the electives for middle school and 
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high school students, and Jun jumped at the opportunity to join as soon as he entered 

middle school.  

 The school also had what was called the ensemble, which was comprised of a small 

number of students selected from the choir. It was basically a highly competitive honors 

choir. Jun went through auditions, and he was selected every year, starting from eighth 

grade all the way up to his senior year in high school. Jun was always confident in his 

singing and performing abilities, but being chosen as an ensemble member boosted his 

confidence. 

 Jun continued to take part in sports as well, though only within the MLC 

International School. He was a member of both the basketball and soccer teams. Sports 

were something that kept him challenged:  

I played sports while doing music. Actually, I was more interested in sports, 
because music, I didn’t need to try to excel in it. And it’s like I’m boasting, but 
I guess I had a bit more background in music, because of the playing and 
singing. And ah! A tad of talent! ((Laughs)) (IJ:2:58)  
 

While he took an active part in different sports, music remained as something important 

to him, and its importance grew as he got older.  

 

 “Music is My Life” 

 Jun began to show a strong interest in R & B and rock music in high school, and as 

his repertoire and interest expanded, he began to feel a conflict between popular and 

classical music: 

I learned the choir-style of singing, and the whole classical blending, and not 
standing out in the group. That was a conflict for me cause at home, my 
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brother would tell me that I sing like a choir boy, and I should sing more cool, 
you know. But at school they would tell me that I’m singing way too pop-ish, 
and I’m sticking out of the group. It’s like I have two things going on at the 
same time, and I was just caught up in that. And I tried to adjust it. While I am 
singing in choir, I would sing like this, and at home I would sing like this. But 
it doesn’t always work out, and that was a major problem for me, and it 
probably still is too. (IJ:2:59) 
 

 Jun looked up to his brother, Joe, in terms of music. Joe was heavily into R & B and 

actively performed at clubs and wrote songs even in his high school days. After 

graduating from MLC, Joe went to a university in Japan and continued to live at home. 

As a result, Jun had constant exposure to what Joe was doing. Jun reported feeling no 

pressure from his father’s presence as a musician, but he did with his brother’s. Being six 

years older, Joe was far ahead of Jun in terms of his music abilities and experience. Jun 

explained how Joe’s music career was stimulating and influential for him:  

I got to see him [Joe] perform in front of a big audience, and those things 
influenced me. Because dad, like I’ve only seen him big, and I haven’t seen 
the steps that he took. But in Joe’s case, I know how he developed… I saw 
him grow and that tells me how if he can do it, I can probably do it too. But at 
the same time that’s a big pressure for me cause he’s an older brother and I 
wanna keep the standard and I was trying to catch up with him. But six years 
is a lot of difference so... (IJ:2:60)  

 

 In terms of band, Jun had a special experience in the summer between his 

sophomore and junior years in high school. He had the opportunity to go to a music camp 

in New York that was for teenagers from the U.S. as well as other countries. The 

participants had various opportunities, such as forming a band, recording a CD, creating 

their own music video, and playing in concerts. Jun reported that it was the first time that  
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he had experienced rock music, and that he came to know that teenagers could actually 

play good music. He formed a band with his camp-mates, and wrote his first song there. 

 Jun’s father, Hiroki, was pleased that his son had actually written his first song, and 

encouraged him to perform it in public. Jun got to perform in a regular concert series that 

his father held. He performed the song as the singer and the guitarist together with his 

father’s band members. The performance was a success, but Jun knew that he could not 

keep relying on his father:  

The first time, my father set up a band for me. Like he had his own band, and 
I pretty much got to play in his band without him. So I had this powerful 
background band, and I could just do whatever I wanted to do, and that was 
really fun. And it was successful too, so it was good. But [for] the next one, I 
was trying my best not to get my dad’s help too much, cause I think that’s 
being spoiled, in a way. So I didn’t want to be the typical nisei 
(second-generation), just taking credit of my father. (IJ:1:62)  

 

 Jun formed his own band with a student from MLC who played the bass and an 

older Japanese friend who played the drums. He also took part in his brother’s band as a 

background vocalist. Performing with Joe was difficult, as he felt pressured to meet the 

higher standards of Joe and the other band members. Once again, he felt that the six-year 

difference in experience was big, and he struggled to keep up with the rest of the band. 

 Jun performed a number of times during his high school years, many of which 

were not entirely successful, but it was through his trials and travails with the bands 

that he came to realize how much music meant to him, and he started to seriously 

consider it as a future career.  
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 Although Jun became certain that he wanted to be a professional musician, he was 

also expected to go to university. However, he was unsure of what kind of university he 

wanted to attend and where at the time of our first interview. He expressed his desire to 

go abroad, but he also wanted to stay in Japan because it was his “home country”: “I 

want to get out of Japan and see what it’s like to be out there…. But then I’m Japanese, 

and my culture is strongly based on Japan. It’s safe for me to be here, you know? It’s 

home” (IJ:1:19).  

 However, Jun reported to me several months later that he had made up his mind to 

study music at an American university. He felt that if he was going to a university, he 

should go where he can get all the background, training, and exposure that would help 

him grow professionally as a musician. His mother mentioned that the fact that all of his 

close friends were applying to universities overseas could have influenced his decision 

too. He applied to three universities with reputable music departments and was accepted 

by all three. He shared the good news with me by e-mail when he was accepted by New 

York University, his first choice among the three schools: “Good news, I got into NYU! 

I’m mecha mecha (super) happy and I’m probably gonna go there from next fall. Very 

excited” (EMJ:1:168).  

 I knew that music was important to Jun, but I wanted to know more about exactly 

what it meant to him. I therefore asked, and he responded with the following:  

This is a cliché, but music is my life. Other than that, it’s a way of 
self-expression, and it’s a way of me sending my values to the people around 
me…. So music is something I can be proud of, and something that makes me 
feel confident, and it’s the only thing that keeps my self-esteem high. (IJ:2:66)   
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 I was taken by surprise when Jun said that music was the only thing that kept his 

self-esteem high. To me, he seemed like a fairly confident young man. He was popular 

and he had good friends. He was tall and good looking. He was smart, and got good 

grades at school. He was admitted by the universities that he wanted to attend. He had a 

family whom he cared for. He looked up to his parents and his brother, and they were 

always supportive. From the outside, it seemed like he had everything. At the very least, 

that is the impression I had of him. Could he have simply carried himself so that he 

appeared to be confident to others? Was it actually lack of confidence that made him act 

confident? The answers to these questions and whether or not he actually was confident 

remain unknown, but it is quite certain that Jun liked to be in the center of things, taking 

control of the situation. He was the front-man of his band. He liked getting attention. He 

played the role of the organizer within his group of friends. To use his words, he liked 

“being the one in control” (IJ:2:68).  

 

“The One in Control”  

 When I asked Jun to characterize himself, he said, “I think I’m artistic, but not really 

an artsy person. But I wanna be an artist, and music has been a big part of my life” 

(IJ:2:55). I liked the way that he did not hesitate to mention that he was talented and 

artistic. While he comfortably mentioned that he was talented and artistic, he also 

mentioned that he was social, yet also insecure:  

I think I’m a typical social person. I like taking care of people, and being the 
one in control. That’s just only one side. I get frustrated easily…. I get 
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frustrated cause I probably think too much? And I’m always worrying about 
stuff. In a way, I’m being insecure. But yeah, that’s one part of me. (IJ:2:54)  
 

 Jun then mentioned that perhaps it could well be his insecurity that made him take 

action. I was somewhat surprised when he mentioned being insecure, as I was when he 

said that music was the only thing that kept his self-esteem high. When I was his teacher, 

I thought of Jun as a very confident child. In fact he still appeared to be confident as a 

high school student, but perhaps such a clash of characters may exist within all of us. 

 Even though he claimed to be an insecure person, within his group of friends and his 

class, Jun took on the role of the organizer. He said, “I have the role of being in charge of 

setting things up, organizing parties, and gatherings. Well, this time of the year is where 

all the parties come, the prom and the graduation, and I had to take care of a lot of these” 

(IJ:2:79). He said that he came to assume that role because those who were around him 

were very indecisive. He would get frustrated when people could not decide, so he ended 

up straightening things up and doing the organization. Although it may appear that he 

took on this role out of frustration, he reported that it was not the only reason. He said “I 

like suiting other people, and seeing people happy is a big part of me, so I think I’ll 

continue with it [being the organizer]” (IJ:2:79).  

 Jun gave me a specific example of his being the organizer of social events for his 

friends and how he felt about it. He told me that he was the organizer for the 

“after-prom” parties for both his junior and senior year. Thanks to his brother’s 

connections, he was able to make arrangements with clubs so that they had locations for 
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the parties. Not only did he secure places, but he had to look after friends during the 

parties:  

So both my junior year and senior year prom, I didn’t have any of my free 
time because I would always be running around helping people throw up, and 
taking care of people. So that’s not pleasant. But at the end of the day, people 
would come up to me and say thank you, and that it would not happen without 
me. And I guess those things keep me going. And that’s why I WILL continue 
the role, until someone better comes up, you know? ((Laughs)) (IJ:2:80) 
 

 His friends relied on Jun to be the organizer. Perhaps it worked well for the boys. 

They were lazy, and there was someone willing to take control and do things for them; 

but Jun was not perfect. He laughingly told me that he was lazy too, and he admitted that 

he would often “slack-off.” However, from all the information that I gathered, I got the 

impression that in the end, Jun did what he had to do.   

 According to his brother, Joe, Jun was a calm and realistic person. He said that he 

had the ability to look at things objectively, and to plan things out and make them happen. 

When Jun talked about his linguistic situation and his identity, he did sound fairly 

analytic. I thought that he was good at expressing his thoughts. However, despite the way 

that he sounded, I found contradictions and complexities within what he said.  

 

Part II: Language and Identity 

 When I used to teach Jun back when he was in pre-first grade, I found him to be a 

fairly good English speaker. His pre-school teachers thought that he spoke English at 

home too. As a six year old, he was able to articulate his thoughts and feelings, and he 

did well academically also. In the two interviews that I conducted with him, Jun spoke 
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mostly in English with occasional code-switching to Japanese. This could have reflected 

the nature of the interaction. Even though we had a fairly friendly relationship, I was his 

former teacher (who taught only in English), and he could have seen the interview as a 

formal occasion. Having been educated in English all his life, English was his language 

for academics and formality. When I met him outside, or when we talked casually, he 

seemed to use more Japanese-English code-switching, but I still got the impression that 

English was the more dominant language for him.  

 

Initial Response 

 When I asked Jun what language he considered as his first language, he paused for a 

second, and said that it was Japanese. When I asked him why, he said:  

Because my thoughts usually first come in Japanese. It depends on the 
situation I think…. But when I use vocabulary, English yori mo Japanese no 
hou ga (Japanese, more than English) I think it’s easier for me to talk. So 
that’s why I consider Japanese to be my first language. (IJ:1:1) 
 

 I then asked him whether he considered himself to be a native English speaker. I 

also wanted to know what he meant when he used the word native speaker. For someone 

who I personally thought was a very good English speaker, his response was a modest 

one. As with the first question, he had to take a few seconds before answering:  

I guess I can speak English and like hear and percept English but still yappari 
(after all), the thought process in itself and ato tamani kou hatsuon ga 
warukattari toka (for example, sometimes my pronunciation would be bad). 
That’s rare but tamani sou iu toki wo kangaeru to yappari (if I consider those 
moments, then) [I’m] like RIGHT below native. Like a really bad English 
speaker. That kind of stuff. Like a French person speaking English. It’s not an 
American or British person speaking English. Dakara (That’s why), it’s a 
second language. (IJ:1:1-2)  
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 I was somewhat surprised by his response because I expected him to give me a more 

positive response. I had never heard him mispronounce an English word, and I always 

got the impression that he was able to articulate his thoughts smoothly in English. This 

also applied to the e-mails that he sent me, which were mostly in English except for an 

occasional code-switch to Japanese at the word-level. I could not be so sure about his 

Japanese, because I had limited opportunities to hear him speak only in Japanese. As I 

look back, the only time that I heard him speak solely in Japanese was when I went to 

observe him at the Italian restaurant where he worked during the summer of 2007. 

However, even then, he used Japanese-English code-switching to me and our common 

friend, Laurie, when he waited on our table.  

 Unlike Ayako, who felt that she was not good enough in either English or Japanese, 

the way that Jun perceived his two languages was quite clear. He was quite confident 

with his Japanese, and less so with English.   

 

Japanese 

 In expressing his confidence with his Japanese, Jun said “I’m fine speaking 

Japanese. I believe that my Japanese level is at a point like futsuu no koukousei yori 

moshikuwa sore ijou ni (an ordinary Japanese high school student, or perhaps even 

better) I can speak Japanese” (IJ:1:3-4). Jun’s belief that he was better in Japanese than 

English and that his Japanese excelled among his international school peers was one 

thing, but I was taken aback at first, and then impressed, by his confidence when he said 
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that he thought that he was perhaps even better than Japanese high school students who 

were attending Japanese schools. I asked him where he got such capability. He gave me a 

number of possible reasons:  

I see Japanese TV, I read Japanese books, I read manga (comic books). I think 
manga is a huge factor. I also went to Kumon. So I did learn my Japanese 
basics there. And at home I’m in a complete Japanese community so I had 
enough chances to speak Japanese. And Japanese nowadays are uneducated 
somewhat. That’s what I believe. Because like keigo toka (honorifics, for 
example), I don’t think I can use it but yappari reigi toka sou iu toko wa ima 
no Nihonjin wa sukunai to omou kara (after all, I think Japanese nowadays 
aren’t as courteous). Sou iu men dewa (In that sense,) I think I have more 
respect towards other people, and those kind of things influence my learning 
abilities of Japanese language. (IJ:1:4)  

 

 Jun had lived with his parents and his maternal grandparents all his life, and he had 

only spoken Japanese with them. He mentioned that he might occasionally throw in an 

English word when he spoke to his father, but it was always in Japanese with his mother 

and his grandparents. He thought that having more family members whom he spoke to 

only in Japanese could be part of the reason that he had maintained an acceptable level in 

Japanese.   

 Jun’s brother, Joe, informed me that Jun was fine speaking only in Japanese. He 

suspected that it was Jun’s stronger language. He said, “if he was restricted to one 

[language], I think Japanese is easier” (SIJ:2:38). Joe said that Jun was capable of 

speaking keigo, and he has heard him speak in the polite form with ease on such 

occasions as dinners with people who worked with their father.  

 Jun’s mother, Emi, also thought that Jun’s stronger language was Japanese. She felt 

that compared to Joe, Jun read more in Japanese. Jun was an avid reader, and he read for 
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pleasure in both languages. Emi told me that sometimes he read one work in both the 

original and the translation. She told me, for example, that Jun had read the Harry Potter 

series in English, but ended up rereading the Japanese translation which Emi had bought 

for herself. She said that it seemed like reading in Japanese was not a big deal for Jun, 

and that if he saw a Japanese TV drama that he liked, he would purchase the novelized 

version or the original and read it.  

 Jun studied Japanese at the IB level in MLC International School; therefore, he was 

studying what Japanese school students his age were studying. As his mother mentioned, 

he was comfortable reading in Japanese, and she felt that his reading ability was on a par 

with that of Japanese school students his age. However, he was not as confident with his 

writing, particularly writing kanji (Chinese characters). He said, “So writing kanji… I 

think I can write maa futsuu ni (ordinarily) but I use the computer all the time, so you 

know? … I use computer and stuff so I think my writing ability is very low” (IJ:1:5). I 

knew what he was talking about. I felt that my kanji writing ability had regressed because 

I almost always wrote using the computer.4 I found the various characters hard to retain 

without actually writing them repeatedly by hand. Jun’s brother, Joe, also mentioned that 

although he was confident with most of his Japanese skills, he was weak in kanji as he 

did not write in Japanese frequently. However, he said that he could write in Japanese 

without a problem if he used the computer. Nor is this tendency specific just to those of 

                                                        
 4 With the QWERTY keyboard, and also Japanese cell-phones with e-mail 
functions, all one has to do is to type in the word in hiragana or romaji, and press the 
enter key. The suggested character, and then a list of homonyms that matches the input, 
appears on the screen.  
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us who were educated in a language other than Japanese. Surveys show that kanji writing 

abilities have declined generally in Japan because of the spread of personal computers 

and cell-phones with e-mail functions (Japan.internet.com., 2006; “Kanjiryoku,” 2007; M. 

S. Noguchi, 2005).  

 Even though Jun depended on the computer to write difficult kanji, he felt that his 

Japanese writing ability was not that bad, relatively speaking. He commented that when 

he saw television programs, such as quiz shows, he realized that a lot of people had 

difficulty writing kanji. He was also reassured by his mother, who told him that his 

Japanese writing in general was fairly good.  

 Jun further identified himself as being Japanese. He first explained to me that 

international school students are not entirely from one culture, but a combination. He 

said that he felt that he had a stronger identity as Japanese compared to his friends in 

MLC, many of whom were the children of international marriages or had spent 

substantial time living in foreign countries:  

[As an international school student,] You’re not a hundred percent of anything 
because you’re 70-30, or a 50-50, or you’re 60-40, and that makes a hundred 
percent of YOU. So you’re not a hundred percent of one culture…. Identity 
wise, I’m Japanese and I’ve been living in Japan my whole life. So I guess I 
don’t feel the rootlessness compared to others. Like I have a friend who’s 
Japanese and both his mother and father is Japanese, but then they can both 
speak English. They’ve been to countries other than Japan. He lived in the 
States for five or six years, and he came back to Japan in sixth grade and been 
living in Japan until now. He knows a bit more about America than I do, but 
he’s very rootless because he doesn’t know about Japan…He’s more like a 
50-50 kinda person and I’m a 70-30, maybe. Because my Japanese side is 
stronger, culturally, I don’t really feel this rootlessness. (IJ:1:24-25)  
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 Jun said that some of his Japanese friends at MLC were more English-oriented, but 

he felt that his Japanese side was stronger, and he gave a number of possible reasons. 

First, he felt that his high Japanese language ability, especially vocabulary and certain 

expressions that he used made him distinctly Japanese among his group members. He 

said, “Sometimes I say something that’s very Japanese…. Like those hard Japanese 

vocab, and they won’t be able to understand” (IJ:1:27). Second, he felt more 

knowledgeable about Japan and Japanese culture than his peers as he read in Japanese. 

Third, he felt that he was more exposed to the “Japanese side” than his peers. He 

mentioned that unlike most of his peers, he had experiences outside of the international 

school community, and mentioned his baseball experience and the years at the Kumon 

Method class as examples. He also mentioned Joe as his link to the “Japanese side,” 

which his peers did not have. Starting from his middle school years, Joe made Japanese 

friends in his neighborhood, and he continued to have Japanese friends outside the 

international school community. Joe stayed in Japan for college, and experienced a 

number of different part-time jobs that were not related to English. Joe’s music career 

also provided him with more opportunities to meet and interact with the Japanese. 

Because Jun was close to him, Joe’s friends became his friends. Together with the fact 

that he lived with his grandparents, he received some “fully Japanese” exposure that most 

of his friends had very little of. 
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English 

 Jun mentioned that his first language was Japanese, and that he was not a native 

English speaker. He felt that he was more Japanese-oriented rather than English-oriented 

in both language and sense of self. He found Japanese to be his stronger language, but, 

interestingly, he said that he tended to use English when he was upset:  

J:  At home, I talk to my mom in Japanese, mochiron (of course), but… 
when I’m very angry or when I want to express myself in a very negative 
way, yappa Nihongo wa tango ga sukunai kara (because Japanese lacks 
vocabulary), especially swear words and that kinda stuff, it feels natural 
for me to say bad stuff in English more than in Japanese. 

H: I think it’s the same [for me]. I never swear in Japanese but every now 
and then, when I swear, it’s always in English.  

J: English. Sou (Right)!… ‘Waza to yatteru,’ tte iwareru kedo, boku kara 
shitara ([My mom] says ‘You’re doing it on purpose,’ but for me), it’s 
not like I’m trying to do it because she doesn’t understand English, but 
it’s more like because it’s easier. (IJ:1:4)   

 

 One possible reason why both Jun and I tend to use English when we are angry may 

be due to the styles of affective performance that we have in English and in Japanese. 

Koven (2006) suggested that the “devices that index affect may also index social identity 

and interpersonal rapport” (p. 86). For us, perhaps English better captured certain 

affective stances, such as anger, and Japanese better captured others.5  

 Compared to how he perceived his Japanese language abilities, Jun’s thinking 

towards his English ability was less stable. He did well academically, and he thought that 

he was capable of writing well in English, but his views were more complex because he 

                                                        
 5  See Pavlenko (2005, 2006a) for an in-depth discussion on emotions and 
bilingualism.  
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judged his abilities by comparing himself to his peers at MLC who came from diverse 

backgrounds:  

Writing wise, I’m like just above average, I think. And speaking wise, it 
depends, cause inside the international community, there are a lot of people 
who are very English-oriented and Japanese-oriented. And amongst my 
friends, I think I’m above average, cause for instance, some of my friends are 
“half,”6 like half of my group I spend time with. But I’m a better [English] 
speaker than some of them cause they’ve been living in Japan for their whole 
life, and I’ve been at MLC for twelve years now, so. But once again, some of 
them speak English at home and they’ve been to the States for long, and that 
kind of stuff influence their English ability, so their ability is better than mine. 
So I should say I’m right on average, I think. (IJ:1:6)  

 

 Although Jun had been speaking English for most of his life, he knew that being an 

English speaker within the international school community was different from being a 

native English speaker living in an English speaking country. He had his first experience 

being immersed in an all-English environment in the summer of 2005 when he attended a 

music camp in New York. Although Jun had traveled to the U.S. a number of times prior 

to this, he was always with his family or friends from MLC. Therefore, he never really 

had the opportunity to be immersed in only one language until that time. Jun reported 

that he was somewhat nervous before attending the music camp, but he quickly adapted 

to the all-English environment: 

Well, I thought it was hard when I went to the camp. BUT like after one day, I 
was fine. I was able to speak English really, like not fluently but… I mean, I 
guess I was fine. I spoke English, and they knew what I was speaking, and I 
was able to joke around in English. And it was funny. When my mother came 
to pick me up in New York, I couldn’t speak Japanese really well. I had a hard 
time speaking Japanese. So that was funny. (IJ:1:22-23) 

 
                                                        
 6 In Japanese, children of international marriages are often referred to as haafu, 
meaning “half” (Greer, 2005). 
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 As Jun made new friends at the camp, he realized that international school students, 

whether their school was in Japan or the U.S., were different from the local students who 

attended local schools:   

The camp itself was very American, I think. But some of the kids were from 
New York City itself, and my really good friend was also from international 
school in New York. Because he was from an international school, the 
thoughts we had were similar. I think those typical American students and 
their thought processes, and international students IN America’s thought 
process are different, just the way my thought processes are different than 
Japanese students in Japan. So we’re like a complete different community in a 
way. (IJ:1:6-7)  
 

 Despite feeling different from the “typical American students,” Jun felt comfortable 

in New York, and began to like the place more and more. He said that he liked the way 

different cultures blended in the city. He felt at home in New York:  

I felt very- like home. Because New York is so international…. It’s so diverse. 
And for me, Japan in a way feels awkward because I can’t speak English and 
people don’t understand what I’m trying to say sometimes. But then, when I 
went to Chicago where it’s very American, it was also hard because my 
Japanese side kinda didn’t work. But New York, it was right in between kinda 
thing. It was so diverse and international. (IJ:1:3)  
 

 Jun went to Chicago with the MLC choir six months after his New York camp 

experience. The MLC choir had an annual music tour where they performed overseas. 

When he was in Chicago, he was unable to blend into the city, and he felt like an outsider, 

which was an experience that he did not have in New York and other places in the U.S. 

that he had visited, such as Hawaii and California. Although he downplayed it as a 

“stupid thing,” he told me an episode that took place in a supermarket in Chicago: 

I went to the supermarket and I forgot to take the things out of the kago 
(basket). Nihon dato (In Japan,) you don’t need to do that right? They just do 
it for you. But just because I didn’t do it, they told me to go back to the line. 
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Sou iu toki ni (At such times,) I feel this bit of a difference between this 
Japanese side and the English side. Although I’ve been to America a lot of 
times now, it felt [like] being there hajimete (for the first time). (IJ:1:2) 
  

 How Jun felt in Chicago appeared to affect how he perceived himself. When I 

asked Jun whether he considered himself bilingual, he said “yes” right away. I then asked 

him whether he considered himself bicultural. He said that he was not sure because he 

really felt like a foreigner who did not fit in culturally when he was in Chicago, despite 

his linguistic abilities and experiences in the international community. Jun followed that 

comment by explaining to me that he thought one’s language proficiency was related to 

cultural understanding: 

Being able to speak doesn’t mean you’re understanding it [a culture]. BUT 
when you’re understanding a culture, then your proficiency also rises. I think 
they’re proportional. So culture to language is directly proportional, but I 
think it’s not the other way around. It can’t be vice-versa. It can’t be because 
your proficiency doesn’t mean that you know the culture too. (IJ:1:28)  

 

He followed by telling me that that he felt that his English was not as good because he 

felt that he had a limited understanding of American culture when he went to Chicago.  

 The time that Jun spent in Chicago made his positive feelings toward New York 

even stronger. His parents also reported to me that Jun was very excited when he 

returned from New York, because he found a place where he felt that he belonged—a 

place where he felt truly at “home.” This feeling was one of the reasons why he applied 

to New York University. New York suited his sense of being “in between.” 
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Being “In Between” 

 Although Jun described himself as having a stronger Japanese side, he still felt that 

he was “in between.” He explained to me that he felt this way because he did not feel so 

comfortable interacting with those who were not “in between.” He mentioned that he 

came to realize this when he wanted to approach girls:  

J:  I feel more of this when I’m talking to girls. Because it’s hard for me to 
go up to like a complete Caucasian, and go up to them and start talking 
to them in English and 

H:  But you’re talking about girls within the international school community, 
right?  

J:  No I’m talking about girls who are totally out of it. 
H:  Oh okay, like in the States. 
J:  Yeah, yeah. Like in a way, it was hard. Also IN international schools, 

like [with] the people that are English-oriented and almost can’t speak 
Japanese at all, it was hard for me to interact with them very deeply. It’s 
probably because my basis of culture is Japan…. Your sense of humor is 
different too. You don’t know the things that they know, kinda stuff. 
(IJ:1:17)  

 
 Although Jun mentioned that he had difficulty with “English-oriented” people, he 

thought being with a “complete Japanese” person would also be difficult:  
When I talk to a complete Japanese girl, they won’t understand what I’m 
trying to say because sometimes I have trouble expressing in Japanese. But 
that’s very tamani shika naikedo, soredemo tamani dekinakattari (rare, but 
still, I sometimes couldn’t). (IJ:1:18)  

 

 Jun felt most comfortable with bilingual people from the international school 

community. He felt that people from the international school community were different 

from the Japanese or Americans that he knew outside of that community. For example, 

he found them to be generally nicer. He explained to me where he thought such 

differences came from:  
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So the roots of that difference is from being next to different people. People 
from different cultures. You’re talking to people who have different ideas 
every day. Like that becomes the basis of your idea itself. Rather than being a 
full Japanese person, I’ll have a bit of a English side coming from my friend’s 
English side, and my friend’s African side, and this Italian side, and that mixes 
up. Japanese people are very like polite and they like to serve people. But then 
Japanese people are very private and they don’t try to interact with people 
deeply. But Americans like to do that… and they’re expressive compared to 
Japanese people. (IJ:1:8)  
 

He continued by saying that those from the international school community fit right in 

between: “We’re not that expressive, but we’re not that cold, you know. So we’re right in 

between them [Americans and Japanese]. Cause we see them everyday and that becomes 

our basis of our culture, and I think that’s the core” (IJ:1:8-9).  

 Jun also thought that the fact that MLC was in a big city contributed to the diverse 

outlook the students had. Being in the city and being surrounded by people from all over 

the world made him cosmopolitan, but then he also added that he realized that the world 

he was in was a small and particular one, or to use Holliday’s (1999) words, a small 

culture: 

It seems like you’re actually limiting yourself cause you’re only able to get 
very tight with the international school people. But then that’s only the deep 
basis at the bottom of the relationship, and it’s not the shallow part. But you 
know, when you’re talking to people, you get to talk to both sides. So your 
circle around you is very big compared to the mainstream Japanese or the 
American people. BUT your inner circle where you believe that is your 
HOME is smaller I think. (IJ:1:18)  

 

 According to Jun, being brought up in an international community had its pros and 

cons. To him, being exposed to diversity was a good thing, but not being “a hundred 

percent of one culture” was not good either:  
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So the pro is first of all you get to speak both languages. And you’re exposed 
to different ideas. And well, it’s an INTERNATIONAL school so there’s 
international students and you’re very like diverse. But you don’t have a 
distinctive root, and when you think about your background, you can’t really 
relate yourself to anyone else, and in a way that’s hard…. So in a way you’re 
iitokodori (getting the good of both sides), like you get to have both. But there 
are some things you can’t [have]. (IJ:1:24)  
 

 Jun added that he would not know for sure what he actually was gaining or missing 

out on because he had only been educated in the international school. He said, “I think I 

have to experience my life once more again being in a Japanese school to really 

understand that” (IJ:1:24). 

 Despite the possible pros and cons, Jun really liked being in the international school 

community. He was glad that his parents had sent him to an international school, and he 

was grateful for all the benefits that he received from being there. He saw what kind of 

advantages he had, and shared his realistic view with me:  

I like being able to speak Japanese and English. And nowadays, being able to 
speak English is a big thing in Japan, so I think I am glad that I can do both of 
them. I’m being special. So because I can speak both languages fluently, I 
think I’m better off. When I get out from college and if my music business 
doesn’t work out, I can think that I have an alternative. (IJ:1:16)  
 

 Perhaps Jun’s view was also reflective of what his parents had told him. The 

Ohmoris told me that they kept reminding their sons to be grateful that they had attended 

a very special school and had wonderful opportunities. They also did not want their sons 

to be snobs. When the boys were in lower elementary, there were times when they would 

get frustrated at their mother for not understanding English; and as a result, they 

sometimes looked down on her. Emi said that it happened to Joe, and then with Jun as 
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well: “He would be like ‘You don’t get this?’ or ‘Why can’t you speak English?’ He was 

kind of looking down on me. But then we talked about that” (SIJ:1:106). Hiroki added:  

I spoke to him firmly about that. I spoke to him at length that he has to be 
grateful that they are given this wonderful environment, and that he has to use 
the opportunities for his future and such. Well, I think he understood. 
(SIJ:1:106) 

 

 Emi jumped back in at this point to say that Jun must have understood, as he 

stopped behaving that way. Indeed, in the two interviews that I had with Jun, he 

mentioned several times that he had very special opportunities and was grateful for them, 

and that he had to utilize what he was given.  

 Jun’s saying that he had to use what he received from the international school led 

me to ask about his future. I knew that he wanted to be a professional musician, but I did 

not know where he wanted to be located. He said that he still did not know for sure, but 

he saw the advantages of being in Japan:  

I think I have more competition in America, because in Japan I sort of have 
advantage being the son of Hiroki Ohmori…. And English is very popular in 
Japan. Just by singing in English, it’s like a special thing. Well, and the 
Japanese singers aren’t very great so I think it’s easier for me to do it out here 
than in the States. So work wise, I think I have to station myself in Japan. My 
roots are in Japan, so I guess Japan is my home. (IJ:1:23) 
 

 Jun knew he was “in between.” He knew that his educational setting was marked 

for a Japanese student. He felt some limitations linguistically and culturally, but he 

interpreted his situation as having the best of both worlds. He had a place that he thought 

of as “home.” He perceived himself as not being as rootless as some of his peers, and this 

helped him keep his feet on the ground. He had a career in mind, which was also his goal, 
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and he had already taken steps toward achieving that goal. He knew the benefits of being 

bilingual and being a son of a famous musician, and used them to his advantage. As he 

said, he liked to take control, and did his best to do so. His parents and his brother felt 

that he thought things out carefully and achieved what he planned to do. They thought 

that he can take control of his future yet to come. And above all, I’m quite certain that 

Jun believed that too.  
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CHAPTER 8 

GOING WITH THE FLOW: KENJI’S STORY 

   

 It was raining hard the night MLC International School’s high school graduation 

took place. The gymnasium was packed with people, and it was hot and humid. I was 

feeling somewhat faint from the heat and all the excitement in the air. The master of 

ceremonies called out the name: “Kenji Wada.” There was a roar of response from the 

audience. The applause was so loud that the gymnasium seemed to shake. Kenji got by 

far the loudest applause of the 50 graduates. As he got up to receive his diploma, I saw a 

proud young man, beaming with happiness. As I watched him on stage, I had a flashback: 

to little Kenji in his pre-first grade classroom on one hot and humid summer day.  

 My teaching partner was reading a storybook to our summer school students, a 

group of five year olds who were to start pre-first grade at MLC International School 

from September. I was watching the students from the other end of the classroom. 

Whereas the other students were focused and paid attention to the story, Kenji was 

rolling on the very back of the “circle-time” carpet. I could not blame him for not paying 

attention. Why would you pay attention to a story read in a language that you could 

hardly understand? His eyes wandered around the room aimlessly. He must have been 

tired too. With his very innocent look, his small size, and all his baby-fat, Kenji looked 

much younger than the other students. As I watched him roll around lazily, I sympathized, 

and wondered if he was going to make it at MLC. 
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Part I: Life Story 

 Kenji was born on April 25, 1989, as the child of Yuji and Natsuko Wada. As the 

only child in Natsuko’s extended family, Kenji grew up getting unlimited love and 

affection, as well as attention, not just his from parents, but also from his maternal 

grandparents and his aunt. As with Jun, in order to explain why Kenji was sent to an 

international school, his parents’ background first needs to be discussed.  

 

Parents’ Background 

 Kenji’s father, Yuji, was born into a globally-oriented family. For example, Yuji’s 

parents named their daughter Rumi because they wanted a short name that does not 

sound very Japanese, thinking ahead of the possibility that she might marry a foreigner in 

the future. According to Yuji’s wife, Natsuko, they were very “open minded” (SIK:2:115). 

She said that Yuji’s parents wished to send their son abroad to study, and the idea 

appealed to young Yuji as well.  

 Yuji transferred to an American university during his junior year at a Japanese 

university. He stayed in Santa Cruz, California, for four years, and graduated from the 

University of California there.   

 Natsuko went to a Japanese junior college and studied English there. After 

graduating, she started working for a Japanese airline. Natsuko shared an episode that she 

described as her turning point vis-à-vis English. One day, her boss asked her to translate 

an English letter into Japanese. She did not have an English-Japanese dictionary with her, 
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so she asked her boss for one. Then he handed her a monolingual English dictionary. She 

was taken aback, and realized her lack of English proficiency compared to her boss and 

colleagues. Many of them had spent time overseas and spoke several languages. They did 

not need an English-Japanese dictionary to translate a letter. This event made her feel that 

she needed to study English more seriously.  

 Natsuko left the company and attended an English school in Japan for two years. 

After completing the program, she still had a strong desire to pursue her studies. Against 

the objections of her parents, she went to California to study. After a year and half of 

studying English in Santa Barbara, California, Natsuko returned and started working for 

an American airline.  

 Natsuko left the company shortly before getting married to Yuji so that she could 

support the business that he had just started. All of Yuji’s clients were American 

companies, and although they managed to do business, they still struggled with the 

language. Natsuko reported that their struggles could have been part of the reason why 

they chose to send their son to an international school:  

We struggled through our work. We both managed to do our business, but 
because we were only exposed to an English environment from university and 
after university, we both felt that we had a hard time. Through our work 
experience, we strongly felt that we should have studied more. I think perhaps 
that was one of the reasons we sent him to an international school. 
(SIK:2:116)1   

  

                                                        
 1 The interview was conducted in Japanese, excluding a few English expressions 
that we both used. See Appendix C for the original Japanese quotes.  
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 Natsuko said she was not thinking of international schools when Kenji was born. 

She did not have any strong desire or plan about her son’s future education. The idea of 

sending him to an international school emerged gradually. Because Natsuko worked, 

Kenji was sent to a nursery. As Natsuko got to know other mothers whose children 

attended the nursery, she was shocked to find out that they were already thinking and 

planning ahead regarding their children’s education. Through them, and also the media, 

Natsuko found out that a tremendous effort was required on the part of the child as well 

as the parents for a child to be admitted to a good private school. Natsuko questioned 

such a system, and thought of public schools as an option. At the same time, she also 

heard about the high quality of education offered in the private schools. While she 

continued an internal debate on the matter, Yuji started to go to the U.S. more often on 

business. As he was now spending three months out of the year in the U.S., they decided 

to rent a house in California. They also started to envision the prospect of having an 

office in the U.S. On the basis of this scenario, the international school emerged as a 

viable educational option for their son. They thought that an international school would 

prepare Kenji if they decided to move to the U.S.  

 

A Hard Beginning 

 After researching a number of schools, Yuji and Natsuko decided that they would 

try to send Kenji to either MLC International School or the American School in the city. 

To prepare Kenji, they enrolled him in an international kindergarten. He was already four 
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years old by that time. He had had no exposure to English prior to that, with the 

exception of some input from few English-language videos, such as Sesame Street. 

 Kenji only attended kindergarten for half a day, and he was far behind the other 

children in terms of his English abilities, but Natsuko mentioned that his kindergarten 

teacher said that she thought that Kenji really fit the international school environment 

well, and gave him special lessons everyday to prepare him for the entrance screenings at 

the schools. Natsuko was not sure whether Kenji would be accepted, but they decided to 

apply anyway, and see what would happen.  

 After further research of the schools, Yuji and Natsuko chose MLC International 

School. Natsuko said that they chose MLC over the American School because MLC was 

more international. The American School was, for obvious reasons, far more American in 

terms of curriculum, atmosphere, and student population. Yuji and Natsuko thought that a 

more international environment would be an asset for Kenji’s future. As they were not 

adamant about sending him to an international school, they decided to send him to a 

Japanese school if he was not admitted by MLC.  

 Kenji was not admitted by MLC straightaway. He was rejected the first time 

because he lacked the necessary English proficiency, but he was offered the opportunity 

to take a retest several months later. Kenji was admitted after the second try. Natsuko 

reported that in retrospect, she felt that his English was too weak for MLC, and 

laughingly said, “As you know, it was hard in the beginning” (SIK:2:119). But Natsuko 
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said that she was not particularly worried about his language acquisition. She thought 

that he would eventually learn to speak English:   

(N refers to Natsuko; H refers to Hanako) 
N:  I wasn’t so worried about English. I thought there was something more 

important than learning to be able to speak English. I thought he would 
acquire languages in time.  

H:   So what did you find more important than language? 
N:   What’s more important than language is, as a Japanese who worked with 

people from other cultures, [I found that] after all, language is one means. 
 Being able to speak English is necessary, but what’s more important is 
 how one develops as a human being. Boys have to be on equal footing 
with people from any country, and compete with them, right? So in such 
times, not having an inferiority complex because of the inability to speak 
a language is important. If you have some language abilities, you’re able 
to stand in the same place [as your competitors] and try out many things. 
That was the most important point. (SIK:2:119)  

 

 Natsuko continued by telling me that she had met people from different countries 

when she was studying in California, and realized that they all had special characteristics. 

When she thought about where these characteristics came from, she realized that it was 

the environment. This led to her belief that it was the parents’ duty to provide the best 

possible environment for a child. After that, it was up to the child to decide how he 

would engage with that environment.  

 Natsuko wanted Kenji to get the most out of the environment that he was in. I’m 

sure that she had the best intentions for Kenji, and I’m also sure that he eventually lived 

up to her expectations, but as she mentioned herself, Kenji had a hard time in the 

beginning. There were many students who were weak in English in the pre-first grade 

level the year that Kenji entered MLC, but he was the weakest in my class of 18 students. 

He struggled to communicate in English. He was so insecure, that he had not wanted to 
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go inside the classroom in the morning without his Japanese speaking friends when he 

first started at MLC International School. He would wait in the playground for Jun and 

the others to arrive. He did seem particularly insecure at the beginning, and I could not 

blame him for being that way. Because the school had an all-English policy, I was not 

permitted to use any language other than English in front of the students. I felt bad that I 

could not speak Japanese to him. I felt bad having to tell Kenji to speak English when he 

hid behind the bookshelf to speak Japanese to a classmate. I tried my best to comfort and 

console him, and wished that he would get used to the environment as quickly as 

possible.  

 

Shy, Quiet, and Nervous 

 Despite his lack of English ability, Kenji worked hard. He was neat and meticulous, 

and he did well on paper work. However, he tended to be shy and quiet in class. Perhaps 

also because he lacked confidence in English, he rarely raised his hand in class to answer 

questions. Because of their young age, most of the other students enthusiastically 

answered questions in class. They would raise and wave their hands, and eagerly say “me, 

me, me!” in their desire to be called on. Unlike his friend Jun, Kenji did not like the 

spotlight on him. In a class play production, he got the role of the baby in the family 

because he did not volunteer to play any other role, and that was the only role left. I still 

have a vivid image of Kenji when he had to perform in front of the parents. Following 
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the cues of his friend who played the role of the mother, he did what he had to do, but 

when it was time for him say his one line, he wrinkled his brows and looked troubled. 

 Kenji progressed in MLC International School without major problems, but he 

continued to be the quiet one in class. His English was still relatively weak during his 

elementary school years, and his teachers suggested to his parents that they get a tutor. 

That was why I acted as his tutor from grade two to five. Natsuko once reported to me 

being shocked, because when she asked his third grade teacher how his English was, he 

said that he did not know because Kenji did not speak up in class. I knew that he still did 

not do well being put on the spot, but I was also surprised to hear that comment as I 

expected teachers to talk to their students. 

 Kenji’s close friend, Laurie, who was a teacher at MLC, told me that he was not a 

good test taker. He would study hard for the tests, but he was unable to perform well or 

show his strengths on the actual tests because of nervousness. This affected his grades in 

school as well as his standardized test scores. This tendency continued until his early 

years in high school. Natsuko and Laurie both told me that it took time for Kenji to get 

used to something new. As someone who knew Kenji quite well as a child, I could not 

help but agree.  

 Kenji was nervous being interviewed for this project too. He expressed his 

nervousness to me, and mentioned how he had told Laurie that he was nervous and 

worried when he saw her the day before. He said that his mother was concerned whether 

he was going to be all right. I explained to him that the interview was conversational in 



 

 221 

nature, and that I just wanted him to be himself. Then he mentioned that I was going to 

have an interesting study because I had two very different participants, him and Jun:2  

You’re going to get completely opposite people so it’s gonna be good…. If 
you were teaching me and Jun in my class, Jun is always raising his hand, 
trying to say what he wants to say and [with] all these gestures and everything, 
but I’m just sitting in the corner and listening. (IK:1:2)  

 

 I responded to him by saying that it takes all kinds. He said that if Jun was there 

with him, he would make Jun do all the talking: “Yeah, if Jun was sitting right here, I’d 

be like ‘Ok, Jun. Go!’” (IK:1:28). He also told me how he was not good at talking and 

expressing his feelings.  

 It was not only interview settings and classrooms that Kenji was quiet in. He was 

the same within his group of friends, too. He enjoyed their company, but was not the type 

who would lead the group by speaking up. His group of friends consisted of ten members, 

all of whom were bilinguals, and who usually used Japanese-English code-switching 

when they spoke to each other. However, there were varying linguistic strengths in the 

group, and Kenji told me that the person who would take the lead and speak up depended 

on who they were dealing with:  

If we have issues with, like let’s say a Japanese guy, the people who’ll step up 
are like Edward and Jun toka (for example), and I’ll kinda be there. But if 
we’re going to talk to an American guy, the people who’ll step up are like 
Shin toka (or), George toka, souiu kanji dato omou (or something like that, I 
think). (IK:2:78-79) 

 

                                                        
 2 Kenji and Jun were aware of each other’s participation in this study. As I knew 
they were very close friends, I negotiated their participation when they were together.  
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 Kenji’s comment “I’ll kinda be there” seemed reflective of his stance and position 

among his group of friends. He did not take the lead or initiative, but he was always there. 

More than that, he was an important part of the group. Even though he was quiet, his 

presence lent strength and solidity to the group’s endeavors.  

 

Friends and School 

 Kenji was shy and quiet, but at the same time, he was social and popular. Friends 

were very important in Kenji’s life. Kenji did not like doing things by himself. He 

wanted to keep himself busy with others:  

I hate to stay at home and just watch TV, play video-games. I hate to do 
that.… I think it’s also because I’m hitorikko (an only child), friends are like 
number one for me. Hontoni (Really), friends are like my brothers and sisters, 
desho (right)? I think spending time with my friends is the thing to do. 
(IK:2:54) 

 

 Kenji’s mother, Natsuko, also mentioned how much Kenji liked to be with people. 

She too felt that it could have been because he was an only child. She found his love of 

people to be one of his prime characteristics. She was aware that he was popular, but at 

the same time she was worried that he tended to depend too much on others. She 

suspected that because of that tendency, he might be carried away by others quite easily. 

But she reported that Kenji would reassure her: “When we talk about that, he would say 

‘I know what I’m doing, so I’m sure I’m alright’” (SIK:2:124).  

 Although Kenji was social, he viewed himself as shy and quiet. He was also aware 

that it took a while for him to open up:   
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(K refers to Kenji; H refers to Hanako) 
K: I would probably say I’m pretty shy, but once I get to know the person, 

 I’ll open up…. But I like to give a first impression yappari (after all), 
 so ganbacchau kedo (I do try).  

H: What’s the kind of first impression you like to give? 
K: I don’t want to be an uzai (annoying) guy so I would be kekkou shizuka 

(pretty quiet). And I’m not the type of guy who goes straight in. Souiu no 
janai kara (I’m not that type). But you know, once I get to know the 
person, I’ll tell him everything. Who I am, and what I do, what I like to 
do. (IK:2:54) 

 

Our common friend, Laurie, was also a faculty member at MLC, described him in similar 

terms. She said that he was shy, but that he liked people, and was well liked by them in 

turn:  

He could be shy at first. Jun is more the bounce-in type. But dato shitemo 
(even so), he’s very flex. He adapts…. He’s the one that gets along with 
EVERYBODY. He’s loved by everybody…. His senpais (upper classmen) 
love him, both girls and boys. Kohais (lower classmen) love him. I think he 
could have been THE or one of the most popular figures of [the class of] 2007. 
(SIK:1:106) 
 

 Kenji’s group was the “in-group” at MLC International School. The ten members 

were popular and active, and they took part in various extra-curricular activities. Three of 

them were student council officers, and most of them did well academically. Laurie 

mentioned the following about the group:  

The class of 2007, as a class, were a very good class. And then in that, there 
was Kenji’s group who were very popular, socially as well as in the sports 
field too. They were academically up there. They were well balanced. 
(SIK:1:97)    

 

 Just looking at Kenji’s group, I was able to tell that they were the “in-group.” The 

boys were good looking, carried an air of confidence, and they were “cool.” Because the 

boys seemed to do well in sports and academics as well, I felt that they had all the 
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qualities that popular figures in high school needed to have. Kenji stood out among even 

them with his surfer-style fashion, slightly long hair, olive skin, and the poise.  

 I was able to confirm Kenji and his group’s popularity by seeing them in the MLC 

high school graduation. As mentioned above, Kenji received the loudest applause among 

his classmates when he got up to receive his diploma. At the reception, people were lined 

up to congratulate him. Kenji and his friends got so many flowers and gifts that they 

could not carry them all. Their parents helped them by tossing the flowers into large 

paper bags and stacking the gifts in a corner. More and more people congratulated them, 

and the piles of flowers and gifts grew bigger and bigger.   

 Kenji was happy at MLC International School. Like any high school student, there 

were times when he hated school or his teachers, but after attending MLC for 13 years, it 

was like home. He knew everybody, and everybody knew him:  

MLC is hontoni (really) where I grew up. My whole life is based on MLC, 
basically…. I made so many friends there, and all the teachers knew my name 
and I knew them. And yappari (after all), it was nice to walk around the 
school and know a lot of people. Yappari zutto iruwake jan (After all, I’ve 
been there for a long time). It was nice to have that. (IK:2:59)  

 

Laurie also mentioned that he enjoyed MLC to the fullest:  

He enjoyed MLC. I think he didn’t miss any opportunity to have fun or to be 
with his friends, or you know, even at school. You can tell by looking at him 
that he really enjoys LIFE. Of course he had his nayami (problems). Attakedo 
(He had them), BUT he didn’t get stuck on that. He had it, but his friends were 
there. He enjoyed it. If they were playing sports outside, he enjoyed it. So I 
think he had a good balance of everything—academic, social, personal, and 
family, of course. (SIK:1:96) 
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 His mother, Natsuko, also told me about Kenji’s love of school. She said that he 

liked school throughout his 13 years at MLC and that he wanted to go even when he had 

a high fever.  

 Kenji took part in a wide variety of extra-curricular activities. These included 

baseball, soccer, hand-bell choir, year book committee, and the school musical 

production stage crew. I found the way that he took part in different activities, but was 

not exactly committed to any particular one, to reflect his nature.  

 At one interview, Kenji told me that he was happy and content with his life. As he 

described himself, he used a phrase that he liked and that characterized him quiet well:  

I like to surf. I like every kind of sports, actually. I like anything. Nandemo 
suki (I like everything). Kiraina mono amari naishi (There isn’t much that I 
dislike). I think I’m the type of guy that goes with the flow. That’s my favorite 
word. I love to go with the flow. I’m not the leader type of guy, but yappari 
nandemo (after all, anything), I’m down to do anything. And like whatever 
that keeps us fun, I’ll do (IK:2:55)  
 

 This was not the first time Kenji mentioned “going with the flow.” He had 

described himself as a “go with the flow kind of guy” a number of times in our past 

conversations. I thought “go with the flow” characterized him well for a number of 

reasons. First, as Kenji himself had mentioned, he was not the leader type, but the one 

who followed along. Second, as Laurie mentioned, he was flexible and adaptive. And 

third, the phrase captured what he wished to do in the future. He did not want to settle on 

only one thing to do, or one place to live and work. He wanted to see what was out there, 

and try whatever came along. His view toward the future will be discussed below. 
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  I am not sure if it was deliberate, but I also suspected that Kenji liked the 

expression “go with the flow” because it reflected the board sports, such as surfing, 

snowboarding, and skateboarding, which he enjoyed. His father, whom he looked up to, 

was a serious surfer, and Kenji was influenced by him. Kenji also liked the surfers’ style, 

from fashion to lifestyle—cool, relaxed, and easy-going, catching the wave and gliding 

along swiftly. He was like that too. He rode along on the wave—the flow of life.  

 

“World-Wide Person” 

 Unlike Jun, Kenji was not very certain of what he wanted to do in the future. He did 

mention becoming a teacher as one option. Starting from grade five, Kenji had worked as 

a student assistant in an English-language summer camp. He was good with children, and 

he continued to work there until his senior year in high school. He mentioned that the 

teaching experience at the camp made him think of teaching as a possible future career. 

He said that if he were to become a teacher, he wanted to teach young children. He was 

not sure whether he would pursue that career, but he thought that it was important for 

him to have something to aim for. He told me that when he was in eighth grade, he 

wanted to be an architect, but he eventually lost interest. As he grew older, he knew that 

he had to think about his future career more seriously because it would affect his choice 

of colleges to apply to.  

 At the time of the first interview, Kenji was unsure about where he wanted to go to 

college. Although Japanese universities such as Sophia University were an option, he was 
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leaning towards going to North America. He mentioned that he had begun considering 

Canadian universities along with American universities. 

 Kenji knew that to get accepted by the universities that he was interested in, he had 

to get his grades up: “My freshman and sophomore grades are TERRIBLE. Honto ni 

warukattanda (They were really bad). De (And), junior year agatte, senior year ichiban 

takakatta (they went up in my junior year, and they were the highest in my senior year)” 

(IK:2:82).  

 Kenji said that he strategically chose not to take IB courses in his junior and senior 

year. When I asked him why, he explained: 

Cause I had to get my grades up. And all the schools I wanted to go betsuni IB 
hitsuyou naishi (didn’t really require IB). Dattara IB totte hard time shite 
sonnani yokunai grades toru yorimo, IB janai hou totte ii grade toru hou ga 
iina tte omotta (Then, I thought it would be better to take the non-IB courses 
and get better grades than take IB and have a hard time and get grades that 
weren’t as good). (IK:2:83) 

 
 Kenji mentioned that his efforts showed on his transcript. He felt that the upward 

curve showing his improvement was why he got accepted by the universities that he 

applied to. The steady improvement helped him build confidence as well.  

 Kenji applied to six universities—four in California and two in Canada. He applied 

to the Canadian universities for the following reasons: first, because of the safer 

environment; second, because of cheaper tuition; third, because of good education 

departments; fourth, because of his love of nature; and fifth, because he wanted to go to a 

country that he had never been to. He applied to the universities in California for a 

different set of reasons: first, he had spent many summers in San Diego with his parents, 
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and was familiar and comfortable with the environment; second, he could surf; and third, 

many of his good friends were applying to universities in California.  

 Kenji was pleased to get accepted by four of the universities that he applied to. He 

was rejected by one, and he did not get any response from another. He did not care that 

he did not hear back from that one university, because by that time he had been accepted 

by four universities, including the University of British Columbia (UBC) in Canada. He 

was particularly pleased that he got accepted by UBC because it was his first choice, and 

also because, despite his will and desire to apply, he had been advised by his guidance 

counselor not to:  

When I asked him “What do you think?” “Maa zettai muri dayo,” tte iwareta 
no ne (He said “Well, it’s definitely impossible”). Souiu koto itte hoshikunai 
jan, yappari (I didn’t want him to say something like that, you know). Like as 
a counselor (I wanted him to say something like) “Give it a shot!” toka itte 
hoshii jan. (IK:2:86)3 
 

 Despite the guidance counselor’s opinion, Kenji even received a small scholarship 

at UBC. Kenji said that he felt that his steady improvement in grades was recognized.  

 Kenji decided to go to UBC. It was the highest ranking school among his six 

choices. It was also the largest university that he had applied to. Because Kenji had 

attended a small school of about 1000 students, starting from pre-first grade, he was 

excited to be going to a large university: 

Like I know the school- MLC from heart. I know where EVERY little thing is. 
Mou sou (Well, yeah), we’re gonna go to a bigger school…. Sou, suggoku 
ookii kara (Yeah, it’s really big). That’s also why I picked UBC. I wanted to 
go to a hontouni (really) different community…. So kanpeki ni chigau toko 

                                                        
 3 In most cases, the translation follows the italicized Japanese words. However, for 
the sake of coherence, at times the translation precedes the Japanese words or phrases.  
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ikitai to omotte (I wanted to go to completely different place). Cause it’s like 
sanman-gosen nin (35,000 people) or something. (IK:2:57) 

  

 As mentioned above, Kenji applied to the universities in California because he was 

familiar and comfortable with the state. However, it was for the same reason that he 

chose not to go there. He was excited to go to a new environment. Moreover, He was 

thrilled that he was stepping out of the country that he was born and raised in:  

K:  I just want to get out of Nihon (Japan).  
H: Why? 
K: I’ve been here too long. I don’t want my whole life to be based on Nihon 

(Japan). Even though I’m Nihonjin (Japanese), as an international 
student, I want to be international. Hontoni, dakara (Really, so) even 
when I grow up, I want to travel everywhere and I want to be able to say 
like “I’ve been there, I’ve been there, I’ve been there.” (IK:2:57) 

 

 Although Kenji still did not know what he wanted to do in the future, he decided to 

study education:  

Basically, I don’t know what’s gonna happen in the five years [in college], but 
right now, I’m planning to at least get my teacher’s license. Sore wo ima wa 
goal ni shiyou kana tte omotterun dakedo (That’s what I’m thinking of making 
my goal, but) I really don’t know. Hontoni (Really). I might change. Going 
into business or whatever, but maa ima wa (well, for now) I just want to have 
a goal. At least something. I don’t wanna be like nandemo ii kei (the 
“whatever-type”). (IK:1:67-68) 
 

 Kenji wanted to have a goal in his life, but at the same time, he did not want to be 

bound or committed to it. He always wanted some freedom. He did not want to be tied to 

one thing or place. He wanted to experience many things and go to different places. This 

seemed to have been an influence from his parents, particularly his father:  

My dad always tells me that he wants me to be “world-wide.” So daigaku itte, 
daigaku sotsugyo shitemo (even after I go to college, and graduate from 
college), he wants me to go all over the place. “Kokowa doiu tokoro ka shitte 
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hoshii” tte (He says he wants me know what kind of place I’m in). He always 
tells me that. (IK:1:11) 

 

 When I asked Kenji if he would like to be a “world-wide” person, he said “Yeah, 

zettai I (definitely) want to!” (IK:1:12). He said that he wanted to live and work in 

different countries, and experience diversity. He did not want to be tied to one thing:  

K: Even if I get a job in the States, I wanna come back and do shuushoku 
mitai na kanji (like get a job). 

H: Here? 
K: Here too. A company. And nothing to do with my dad’s connections or 

anything. Just shinjin no hito de haitte, futsuu no kaisha ni (enter as a 
freshman in an ordinary company), and just work there, too. Docchi mo 
yatte kara, iroiro yatta hou ga iitte (I should try both, and then 
experience many other things), my dad always tells me that too. I think 
that’s really good too…. I don’t want to be ore wa koko ittara mou zettai 
koko ni iru (I’m going there and I’m definitely going to stay there). I 
don’t want to do that. Like sonoba de I like to make a plan (on the spot), 
ashita nani suru toka (like what to do tomorrow). I don’t like to go 
daigaku ittara koreyatte koreyatte koreyatte zettai kore yaru tte iu no wa 
(plan on everything I do in college). I don’t want to kimeru (decide) that 
yet. I don’t know if that’s good or bad but…. (IK:1:18) 

 

 Kenji’s parents wanted him to see the world. His mother, Natsuko told me that she 

did not care where Kenji would base himself. She wanted him to do what he liked to do, 

and be in the place where he wanted to be. She did say that she wanted him to experience 

many things and develop his identity through those experiences. Kenji had a strong bond 

with his parents, and he admitted that he was influenced by them. He wanted to see what 

was out there, and he did not want to bind himself by strict plans or rules. He wanted 

liberty. He wanted to go with the flow. His stance in life was also reflected in his 

perception towards his languages and identity.  
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Part II: Language and Identity 

 As with Ayako and Jun, both Japanese and English were important in Kenji’s life. 

However, more than any language, Japanese-English code-switching was the “language” 

that Kenji identified with. It was also a symbol of his identity.  

 Kenji was an avid user of Japanese-English code-switching, as can be seen in the 

quotations throughout this chapter. He would insert Japanese words into English 

sentences, and vice versa. He would also connect Japanese phrases together freely with 

English phrases. Kenji acknowledged that he would often mix languages in this way, and 

others that I have interviewed about him mentioned the same thing about his language 

use. 

 

Initial Response 

 I began Kenji’s interview by asking what he considered his first language to be. He 

said “hmmm,” paused, and then “I think it’s Japanese” (IK:1:3). When I asked him why 

he thought it was Japanese, he said that it was because he spoke Japanese at home, and 

also with his friends at school in the form of Japanese-English code-switching: “Even in 

school, I mix it” (IK:1:3). But as the “hmmm” and the pause suggested, he was not too 

certain which language was his first. Soon after, he stated the following: “It’s really like 

‘docchi no hou ga umai’ tte kikaretara (if I’m asked which I’m better in), I can’t answer” 

(IK:1:9). 
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 I was not sure which language was his stronger language either. Differently than 

with Ayako and Jun, I did not have an opinion or a particular impression regarding his 

languages. He was such a code-switcher, and he seemed equally proficient in both 

languages. If I had any strong opinion about his language use, it was that he was an 

active code-switcher.  

 Kenji and I were not the only ones who were not sure which was his stronger 

language. Our mutual friend Laurie also mentioned that she was not sure which language 

he was stronger in. As Laurie mentioned, he was a “typical intaa (international school 

student)” who were in between languages (SIK:1:97).4  

 

Japanese 

 Kenji took Japanese throughout his years at MLC International School. It was a 

requirement in the MLC elementary school from grades two to six. From middle school 

onwards, Japanese was not a requirement, but he had to take a language course, and he 

chose Japanese. As he decided not to take IB, the level of the Japanese classes that he 

took in high school was not very high. For example, when the IB students were studying 

Japanese high school material, Kenji was studying junior high school material. Kenji 

admitted his weakness in reading and writing kanji (Chinese characters), but he showed 

some confidence with Japanese composition writing:  

K: I can SPEAK both languages, and like ima toka computer ga arukara 
 (these days, there’s the computer so) I can write, too. 

                                                        
 4 Intaa is Japanese pronunciation for “inter,” a shortened from of “international.” It 
is used to refer to the international schools and their students.   
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H:  Yeah. You can’t write them but you know which ones are the right ones.  
K: Sou, sou, sou (Right, right, right). I think I can actually write a sakubun 

 (composition) but “kanji kake” toka (“write kanji” or) sometimes 
[reading the] newspaper is even hard for me, so those are my weak 
points in Japanese, I think. (IK:1:8) 

 

He continued: “It might be a story, but I’m writing my essay on the computer, right? 

Japanese wa kekkou sugu detekuru, iitai koto ga (what I want to say comes out pretty 

smoothly in Japanese). So I can just type it” (IK:1:10). Laurie commented on his 

Japanese proficiency, and also noted his composition writing abilities:  

I’ve read his Japanese sakubun (composition) and stuff, and it’s proficient. So 
he’s actually kept up with his Japanese really well too…. Quite good. Of 
course, speaking, reading, writing, sakubun (composition)? Composition, 
dekiru to omou (I think he does well). (SIK:1:98-99) 

 

 I was a little surprised by his confidence and Japanese composition writing ability 

because, after all, he had been educated entirely in English, and only took Japanese as a 

“foreign” language class. Other than the fact that he spoke mostly Japanese at home, he 

felt that his stronger language was Japanese because words would come out more 

smoothly when he wrote in the language compared to when he was writing in English. 

More on his perceptions about his English proficiency will be discussed later in this 

chapter.  

 Although Kenji said that he spoke Japanese at home, he frequently code-switched 

when speaking to his mother. He said, “Yeah, to my mom, like complete chou (super) 

mix” (IK:2:63). Although both his parents spoke and understood English, he spoke less 

English to his father, whom he referred to as “more of the Japanese guy” (IK:2:63). His 

mother, Natsuko, told me that when Kenji was younger, she encouraged him not to mix 
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languages. However, as he grew older, she got used to him mixing and she stopped 

reminding him. She said that in retrospect, she sometimes did not notice which language 

he was speaking. It was such an ordinary thing for Kenji to be speaking two languages.  

 I was not surprised when Natsuko said that she sometimes did not recognize which 

language her son was speaking. Although she tended to be humble and modest about her 

English abilities, she was a good English speaker, and frequently used English at work. 

She also sometimes used English words in our conversations and e-mail exchanges. 

Kenji also told me that although his parents were “more Japanese” in front of him, they 

were not exactly so when they were working:  

When I’m with them they’re completely Nihonjin (Japanese). Demo nanka, 
yappa (But well, after all), their job has to do with some other country. Like 
my mom(’s) no job mo (too), it’s like furniture toka nanda kedo (or something, 
but) it’s never Nihon (Japan). Like keitai denwa itsumo Eigo (she always 
speaks English on her cell-phone). And my dad works at an American 
company too, so a lot of his kaisha no hitotachi wa Eigo (company people 
[speak] English). And mukashi mo shocchu (back then) he was (often) going 
to the States too, so yappa (after all), the American bit always comes out. 
Nanka (Somehow), it’s always involved, tte iuno kana (should I say)? 
(IK:1:19) 

 

Laurie, who was also their family friend, also pointed out that Kenji’s family was not a 

typical Japanese family:  

His family is not solely Japanese.... They’re more Americanized Japanese. His 
dad is kind of Americanized. His mom is Americanized, and so is the mom’s 
family. That whole Suzuki [mother’s] family is also very outgoing, and not 
your typical Japanese in a way, I think. (SIK:1:106) 

 

 Kenji was not a “typical” Japanese, and neither did he consider himself to be one. 

He felt somewhat different from Japanese school students his age. He said that he could 
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tell by looking at Japanese students on the trains, at coffee shops, or out in the city. He 

also based this judgment on his one Japanese friend. First of all, he said that the fact that 

he mixed languages was different, and then he said that the way that the international 

school students acted and dressed were different from those of Japanese school students:  

The funiki (atmosphere) and the tension is different. I even have a Japanese 
friend that I know, I sometimes play with. He goes to Keio which is 
completely Nihon no gakkou (Japanese school) and itsumo zutto Nihon no 
gakkou itteru (he’s been in a Japanese school all the time), but when I talk to 
him, the things he does and I do is like hontoni chigau (really different). Ato 
kakkou toka mo (And the fashion too). Wakaru (Do you get it)? It’s like Nihon 
no imadoki fashion (Japanese fashion nowadays). It has to be that to keep up 
with the group, but we just wear anything. Boku no baai wa (In my situation), 
I like surfing fashion. (IK:1:4) 

 

 Kenji then imagined what it would be like if he were to go to a Japanese school, 

and said that he could probably do it, though it would be difficult. He said, “I can 

probably do it, as in if I HAVE to do it right? I can’t just be like ‘Ah, I can’t do it,’ so. 

Dakara (So) maybe I’ll try to awaseru (adjust)” (IK:1:4). 

 Kenji then said that he was not sure of what an all-Japanese community would be 

like, but he wanted to think that the community that he was in was different:  

I’ve never been to a Japanese society kind of place. Nante iu no kana (How 
can I say)? I think it’s completely different when we’re in a group sitting 
down. We always do that. Just chill at Starbuck’s or somewhere like that, 
sitting down in a circle and talk. Like the things we talk about, like girls and 
sports and everything is like, I think the VIEW is different from Japanese 
people…. They’re motto (more) like SHY tte iu no kana (should I say)? I’m 
shy too, but my friends are like more outgoing, and so yeah, that makes me 
more comfortable. (IK:1:5) 

 

 Kenji also added that he got the impression that Japanese students were more 

serious:  
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I think the Japanese student kids are more majime (serious). Docchika to ieba 
(Relatively speaking, more) than us. ((Laughs)) I think intaa no hito wa 
(international school people are,) a lot of people are kind of “go with the 
flow” kind, but Nihon wa chotto chigauto omou (I think Japan is a bit 
different). Souiu hito mo iru to omoukedo (Though there must be people like 
that too). (IK:1:5) 

  

 Kenji never really experienced a fully Japanese environment while he was attending 

MLC International School. All of Kenji’s activities outside of school were either in the 

U.S., or within the international community in Japan. For example he went to summer 

surfing camps in California, played baseball at the local American Club, and worked as a 

teaching assistant for English teaching summer camps.  

 However, in the summer of 2007, shortly after graduating from MLC, Kenji got to 

experience an all-Japanese environment outside of his home. He took a part-time job that 

was solely Japanese—a job at a parcel delivery service. He needed a short-term job 

during the summer, and he said there were not too many choices. The summer was a busy 

time for delivery companies, as Japan has a summer gift-giving custom. The job was to 

assist the truck driver and deliver the parcels to homes. It was perfect for him because the 

job was short-term, the delivery center was located close to his home, and he wanted to 

experience a job other than the English teaching camp where he had worked every 

summer and winter:   

The only baito (part time job) I’ve done is “English Community.”5 So I 
wanted to try something else too. And hontoni nandemo yokattan dakedo (it 
really could have been anything), like my dad even tells me [that] too, but it’s 
like shakai benkyou (learning about the world). Nandemo yatte miyoukana tte 
kanji de (I thought I should give anything a try). (IK:2:54)  

                                                        
 5 English community is a pseudonym for an English language school that holds 
English camps for Japanese students. 
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 Kenji enthusiastically reported on his job interview experience to me:  

K:  I had to go mensetsu (interview) and everything. I had to write rireki-sho 
 (a resume).  

H: Yeah, and this was all in Japanese, right? 
K: Sou (Right). 
H: How was that?  
K: That was like hontouni (really an) interview. But they were really chill. 

 “Tokugi wa?” toka kikarete (They asked me what I was good at, and) I 
 was like “Undou suru no ga sukidesu” tte (“I like to exercise.”)“Mou 
tairyoku nara makashite kudasai” tte (I said “Please count on me for my 
physical abilities,”) and he was writing it down. (IK:2:54) 

 

 Kenji eased right into his new environment, and worked well with the others. 

Natsuko reported to me that he put a lot effort into that job. He was well liked by his 

colleagues, and they were very good to him. She said that the only thing that he struggled 

with was filling out forms for clients who weren’t there to receive the packages. It was 

hard for him to write in Japanese without the help of the computer, but she said that he 

found the experience to be a very positive one.   

 Kenji was adaptive and flexible. He tended to be shy in the beginning, but he got 

along well with others, and he was well liked by people, young and old. Other than the 

language issue possibly getting in the way, he knew that he had the abilities to adjust to 

different environments. His delivery job experience showed that he was fine in an 

all-Japanese environment; however, he did not want to stay in that environment. He was 

like that as a child, too. His mother, Natsuko, said Kenji protested with tears when she 

mentioned the possibility of sending him to a Japanese school as a child. Kenji liked 
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being an international school student, and he also did not want to regard himself as solely 

Japanese:  

I just don’t want to say I’m JAPANESE, even though I am…. But I’ve been 
going to MLC for twelve years, so I don’t want to end it like, “I’m Japanese, 
that’s it.” I don’t want to say it, like “I can speak English,” but something 
inside me says I want the English side to be useful. (IK:1:6)  

 

 Kenji added that he was proud of being Japanese, and it was not that he wanted to 

get rid of his “Japanese side,” i.e., his identity as a Japanese. He wanted both. He said, “I 

want it equal. Like Nihongo mo kanpeki ni shaberete, eigo mo dekiru tte iu gurai (speak 

Japanese perfectly, and be able to speak English as well)” (IK:1:6). Although I had the 

impression that he was easy-going, he was adamant about keeping his English identity 

alive and active. It appeared that he found the English identity to be a crucial element for 

his sense of self.  

 

English 

  Kenji reported that he considered himself to be an “average” English speaker. He 

told me he was a “B student” in his English class, and that he would rate himself as a six 

or seven, if ten was the ideal English speaker. Laurie also said that he was “average in the 

general intaa (international school) population” (SIK:1:98). Kenji further stated that his 

weakness in English was a lack of vocabulary:  

For English it’s more like the vocab. Sou, sou (Yeah, yeah), vocab ga tarinai 
(I lack vocabulary). So I have problems sometimes, like when I’m writing 
essays toka (for example). I need a dictionary and a thesaurus. (IK:1:8) 
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 Kenji added that he tended to repeat the same thematic words when he wrote essays. 

He suspected that his vocabulary was lacking because he spoke more Japanese than 

English, relatively speaking, and because he did not read very much either in Japanese or 

English. Laurie also recognized this, and pointed out Kenji’s lack of vocabulary as his 

main weakness in English. 

 Kenji knew that he had weaknesses in both languages, and said he thought that he 

was “unbalanced” (IK:1:24) as a bilingual. He told me that his mother often reminded 

him of his imbalance. For his mother, a balanced bilingual was someone who was 

equally and highly competent in both languages. However, he had a positive outlook, and 

he thought that he could overcome the weaknesses by studying:  

If I study, for example, Japanese, if I concentrate on kanji (Chinese characters) 
like newspaper yomeru kurai ni nareba (to the level of being able to read the 
newspaper), daitai Nihingo wa (pretty much with Japanese), I think I can live. 
Cause kanji tte kanji mireba (with Chinese characters, by looking at them) you 
understand the meaning. De Amerika wa yappa (And in the U.S.), more vocab 
ga areba (if I have more vocab), I think I’m really close to [being] pretty good 
for my age. (IK:1:21-22) 
  

 Kenji wanted to improve his English in particular. He said, “If I have to improve on 

docchika (one or the other) now, I would improve English” (IK:1:24). However, he also 

knew that his English would automatically improve in college. 

  Kenji also knew that he would adapt to his environment. He knew from his own 

past American summer camp experience: “When I went to camp too, after three weeks of 

NO Japanese AT ALL, my mother picked me up and… for a little while I couldn’t speak 

Japanese. Honto ni (Really). It was fushigi (strange)” (IK:1:23). He was hopeful about 
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improving his Japanese as well. At the very least, he was not afraid that he was going to 

lose it. After being accepted by UBC, he told me happily that he could also improve his 

Japanese because UBC had a strong Japanese language program with advanced courses.  

 Kenji looked forward to going to Canada and attending UBC. He was full of hope. 

Perhaps any high school student who was leaving for college would be full of hope. Who 

wouldn’t be excited moving away from home and going to a new place? But Kenji had 

another reason to be excited; he was particular about his “English side.” It was something 

very special for him, and he was going to an environment where his “English side” 

would be nurtured and fulfilled.  

 Kenji mentioned to me that his group of ten friends all spoke English and Japanese, 

and all of them mixed the two languages. Kenji was not sure which language he used 

more among his friends, but he said that he preferred to be with the members of the 

group who were more English-dominant:  

I noticed that even though I don’t know which language I use more, dakedo 
(but) I like to hang out with guys who use more English…. Even in our group, 
we have a couple of guys who use more English than Japanese, soitsura to no 
houga (I prefer to be with them), like George toka (for example). (IK:2:64)  

 

 I asked him why he preferred his friends who spoke more English. He responded 

that it was because he wanted to be proud of himself.   

K: I like to speak English more. 
H: Why?  
K: I don’t know why. I guess I want to be proud. I want to tell myself that I 

 can speak English. 
H: But don’t you know that already? 
K: Yeah, but. 
H: You’ve been speaking English for almost your whole life. 
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K: Un, maane (Yes, I guess). I don’t know, but I just like to speak English. 
(IK:2:64)  

 

 In a later interview, Kenji repeated his desire to be with English speakers when he 

went to Canada. He still was not sure why he felt that way, but his desire was strong:  

K: I really want to hang out with people who don’t speak too much 
Japanese. 

H: Why? 
K:  I always have this thing. I wanna chill with people there, and people who 

 only speak English, na kanji de (like that). (IK:2:79) 
 

 Kenji was proud to be an English speaker. Although he was modest about his 

abilities, and did not consider himself to be a native English speaker, he was confident 

that he could live in an all-English environment: “Well, I’m not too good at speaking 

English. Dakedo (But then), I have the confidence to live in America if I wanted to, and 

further on, I think I can do business in English if I wanted to” (IK:2:64).  

 Kenji mentioned that his immediate goal in college was to improve his English, and 

that affected his choice of college: 

My goal is to develop my English dakara, ichiban wa (that’s number one)…. 
That’s one of the reasons I wanted to go to California too, cause my friend 
called Taku, he goes to CLU [California Lutheran University], he said he’s the 
only Asian kid in the school. I mean like in his friends. Like sore gurai na 
community ga ii, ore wa honto wa iindayone (That’s the kind of community I 
actually prefer). (IK:2:64) 

 

 However, it appeared that improving his English was not the only reason why Kenji 

wanted to be in an all-English environment. He appeared to enjoy standing out in this 

aspect:  

H: Have you ever felt- Oh, you’ve been through that camp where you were 
K:  Un, un (Yes, yes), the only [Asian]. And I loved it. I felt kinda like the 

 only race. 
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H: You liked it? 
K: Yeah, and everyone was kinda down with me being there. So, yeah. 

 (IK:2:80) 
 

 I told Kenji my own experiences of being in environments where I was the only 

Asian, and how I was not very comfortable:  

H: I started going to these conferences in places like the Mid-West… and 
they stare at you like they’ve never seen an Asian face before.  

K: (Like) “Where are you from?” tte. Demo sorewa sorede (That’s the way 
it is, but) I like it.  

H: Yeah?  
K: Yeah. Just telling them I’m from Japan, and they ask me like “What’s 

Japan like?” [I say] “It’s not different, you know. It’s the same thing.” 
(IK:2:80) 

 

 I was not sure why Kenji liked that type of situation. Did he like the attention? Did 

he like to use it as an opportunity to socialize? Did he prefer being with Americans? He 

never explained why, but I was quite certain that, for whatever reason, his “English side” 

was important to him. But even so, he knew that he was not quite one or the other. He 

had both “sides.”  

 

Being “In Between” 

 Kenji liked the international school community. He liked MLC International School. 

He described MLC as his “home” (IK:1:15). The fact that he was so fond of his school 

may explain both why he valued his “English side” and his desire to be “world-wide.” 

When I asked him why he liked his school so much, he responded with the following:  

I think it’s [because] ironna tokoro kara kiteru hitoga ippai ite (there are many 
people coming from various places, and) kekkyokuwa (the bottom line is), the 
main language is English. Like I have Indian friends and European friends, 
kou ironna kuni kara kiteru hitoga ippai ite (there are many people coming 
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from various countries, and) minna (all) different, completely different 
personality de (and) it’s like lot of fun at once. (IK:1:12)  

 

 Kenji said being with the friends from MLC was different from being with his 

Japanese and American friends. As mentioned above, Kenji felt different from Japanese 

school students, and as much as he enjoyed speaking English and being with Americans, 

he also felt different from them: 

K: MLC friends to iru toki to, Amerika no tomodachi to irutoki to chigai wa 
 aru (There’s a difference between when I’m with my MLC friends and 
 when I’m with my friends in the U.S.).  

H: How different? 
K: Well, Amerika no hou wa honto ni tekitou (the American side is really 

 relaxed). What they talk about is so random. What we talk about is so 
 random too, but nanka ne doudemo iitte kanji (it’s like they just don’t 
care). They just like to chill. (IK:1:12) 

  

 To support his claim about feeling somewhat different from both Japanese and 

English monolinguals, Kenji shared a romantic episode that he had recently experienced:   

K:  It’s chotto hazukashii (a little embarrassing). Cause tsui kono aida (just 
recently), I just had this relationship with this girl and she was kanpeki 
na Igirisu-jin (completely British). 

H: Is she the one you’re going to prom with? 
K: No. Wakarechatta kara (We broke up, so…). 
H: Okay. Sorry about that. 
K: She was just, honto ni (really), everything was English. No Japanese. 

And it was bucchake (frankly) hard for me to be myself. Iitai koto 
tokamo tsutawaranakatta koto ga ookatta kara (There were many times 
where what I wanted to say wasn’t conveyed). So yeah, I guess if it’s 
only English, it’s sometimes hard. Like tatoeba (for example), when 
we’re discussing something and we disagreed, I try to come up with 
something good to say, but it sometimes just doesn’t, pitto dete konai 
kara (doesn’t come out straight away)…. So hantai ni Nihon no ko to 
iruto kouiu koto itte omoshiroi no kana tte (on the contrary, when I’m 
with a Japanese girl, I wonder if they find what I say to be interesting 
too). If I said this in Japanese, would they think it’s funny, toka (for 
example). Or would they just hiku (withdraw)? (IK:1:16)  
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 After his relationship with the British girl, Kenji realized his preference in women: 

“My taipu (preference) is haafu no hito (a “half” person), Nihongo to Eigo ga shabereru 

(who speaks Japanese and English). Janai to (Or else), I thought it’s chotto (a little) 

hard” (IK:1:17). 

 In terms of languages, he felt most comfortable using Japanese-English 

code-switching. Although he thought that he should not mix his languages too much, he 

knew that doing so was a marker of being an international school student: 

I don’t think it’s really good to have Nihongo (Japanese) and Eigo (English) 
mixed up…. I shouldn’t mix it too much. And my parents told me that too, all 
the time. But that’s such an international thing, I think. International school ni 
iru (Being in an international school) mixing thing. But then I feel 
comfortable, ichiban (most) comfortable with that. (IK:1:17) 
 

 Kenji strongly identified himself as the international school student. Maybe his 

language preference was reflective of this identity. Japanese-English code-switching was 

a solidarity marker among international school students in Japan. When he went abroad, 

the fact that he spoke good English and carried a certain “vibe” allowed him to get to 

know people. That could possibly be part of the reason why he preferred to speak English 

and be with English speakers. The quote below may reflect Kenji’s views: 

I guess it’s the way I think toka (for example), my attitude towards things are 
really not Japanese dato omou (, I think). My nori tte iuno (Should I say my 
vibe)? And that’s the nori (vibe) that I love. The intaa nori (international 
school vibes). Dakara (That’s why) even when I go to America or places 
where there’s no Asians, people understand when I tell them I go to an 
international school. They’re like “Oh, I see. That’s why you’ve got your 
English.” And that’s why there’s communication, jan (right). (IK:2:81)6 

                                                        
 6 Nori translated here as “vibes” was a word used by all three participants to 
explain what was common among international school students. There are no English 
equivalents for the term. Other possible translations are atmosphere, mood, mode, 
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 Kenji mentioned that the “vibes” that international school students projected were 

different from those of Japanese or American students, but then he added that it was 

English that made them closer to the Americans. He described the “vibes” that 

international school students carried: “I think it’s closer to the Americans. Because 

English is the main language jan (right), even in the intaa (international school) society. 

English is the kyoutsuu-ten jan, minna no (common factor across everybody)” (IK:2:81).  

 Kenji loved the “vibes” that went between him and the others within the 

international school community. Laurie, who was also an international school graduate, 

told me that he was a “typical intaa” (international school student) and that he was “a 

typical teen enjoying what teens should be enjoying—hanging out with friends, going out, 

and all that” (SIK:1:95).  

 I was unsure whether Kenji was a “typical teen” or not, but I did get the impression 

that he was enjoying life—his life as an international school student. Perhaps it was not 

always easy, especially in the beginning, but he had learned to catch the wave of his 

environment and go with the flow. Maybe that was how he managed his complex 

linguistic and cultural situation. He was able to get the most out of his environment by 

being flexible and adaptive. And he was excited and ready to catch the next wave—a big 

one. I did not know where that wave would take him, but knowing Kenji, I was certain 

that he would continue to catch those waves. That is what he liked to do. He was a surfer. 

He liked to go with the flow.

                                                                                                                                                                     
character, or behavior.  
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CHAPTER 9 

DISCUSSION: WEAVING THE CONCEPTS INTO THE STORIES 

 

 In this chapter, I bring the narratives of the three participants together using the 

conceptual framework introduced in Chapter 2 as my interpretive lens. First, I need to 

acknowledge and celebrate the individuality of the participants and the narratives. 

Obviously, my participants are unique and particular individuals, and by no means can 

(nor should) they be taken to represent the entire population of Japanese international 

school students. I do not intend to blend their three particular stories together into one 

either. Instead, I examine each of the stories using the common lens of the conceptual 

framework, and seek to discover what they can tell us about language and identity. I do 

believe that the narratives told by my participants—their particularities, as well as the 

commonalities among them—provide insights into the field of bilingualism and identity 

studies. However particular and specific these individual cases may be, there are 

implications and contributions that can be drawn from them (cf. Bassey, 1999; Stake, 

1995, 2005; Wolcott, 1994).  

 In this chapter, I first discuss globalization and its impact on the educational 

choices my participants’ parents made for their children. Second, I discuss the 

implications of Japanese students who have spent no significant time in another culture 

being educated in international schools. Third, I discuss my participants’ sense of 
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bilingual identity. Fourth and finally, I discuss the relation of language to identity for my 

participants. 

 

Globalization and Educational Choices 

 In discussing the impact of globalization, Pennycook (2007) mentioned that  

“Education is a good example of this, with students moving in increasing numbers to 

take up educational possibilities elsewhere…, resulting in changing practices in the new 

‘educational contact zones’, and new, appropriated knowledges travelling across borders” 

(p. 25). Influenced by the forces of globalization, my participants’ parents picked schools 

which allowed their children to experience the “new ‘educational contact zones’” that 

Pennycook mentioned. The choices that they made likewise had a strong impact on their 

children’s language and identity.  

 

 “Cultural Supermarket” 

 In The Postmodern Condition, Jean-François Lyotard (1984) described the current 

global situation:  

Eclecticism is the degree zero of contemporary general culture: One listens to 
reggae, watches a western, eats McDonald’s food for lunch and local cuisine 
for dinner, wears Paris perfume in Tokyo and “retro” clothes in Hong Kong; 
knowledge is a matter for TV games. (p. 76)  
 

 According to Lyotard (1984), urban cosmopolitans in the age of globalization are 

free to pick and choose their identities as long as they have the financial ability to do so. 

For this reason, some criticize the notion of hybridity, claiming it is elitist, and that it is 
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theorized by “those who can afford a cosmopolitan identity” (Friedman, 1997, p. 81; see 

also Bauman, 1998; Gee, 2001). However, cultural anthropologist Gordon Mathews 

(2000) has pointed out that although it may appear that people can freely pick and choose 

their identities just like fashioning themselves in different outfits, these processes 

actually by no means involve total freedom. 

 Mathews (2000) used the metaphor of the supermarket to point out that there is 

actually limited freedom involved in individuals choosing their identities. At first glance, 

the metaphor of the supermarket may suggest consumer freedom. Those who shop for 

identities from the “global cultural supermarket” (Mathews, 2000, p. 5) may believe that 

they have the freedom to choose exactly what they want, just like Lyotard’s (1984) urban 

cosmopolitan. However, as in any supermarket, there is a limited range of products, and 

the shelves are skewed towards the popular products: some products, i.e., identities, are 

readily available, but some are not. To extend the analogy, whereas an abundant supply 

of the popular products are in the middle of the shelves with flashing, attractive signs, 

others may be hidden in the bottom shelves covered with dust, or they may be placed on 

the top shelves where we cannot see or reach them. Not only are the shelves skewed, but 

the cultural supermarket “cannot be freely enjoyed, since one must necessarily 

experience it from within the bounds of one’s own given culture” (Mathews, 2000, p. 99). 

For example, Mathews (2000) mentioned that Japanese have more constraints in making 

choices as “Japan is ever under the threat from the foreign,” whereas, because of its 
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global power, “America simply swallows the foreign” (p. 120). Thus Mathews concluded 

that:  

Freedom of choice in the cultural supermarket is in large part an illusion: we 
are culturally and personally shaped in ways that very much shape how we 
ourselves attempt to shape our lives; we are careful performers within the 
strict limits of our very exacting social worlds; and the cultural supermarket 
itself is structured in accordance with the balance of political and economic 
power in the world, heavily conditioning the choices we make. (p. 174)  

 

 My participants’ parents had the necessary cultural and economic capital (Bourdieu, 

1977/1994, 1986) to select their children’s education from a range of options. However, 

the international schools, which were an increasingly popular “product,” were not readily 

available to them. This was particularly the case for Jun’s parents. Unlike Ayako and 

Kenji’s families, they did not have the prospect of moving abroad, and neither did their 

children have previous experience abroad. As Japanese nationals without any foreign 

heritage or experience abroad, their sons did not have the prerequisite for enrolling in 

international schools. In order to provide the best possible educational option (in their 

minds) for their sons, they had to put in all their efforts, not only to get them admitted, 

but also to keep them enrolled. In a recent online-magazine interview, Jun’s father, Hiroki, 

talked about sending his sons to the international school so that they could get the kind of 

English education that provided access in the global world. He followed by saying: “Of 

course, the parents [we] worked really hard for the tuition.”1  

                                                        
 1 The on-line magazine was a Japanese magazine, and the interview was in 
Japanese. See Appendix C for the original Japanese quote. I purposely refrain from 
providing the source of the magazine in order to protect Hiroki’s anonymity.  
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 My participants’ parents wanted their children in an international school because 

they saw English education as a benefit to their children. As Kanno (2008) pointed out, 

“Parents often make decisions about their children’s education based on their own 

educational experiences: Reflections on what opportunities they enjoyed and what they 

wish they had had inform their choices” (p. 175). It was through their background and 

experiences that both Kenji’s and Jun’s parents saw the value and the power of the 

English language (cf. Bourdieu, 1977). I suspect that Ayako’s parents did too, but I can 

only assume this since I did not have the opportunity to interview them. 

 Jun’s parents valued English as a tool for global communication, and Kenji’s 

parents viewed English proficiency as a means to be on an equal footing and to compete 

with people from all over the world. They saw the ability to speak English not only as a 

linguistic advantage but also as providing further opportunities: They saw it as linguistic 

capital (Bourdieu, 1991) and an economic commodity (Block & Cameron, 2002). Above 

all, they saw English as a necessity in the global world (cf. Kanno, 2008; Wakabayashi, 

1998, 2002). 

 Due to the choices their parents made, my participants experienced being bilingual 

and bicultural “from within the bounds of one’s own given culture” (Mathews, 2000, p. 

99). Their experiences will be discussed below.  
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Being Educated in International Schools 

Bilingual Identity in a Relatively Monolingual Society 

 Mathews (2000) mentioned that “cultural identity may also seem problematic to… 

those who are engaged in pursuits that somehow bring to consciousness the contradiction 

between home cultural identity and the cultural supermarket” (p. 24). Mathews provided 

examples such as a bebop pianist in Japan and a Tibetan Buddhist in the U.S. I believe 

his description may also fit my participants: Japanese international school students in 

Japan. It was challenging for these students to make sense of their bilingual identities as 

they were in a relatively monolingual society. 

 Kikokushijo (returnees), and third culture kids (TCKs) in general, often experience 

this challenge of coming to terms with their identities, which seemingly clash with the 

“home cultural identity” when they return to their “home culture” (Eakin, 1999; Kanno, 

1997, 2000, 2003b; Kano Podolsky, 2004; Pollock & Van Reken, 1999; Yashiro, 1995). 

However, I believe it is more likely for kikokushijo and TCKs to find some form of 

rational explanation for this situation as they were physically located in foreign countries. 

Whereas Japanese students living in Japan have plenty of educational options targeted at 

Japanese students, the long-established international schools were not one of the options. 

These schools were set up for children of foreign expatriates, and despite these schools 

being located in Japan, Japanese students are a minority within these schools (cf. Kanno, 

2008). Some of the administrators whom I interviewed also expressed the opinion that 
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(non-returnee) Japanese students should be educated in Japanese schools rather than 

international schools. 

  Being educated in international schools all their lives, my participants became 

bilinguals. They were also biculturals to the extent that the culture of the international 

schools was different from that of Japan. I believe that being bilingual/bicultural in a 

society that is perceived as largely monolingual and homogenous (Goodman, Peach, 

Takenaka, & White, 2003; Lie, 2001; Mannari & Befu, 1991; McCormack, 2001; M. G. 

Noguchi, 2001b) is different from being so in a multilingual/multiethnic society like the 

U.S. or England (cf. Block, 2006; Caldas, 2006; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004b). For 

example, in discussing Japanese culture and identity, Mannari and Befu (1991) 

mentioned that “the question of being Japanese excludes a middle ground. You either are 

or not. The identity of the Japanese resides in…a total identification as one race and one 

culture” (p. 34). Negotiating bilingual and bicultural identities becomes more challenging 

within a society where such ideologies persist.   

 By speaking English and attending international schools, my participants felt 

different from most other Japanese students who went to Japanese schools. In the 

interviews, they often compared themselves with Japanese students, referring to them as 

“normal Japanese people” (IA:1:29), “mainstream Japanese” (IJ:1:7), “complete 

Japanese” (IJ:1:18), “Nihonjin” (Japanese) (IK:1:21), or “Japanese-Japanese” (IK:1:5), 

and distinguished themselves from that population. For example, Kenji pointed out that it 

was not just that he felt different, but Japanese people treated him as being different and 
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special, particularly because he was bilingual, whereas in the U.S., he did not get special 

attention. He also reported that his grandfather would say “You’re gaijin (a foreigner).2 

You’re not Japanese” (IK:2:81) to him because of his general behavior, and because he 

would frequently code-switch. Jun also reported that he was bitterly reminded that he 

was different from his teammates when he was bullied as a member of a Japanese 

baseball team due to his bilinguality.  

 My participants were Japanese nationals who felt that they were different from 

other Japanese. Yet, although they had been completely educated in English, they did not 

quite feel “Western” either, as they had been living in Japan all their lives, and the “other 

culture” they had been exposed to was that of the international schools “where different 

cultures operate within the same environment” (Allan, 2002, p. 77). Despite not having 

the experience of living in a foreign country, they were “hidden immigrants” (Pollock & 

Van Reken, 1999, p. 53), or to use Kanno’s (2003b) terms, they were “walking 

contradiction[s] who looked Japanese but did not behave Japanese” (p. 18). This complex 

situation arose because of the contradiction between their “home cultural identity and the 

cultural supermarket” (Mathews, 2000, p. 24), as described in the next section.    

 

International Schools as Condensed Arenas of Globalization  

 The international schools attended by my participants can be viewed as condensed 

arenas of globalization. This is not just because of the national diversity in the student 

                                                        
 2 Gaijin is probably the most frequently used among the several terms referring to 
foreigners in Japan (Mannari & Befu, 1991).  
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population. In Chapter 2, I mentioned three points regarding globalization that I find 

important for my study: (a) shared linguistic code (Baker, 2001; Block & Cameron, 

2002; de Méjia, 2002), (b) Americanization (Featherstone, 1995; Kubota, 2002; P. Smith, 

2001), and (c) global-local contact (Appadurai, 1996; Featherstone, 1995; Hall 1992, 

McGrew, 1992). These three points all apply to the context of the international schools.  

 First, the schools have a shared linguistic code. As the literature, as well as my 

findings presented in Chapter 5 show, the students were educated entirely in English, and 

English ability was a must to function in the school (Baker, 2006; Carder, 2007; de Méjia, 

2002; Kanno, 2008; Sears, 1998). The English language was what brought all the 

students and faculty together.  

 Second, the schools still have the influence of Americanization (Carder, 2007a; T. 

Ochs, 1993). Although the administrators of the three schools mentioned that their 

schools are becoming less American, the schools still have a large population of North 

American faculty, and a large number of the students go on to U.S. colleges. Also, my 

three participants, as well as many other international school students and graduates, 

including myself, speak American English as opposed to British or other Englishes. 

Although they were living in Japan, the participants also said that they enjoyed and 

preferred American popular culture, such as music and fashion, more than the Japanese. 

Kenji, who had been to American summer camp, also mentioned that he found the “nori” 

(“vibes”) of the international school students to be closer to students in the U.S. as 

compared to those in Japan (IK:1:11).  
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 Third, globalization involves contact between the global forces and local cultures 

and conditions (Appadurai, 1996). Because my participants were placed in international 

schools (i.e., the global), they became more understanding of their own particularity 

within Japanese contexts (i.e., the local).  

 Being educated in English in an international school without leaving one’s own 

country is somewhat similar to the processes of globalization in the sense that global and 

local cultures are brought into contact. This contact brings about three possible complex 

results: (a) homogenization, where national identities erode; (b) reaffirmation of 

difference, where national (or local) identities are strengthened; and (c) hybridization, 

where national identities decline but new hybrid identities take their place (Hall, 1992; P. 

Smith, 2001).  

 I have seen all three results in terms of the identities of Japanese students in 

international schools. Allan (2002) also mentioned that there are variations among the 

cultural orientations of students. Some choose to isolate themselves, forming 

“mono-cultural enclaves” (p. 80), and others acculturate into the majority culture, which 

usually is the culture of the country that the school is located in. However, despite these 

cases, I initially assumed that hybridization was the most common result for Japanese 

international school students. My three participants’ cases suggested that my assumption 

was not entirely wrong. However, their cases also suggested that the results were not as 

clear cut or simple enough to be categorized using a single, three-part typology.  
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Participants’ Identities  

Coherence and Contradictions 

 As Polkinghorne (1988) described, narrative is a “kind of organizational scheme 

expressed in a story form” (p. 13). Seeking coherence and organization is the nature and 

scheme of narratives. Narratives allow for the narrators to create meaning in their lives 

(Bruner, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988, 1991).  

 Upon discussing the nature of narratives, Kanno (2003b) mentioned that “more 

coherence and connection are worked into the life told than the life lived” (p. 9). Kanno 

also stated that while we have multiple identities, “at the same time, we strive to maintain 

a sense of purpose and direction in our lives and to function as a whole person—with 

varying degrees of success” (p. 131). Similarly, Casanave (2002) mentioned that we have 

“a longing for an essence or a core as a way to reduce the anxiety that we all face in a 

world that is full of more complexities and options than we can ever control” (p. 265).  

 I agree with Kanno (2003b) and Casanave (2002) that our lives as actually lived are 

filled with complexities. I also agree that we tend to long for order and coherence. I 

further believe that such yearning suggests how complex our social lives actually are. 

That is, the more complex our lives are, the more order and coherence we long for.  

 My participants’ narratives involved both coherence and contradiction. For example, 

all three of my participants made comments that suggested that they did have a concrete 

sense of cultural identity, but those were most often followed by contradictory remarks. I 

understood that contradictions were inevitable, given that life, as well as one’s 
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perceptions of it, are in-flux and also fragmented, and because their linguistic and 

cultural situations were so complex. But when my participants noticed that what they had 

said was contradictory, they often hesitated or appeared to be troubled, and sometimes 

even apologized for their contradictory remarks. Perhaps one reason why they gave the 

impression of having concrete senses of identity was because of the nature of narratives. 

The participants, as well as those who were interviewed for supplementary interviews, 

seemed to want to tell their stories coherently. I believe that particularly for someone like 

Ayako, who had experienced many difficulties in life, there were serious reasons for 

telling her story coherently, so as to make sense of her complex and somewhat troubled 

life (cf. Casanave, 2002). 

 In the individual chapters devoted to my participants, I did my best to convey what 

my participants wanted to say. I attempted to preserve and honor their voices as much as 

I could. As a collaborator in mutual story telling, I felt that it was my duty to do so 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). In this chapter, I also draw attention to the contradictions 

and fragmentations in their stories, because I believe that they have as much, or perhaps 

more, to tell about the participants and their identities as the more seamless aspects of 

their narratives do.  

 

“Japanese Side” and “English Side” 

 There are different, conflicting values involved in one’s identity (Weeks, 1990). 

Weeks (1990) mentioned that difficulties arise when the beliefs, needs, and desires 
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individuals wish to express through their identities are in conflict, “not only between 

different communities but within individuals themselves” (p. 89). Anzaldúa (2007) also 

highlighted the conflict within individuals. Anzaldúa held what she regards as Western 

culture’s objective, dichotomous thinking, responsible for inner conflicts within hybrid 

individuals. According to Anzaldúa, because of this kind of thinking, hybrids, or mestizas, 

to use Anzaldúa’s term, were not allowed to be comfortable being “in between” or having 

multiple identities. They had to switch modes and be one or the other in order to adjust to 

their different “realities.”  

 This was the case with my participants too. Their sense of self seemed to change 

according to their immediate environment and who they were interacting with. My 

participants often felt that they were both Japanese and non-Japanese at the same time. 

Thus, Ayako and Jun referred to Japan as their “home,” but they also made contradictory 

comments suggesting that they did not really belong to this “home.” For example, Ayako 

said that Japan was her “home,” and that she had a “very Japanese personality” (IA:1:12). 

She also said that she preferred the “Japanese atmosphere” over the Western (IA:1:33). 

Likewise, Jun said “I’m Japanese, and my culture is strongly based on Japan…. It’s 

home” (IJ:1:19). However, they both also claimed that they often felt uncomfortable in 

Japanese contexts, and that they did not understand Japanese people outside of the 

international school community.   

 From one point of view, Ayako and Jun’s comments could simply be heard as 

contradictory remarks. However, the contradictory feelings that they expressed were at 
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least partially inevitable as they often felt that they had to switch modes to adjust to their 

immediate environment. They negotiated and reconstructed their identities so that they 

would suit the immediate interaction and situation (Canagarajah, 2007).   

 For Ayako and Jun, it appeared that speaking Japanese to their parents was one 

reason that they felt Japan was their “home.” Jun also mentioned the presence of his 

grandparents, whom he had lived with all his life, as a link to his fully “Japanese side.” 

But then Ayako and Jun’s education and social life within their schools were far from this 

“Japanese side.” They were most comfortable having both the “Japanese side” and the 

“English side” together as they did when they attended school. They were hybrids, and 

they had a hard time staying with only one “side.” Ayako felt extremely uncomfortable 

when she attended the Japanese art school. It was a challenge for her to be in an 

all-Japanese environment. Kenji’s episode of his failed romantic relationship with the 

monolingual British girl also suggests that having to stay with only the “English side” 

was a challenge for him.  

 My participants often used the word “side” to refer to their identities. Jun and Kenji 

used the expressions “Japanese side” and “English side” to refer to their two cultural 

identities. For example, Jun said that he had had a hard time in Chicago because his 

“Japanese side kinda didn’t work” (IJ:1:3). He also said that he did not feel as rootless 

because his “Japanese side is stronger, culturally” (IJ:1:25). Kenji said that he did not 
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identify himself as being solely Japanese, and that he wanted his “English side to be 

useful” (IK:1:6).3  

 The expression “English side” maybe misleading, since unlike “Japanese side,” it 

does not point to a nation; and although language was a strong marker of their identity, 

this “side” was not purely linguistic. When they said “English side,” they appeared to 

refer to aspects of their identities that resulted from being in an international environment, 

i.e., basically whatever that did not fit into their “Japanese side.” This added more 

complexity to my participants’ bicultural identities as their “English side” did not refer to 

one separate, clearly distinguishable nation, culture, or identity (cf. MacPherson, 2005), 

and was itself a hybrid construction.   

 I believe that my participants chose to use the expressions “side,” over identity, as 

identity was an abstract and non-intuitive concept for them. Even when I asked questions 

using the term identity, they often responded by using “Japanese side” and “English 

side.” 

 Perhaps it was easier for Jun and Kenji to discuss their identities and cultures by 

placing dichotomous labels onto their identities and cultures. Rather than understanding 

their highly complex identities, to present them as dichotomies enabled them to talk 

about their identities more simply in ways that they could comprehend. For example, Jun 

used different ratios to refer to the two sources (cultures) that constitute the identity of 

                                                        
 3 I understand that these two “sides” can be regarded as an alternative and new way 
of conceptualizing the additive/subtractive bilingual model in the traditional view of 
bilingualism (Baker, 2006; Genesee et al., 2004).  
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international school students: “You’re 70-30 or a 50-50 or you’re 60-40 and that makes a 

hundred percent of YOU” (IJ:1:24).   

 As Hall (1990, 1996) suggested, identities are ways that people position themselves 

under the conscious or unconscious influences of how they are positioned or subjected. 

The ways in which they are positioned are often understood in relation to what they are 

not, such as not American and not a native speaker, for example. My participants, on the 

other hand, understood their two different “sides” in relation to each other. This was a 

two-fold relationship. First, they mentioned having two (often conflicting) “sides” within 

them (cf. Anzaldúa, 2007). Second, they also understood their particular “side” through 

comparing themselves with others outside of the international school community, i.e., 

(usually monolingual and monocultural) Japanese and Americans (and other English 

speakers) whom they encountered.  

 

Members of a “Small Culture” 

 For my three participants, the international school was a “small culture” (Holliday, 

1999). “Small culture” refers to a cohesive social grouping, beyond such aspects as 

prescribed notions of ethnicity and nationality, that “constitute[s] a seamless mélange 

which stretches across national boundaries” (Holliday, 1999, p. 240). As an example of a 

small culture, Holliday (1999) gave organizations such as multinational businesses and 

classrooms where people from different national groups come together and form a 
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“culture.” The international school community was this kind of environment for the 

participants.  

 The international school community was where all three participants claimed to feel 

most comfortable. They identified themselves as members of the international school 

community. Others whom I interviewed from international schools (Kenji and Jun’s 

friend, Laurie; Jun’s brother, Joe; and Ayako’s sister, Yumi) also mentioned that they felt 

most comfortable with those from the international school community. The members of 

the community were almost all hybrids like them who identified with diversity. Like the 

TCKs, they related to those who had similar experiences more than with those who 

shared attributes with them such as race and nationality (Bowman, 2001; Eakin, 1999; 

Pollock & Van Reken, 1999). They mentioned that it was easier to get to know others 

from the international school community, even if they came from different schools. 

Ayako said that there was a special and exclusive connection between international 

school students. The connection did not develop just because they were bilingual, 

although English and Japanese competence and code-switching was certainly a solidarity 

marker (Kanno, 2008; Kite, 2001; Zentella, 1997). All three participants (as well as 

Laurie, Joe, and Yumi) said that what was most important was that international school 

students shared a common “nori” (“vibe”), which made it easier for them to get to know 

and get along well with each other. For example, Kenji mentioned that he felt distant 

from a Japanese friend because their “nori” was different. Likewise, Jun said that aside 

from language, the difference in “nori” was an obstacle when he interacted with Japanese 
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people. Ayako said “nori ga chigau (the “vibes” are different)” (IA:2:39) when she tried 

to describe the difference between the international group and Japanese group in her 

university. 

 Although it may appear that the members of the international school culture are 

diverse in such aspects as race and nationality, they may actually in other respects be a 

fairly homogenous group. As one administrator mentioned, the students are fairly unified 

in terms of social class and intellectual abilities. Something Jun mentioned also 

suggested that the international school was actually a small society: He first said that 

being able to speak two languages gave him the opportunity to interact with more people. 

However, he then said that he could only get “very tight” with other students from 

international schools. He followed by saying “Your inner circle where you believe that is 

your HOME is smaller” (IJ:1:18) than what it may seem, because the international school 

community was a small community with a limited number of members.  

 My participants felt that their identities were not contested while they were inside 

their “small culture” (Holliday, 1999). It was a safe house (Pratt, 1991, p. 40; see also 

Canagarajah, 1997; MacPherson, 2005) for them. Once they were outside of this 

environment, they felt that they had to juggle their identities, and they were not always 

successful. However, it was these experiences that brought their identities to 

consciousness. As Bauman (1996) and Bhabha (1994) mentioned, identity involves 

location and relationship with others. It is when one feels dislocated that identity 

becomes more salient (Bauman, 1996).  
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“Situational Identity”  

  The juggling of identities that my participants felt that they had to do is in line with 

what Mathews (2000) referred to as situational identity, in which people’s “senses of 

cultural identity shifted in different contexts” (p. 135). Mathews provided an example of 

situational identity through the voice of a Hongkongese social worker: “When you talk 

about food, then of course I’m Chinese. But when you talk about communism, then I feel 

that I am Hongkongese, not Chinese” (p. 135).  

 In my participants’ cases, Ayako and Jun felt more Japanese inside the international 

school community, but felt different from other Japanese once they were outside of this 

community. Ayako said that she came to the realization that she got along better with the 

Japanese, referring to her friends in Williams International School. However, that was 

within the international school. She was highly critical of the Japanese outside of the 

international school community such as students whom she met at art school and at 

university. She found them to be immature, and claimed that she did not get along with 

them.  

 Jun also felt more Japanese within his group of friends in MLC International School. 

He considered himself to be more knowledgeable about Japan and more proficient in 

Japanese than his peers. For this reason, he claimed that in this setting, his cultural 

identity as a Japanese was stronger. However, once outside of the school, he felt that he 

was not as Japanese. Despite his confidence in his Japanese language abilities, and his 
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claimed stronger “Japanese side,” he felt different from Japanese school students, and he 

was uncomfortable when he was in a context where he could not speak English. 

 In fact because their international school environment involved diversity in terms of 

ethnicity and nationality, it seemed to highlight my participants’ Japanese identities. As in 

the reaffirmation of difference brought forth by globalization (Hall, 1992; P. Smith, 2001), 

they may have noticed aspects of themselves that they probably would not have 

recognized if they had been in a more culturally and linguistically homogenous 

environment. They understood how they were positioned in relation to what they were 

not, such as not (entirely) Japanese and not “Western.” Despite feeling more Japanese 

within the schools, once outside of the schools, they felt different from other Japanese 

people, and they were often reminded by others of this difference.  

 Kenji was somewhat different from Ayako and Jun in the sense that he felt less 

dislocated being an international school student even outside of the international school 

environment. It appeared that Kenji felt that he did not have to juggle his identities as 

much as Ayako and Jun did. One strong reason was his parents, who did not want Kenji 

to be tied to the norms and values of one country. Reflective of this approach, his parents 

provided a more international environment for Kenji. Kenji’s activities outside of school 

were all in the international/foreign community within Japan, or in the U.S. during 

vacations. By his parents providing such a setting for him, he may have experienced 

fewer conflicting values (Weeks, 1990) between what went on in school and outside of 

school.  
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 Having English speaking parents, and being able to speak English to them at home 

made a difference, too: speaking English was not as special within Kenji’s family. 

Although Ayako and Jun mixed languages with their siblings, Ayako lived with only her 

mother and her half-sister who did not speak English. While Jun mixed languages with 

his brother, Joe, but with the other four people whom he lived with (i.e., his parents and 

grandparents), he only spoke Japanese. Kenji’s shift between home and school 

environment thus appeared to be a smoother one compared to Ayako and Jun.  

 Kenji also seemed to enjoy being different and, and being regarded as different, 

whereas that bothered Ayako and Jun. Kenji knew his situation involved different sides 

and values, but he seemed to enjoy having that difference within him. He said that he 

liked being the only Asian in a group of Americans, and he longed to be with 

non-Japanese speakers in college.  

 Kenji also mentioned that he wanted to nurture his “English side” and improve his 

English abilities as well. I infer that Kenji was adamant about nurturing his “English 

side” because he depended on his identity as an English speaker and as an international 

school student for his self-worth (Kanno, 2003b). Like Kanno’s (2003b) kikokushijo 

participant who depended on her kikokushijo identity, the English speaker and 

international school student labels were especially important for Kenji. He could not 

articulate why they were so important to him, and kept saying “I don’t know but…” (e.g., 

IK:1:11, IK:2:64) when he tried to explain. However, he said that he did not want to just 

refer to himself as being Japanese. He said that he wanted to be proud of himself as an 
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English speaker, and that he wanted to include the English aspect into how he identified 

himself. Hence, he said, “Doukashite English wo iretai ([I want to] somehow include 

English)” (IK:1:5) in his profile.   

 Whereas the other two participants, particularly Ayako, seemed to long for a solid, 

uncontested identity, Kenji did not seem to mind differences. He had the qualities or the 

flexibility to adapt and adjust to differences and changes. It was as if he (although 

perhaps not consciously) accepted that identities are “never singular but multiply 

constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic discourses, practices and 

positions” (Hall, 1996, p. 4).  

 

Towards the Future 

 Hall (1990) mentioned that “cultural identity… is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as 

of ‘being’. It belongs to the future as much as to the past” (p. 225). In later work, Hall 

(1996) elaborated on this point:  

Identities are about questions of using the resources of history, language and 
culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or 
‘where we came from’, so much as what we might become, how we have been 
represented and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves. (p. 4)  
 

 Jun and Kenji had various perspectives on their future. At the time of the second 

interview, both Jun and Kenji knew where they were going for college. Both of them 

were taking a big step towards achieving their future goals through university education 

and being exposed to a foreign environment. By being able to visualize their futures, Jun 

and Kenji were able to make more sense of their identities (cf. Kanno, 2008).  
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 Perhaps Jun and Kenji were able to visualize their futures because they were 

walking on the paths that their parents had set for them. As can be seen from their 

narratives, Jun and Kenji were heavily influenced by their parents. Kenji admitted this 

straightforwardly, saying, “Parents’ influences, I think, is really big” (IK:1:18), and he 

expressed his desire to be the “world-wide person” (IK:1:11) his father wanted him to 

become. Jun’s father, Hiroki, mentioned that he had never pushed his sons to pursue a 

career in music, but in fact he had provided everything needed for Jun to follow a similar 

path such as making him take piano lessons, sending him to a music camp in New York, 

and providing him with opportunities to perform on stage with an experienced, highly 

professional band.  

 It can be said that both Jun and Kenji were highly privileged individuals playing out 

the habituses (Bourdieu, 1972/1977, 1977/1994) of their families and their social 

positions. Bourdieu (1972/1977) defined habitus as “systems of durable, transposable 

dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, 

as principles of the generation and structuring of practices” (p. 72). In other words, 

habitus is a predisposition, or ways of functioning in the world, handed down from one’s 

parents and social milieu. P. Smith (2001) explained it as the following: 

Habitus… is something that allows us to react efficiently in all aspects of our 
life… It is a set of resources and dispositions that we carry round with us, in 
our minds and bodies, which we can apply in diverse social settings. (p. 136)  
 

 Bourdieu (1972/1977) mentioned that family and the school play a crucial role in 

allocating the habitus. With their parents putting in all the cultural and economic capital 
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(Bourdieu, 1977/1994, 1986) they could for their son’s future, Jun and Kenji had the 

privilege to freely play out their habituses.   

 The situation was somewhat different for Ayako. Because of her family situation, 

she had lost some of the economic capital that she had once enjoyed freely and had taken 

for granted as a child. She was less sure of how to play out the habitus that she had, or, to 

use another concept from Bourdieu (1986), she had less symbolic capital to expend. This 

could have played a part in Ayako’s insecurities.  

 Ayako claimed that she was quite insecure throughout the interviews. Not being 

able to visualize her future could have added to such a feeling. Also, Ayako made a 

number of comments suggesting the influence of the Japanese discourse of hansei, or 

self-reflection, which is particularly prominent in women (Kondo, 1990; Spielvogel, 

2003). Hansei is considered a process by which one develops and improves oneself. 

However, as Spielvogel (2003) described, hansei is also a means of self-imposed control: 

“Hansei, or reflections, serves as a means of social control through the imposition of 

self-critique and is common to many institutions in both Japan and China” (p. 109). 

Ayako was highly self-critical, and she mentioned that she made constant efforts to 

improve herself.  

 This was also reflected in how Ayako viewed her language abilities. She 

considered herself deficient in both English and Japanese, and said that if she was going 

to work in the U.S., she wanted to go there immediately and improve her English, and if 

she were to work in Japan, she should spend more time with Japanese people so as to 
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improve her Japanese. She also wished that she had attended a Japanese school so that 

she could have become an expert in one language, rather than being deficient in two. 

 Unlike Ayako, Jun and Kenji did not feel that they had to choose one language over 

the other. Their prospective futures as a musician and “world-wide person” (IK:1:11) 

involved being bilingual. They used “the resources of history, language, and culture in 

the process of becoming” (Hall, 1996, p. 4), and foresaw and identified them with their 

future selves. Having images of the future allowed Jun and Kenji to be more comfortable 

with their identities as on-going “production” (Hall, 1990, p. 222), always in process.    

 

Language and Identity 

 Anzaldúa (2007) mentioned that “Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic 

identity—I am my language. Until I can take pride in my language, I cannot take pride in 

myself” (p. 81). Her claim is in line with those made by the interactional sociolinguists 

(e.g., Gumperz, 1982; Heller, 1983, 1988) in that “social identity and ethnicity are in 

large part established and maintained through language” (Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 

1982, p. 7). Although I do not think that language is the sole marker of one’s identity, my 

participants appeared to view their identities substantially in relation to their languages.  

 

Identification with Both Languages 

 Studies of language and identity and second language acquisition seem to assume 

an over-generalized dichotomous view that one belongs to a certain dominant culture and 
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has a clearly identifiable first language. Even in studies focused on highly advanced 

bilinguals, there is generally the first and dominant language, which is then compared to 

the second language (e.g., Belz, 2002a, 2002b; V. Cook, 1999, 2002). However, such 

language hierarchies do not apply to childhood bilinguals who have been exposed to two 

(or more languages) from birth or at a very young age (Davies, 2003; Koven, 1998; 

Valdés, 2005). Childhood bilinguals function within two or more languages and cultural 

norms (Canagarajah, 2007; Koven, 1998).  

 My participants were childhood bilinguals. Although the exact time at which they 

were first exposed to English varied, all three were speaking English by the time they 

were in kindergarten. Given such a background, all three participants found both English 

and Japanese to constitute important parts of who they were.  

 Kanno (2008) mentioned that the social language of Japanese students from the 

international school that she studied shifted from English, to bilingual, and then 

completely to Japanese by the time that they were in junior high school, and they had to 

be reminded by their teachers to speak English. My participants and the administrators 

mentioned that students formed peer groups according to linguistic orientation (cf. Willis, 

1992). However, my participants used both languages at school as well as in their social 

lives, and their preference in language was in no sense absolute. In fact, Ayako changed 

groups from English-oriented to Japanese-oriented during her high school years. The 

orientations within the groups were not clear-cut either. For example, Jun and Kenji’s 

group members were all Japanese-English bilinguals. However, there were varying 
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linguistic orientations within the group. Hence, Kenji mentioned that he liked to be with 

those who were more English-oriented within his group. My participants code-switched 

frequently in and out of school, and although they had varying orientations, they did not 

resist speaking English or Japanese. They strongly identified themselves with both 

languages.  

 As Block (2003) pointed out, the field of second language acquisition has “built-in 

assumptions about monolingualism and separable L1 and L2 competences” (p. 44; see 

also Firth & Wagner, 1997). However, these assumptions did not apply to my 

participants. There is plentiful evidence in Chapters 6 through 8 showing that 

monolingual norms and language hierarchies are oversimplified assumptions (Block, 

2003; V. Cook, 1992, 2002; Grosjean, 1985; Valdés, 2005), at least for these students. 

For example, it was difficult for them to apply concepts such as first language and native 

speaker to themselves because these concepts did not reflect their rich multilingual 

experience, as explained further below. 

 

First Language 

 In discussing many multilingual communities, Canagarajah (2007) mentioned that: 

People develop simultaneous multilingualism, making it difficult to say which 
language comes first…. Language identity is relative to the communities and 
languages one considers salient in different contexts. Therefore, the label [of 
first language] is applied in a shifting and inconsistent manner. (p. 931) 
 

 This was the case for my three participants. All of them responded fairly 

ambiguously, to a greater or lesser degree, when I asked them what their first language 
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was, or whether they considered themselves native speakers of Japanese or English. It 

was challenging for them to identify with one language, or to put the two languages in a 

hierarchy. In retrospect, perhaps these questions were not exactly fair to ask my young 

participants because these terms have technical meanings in applied linguistics/second 

language studies. However, it was my intention then to find out what they meant when 

they themselves used the terms “first language” and “native speaker,” because they are 

not only technical terms. 

 Among the three, Jun was the only one who claimed that he was stronger in one 

language—Japanese, his claimed first language. He was confident in his Japanese ability, 

and he identified closely with Japan. As mentioned in Chapter 7, he said, “I’m Japanese 

and my culture is strongly based on Japan” (IJ:1:19). He thought that such a strong 

cultural basis contributed to his language proficiency. However, at the same time, he 

admitted a lack of confidence in Japanese as well as English, and sensed that he was 

somewhat deficient when it involved communication with monolinguals.  

 For his part, Kenji said that he was not exactly sure which language was his 

stronger language. He said that when he had to write what his first language was on 

forms, he ended up writing that it was Japanese because he was Japanese by blood and 

passport. His choice was influence by preconceived notions: if you were a Japanese 

national, then your first language was Japanese (cf. Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 2001).   

 Kenji mentioned that proportionally, he tended to use more Japanese than English. 

He also said that he would choose Japanese over English if he had to interact in only one 
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language. However, his orientation, or the language that he closely identified with, was 

English. Despite his more frequent use of Japanese, he valued his identity as an English 

speaker first and foremost.  

 Ayako was even more ambiguous than Kenji in her views toward her languages. 

Her opinion as to what her first language was changed from Japanese to English during 

the interviews. She had the strongest orientation towards English in the sense that she 

reported that she made an effort to stick to English, and she had a reputation among her 

friends and family as an English speaker. Even when she changed groups in high school 

from English-oriented to Japanese-oriented, she still spoke more English. She also 

considered herself to be better in English than in Japanese, and her sister also told me 

that she found English to be Ayako’s stronger language.  

 The main reason why it was challenging for my participants to choose one language 

as their first language was that they were “in between” languages and cultures. They 

identified themselves with both languages and cultures, and their identity and language 

use were reflective of this. The fact that they frequently code-switched and found 

Japanese-English code-switching to be the “language” that they were most comfortable 

speaking suggested their “in betweenness,” or hybridity (Bhabha, 1994, 1996; Hoeller, 

1999; Papastergiadis, 1997; Rutherford, 1990).  
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Code-Switching 

 The code-switching that the participants used was an innovative, non-standard, 

hybrid language that reflected the hybrid situation of hybrid individuals. It was an 

important marker of their bilingual/bicultural identity (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2007; 

Zentella, 1997) and a social language of their social group. The type of code-switching 

that the students used was very particular to those from the international school 

community. No other Japanese-English bilinguals were able to code-switch the way that 

they did. Theirs was a “language which they can connect their identity to, one capable of 

communicating the realities and values true to themselves” (Anzaldúa, 2007, p. 77).  

 Although code-switching was previously regarded as a compensatory strategy for 

lack of linguistic competence, a more recent, alternative view holds that it is a sign of 

highly skilled language use (Baker, 2006; Cook, 1999) and an identity marker (Gumperz, 

1964; Heller, 1988). Laurie described the code-switching international school students 

used in the following way: “I think this is a very unique language. This mixing. [Other] 

People can’t do it… But for us, we don’t even have to think about where to plot what 

[word]. It just comes out” (SIK:1:103).  

 Kite (2001) found that Japanese-English code-switching was an unmarked language 

choice for bilingual high school students in international schools in Japan, and that it was 

used to “index their membership in their unique speech community” (p. 325). Similarly, 

Kanno (2008) mentioned that the international school students that she studied 

sometimes used code-switching to compensate for their lack of vocabulary, but it was 
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used more often “in expression of their complex identities” (p. 101). My participants 

used code-switching not only as a compensatory strategy and means to index their group 

membership, I believe that it was also a means for them to create their identity. They 

were not just victims or cultural dopes who fell between the cracks of received categories. 

They were actively creating their language, culture, and identity, and code-switching was 

one important means of engaging in this activity.   

 

 “Native Speaker” 

 Although the construct of the native speaker has been problematized within the field 

of applied linguistics (e.g., Davies, 1991, 2003; Liu, 1999; Medgyes, 1992, Paikeday, 

1985a, 1985b), “nativeness in language continues to exert a powerful impact on society” 

(Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 2001, p. 99). Gates (in Paikeday, 1985b) pointed out that the 

notion of the native speaker is limiting because although there is actually a continuum 

between native and nonnative speakers, English speakers are assigned to either one 

category or the other.   

 The “either-or” category was troublesome for my participants. They positioned 

themselves as deficient because of the ways that they were (whether consciously or 

unconsciously) positioned by others, and/or society. They were positioned to be judged 

vis-à-vis native English speakers because they had been completely educated in English, 

and because they sounded like Americans; and they were positioned to be as good in 

Japanese as any monolingual Japanese speaker because they were Japanese nationals 



 

 277 

who had grown up in Japan, and looked Japanese. Whether English or Japanese, however, 

being “native” was a social construct based on cultural assumptions such as appearance 

and nationality (Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 2001; Golombek & Jordan, 2005; 

Simon-Maeda, 2004).   

 One reason why Ayako, and also Jun and Kenji to a lesser degree, considered 

themselves deficient in their languages was that they constantly compared themselves to 

(educated) native speaker norms. As Grosjean (1989) and others (e.g., V. Cook, 1992, 

2002; Koven, 1998; Valdés, 2005) have noted, the fact that bilinguals’ language abilities 

are compared to (educated) monolinguals’ results in bilinguals perceiving themselves as 

deficient in their languages. All three participants said that their English was not good 

enough because they were not as good as native English speakers who were born and 

raised in Anglophone countries.  

 Others whom I interviewed also used the native speaker as the basis of their 

judgment. For example, Ayako’s sister, Yumi, said that compared to an American brought 

up in the U.S., Ayako’s English was not as good. However, she said that within the 

international school, she would be considered on the “good side” (SIA:1:85). Similarly, 

Laurie mentioned that Kenji lacked vocabulary compared to native English speakers, but 

she followed that up by saying, “It’s not like his English level is low” (SIK:1:98). Jun’s 

brother, Joe, said that he thought that his and Jun’s English proficiency was high. 

However, he said that their English and the English of Americans born and raised in the 

U.S., or “true natives” (SIJ:2:128) to use Joe’s term, were different. Joe explained that 
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one of the differences was in their relative understandings of culture. He said “You have 

to understand that culture fully in order to understand a language” (SIJ:2:128). 

 As Joe suggested, it was not only linguistic aspects, but cultural aspects such as 

sense of humor that made himself and Jun feel that their English was inadequate, despite 

their high proficiency. Jun said that his “basis of culture” was Japan, and because of that, 

he did not know certain things that Americans living in the U.S. knew. He laughingly 

added, “I think having cable TV is different. It is a big factor” (IJ:1:17). By this he meant 

that he thought that watching American television programs would give him some of the 

cultural knowledge that he felt he lacked. Similarly, Ayako mentioned that she felt her 

English was not good enough because she had a hard time getting American jokes.  

 Although English was the dominant language within the international schools that 

my participants attended, and the school culture was still predominantly Anglo-American 

(Allan, 2002; Carder 2007a, 2007b; T. Ochs, 1993), as Allan (2002) mentioned, the 

schools were also “cultural borderlands” (p. 77) where many different cultures operated 

at the level of students. My participants did not necessarily have exposure to American 

culture, like those in American schools or those returning from the U.S. But as 

(American) English speakers, others had default expectations for them to have an 

understanding of “American culture.” And when they did not, they were often regarded 

by others as well as by themselves, as deficient English speakers. As Brutt-Griffler and 

Samimy (2001) mentioned, “at the root of the social identification of international 

speakers of English as ‘native’ or ‘nonnative speakers’ lie cultural assumptions” (p. 102).   
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Chuutohanpa 

 The sense of being “in between” is hard to capture in monolithic, conventional 

notions (cf. Anzaldúa, 2007; Rosaldo, 1993), and this causes those with hybrid identities 

to feel uncomfortable with their state. Bilinguals, as one subtype of hybrid, have often 

been pressured to regard themselves as failed natives and problematic (Brutt-Griffler & 

Samimy, 2001; V. Cook, 1992, 2007), because of the monolingual bias that assumes a 

single, neat, one-to-one correspondence between language and culture (Block, 2003; 

Grosjean, 1982, 1989; Koven, 1998; Pavlenko, 2005; Valdés, 2005). This was also the 

case for my participants. They felt that they were chuutohanpa: “a state of being caught 

between two things and being unable to be one or the other properly or fully” (Kanno, 

2003b, p. 31).  

 The problem that Ayako had was that she felt that she was not strong enough in 

either English or Japanese. She felt insecure because of this, and wished that she had 

gone to a Japanese school so that she would be an expert in just one language. Both Jun 

and Kenji suggested that they also felt this way at times, but Ayako seemed to take the 

issue more seriously. She did not consider herself to be a native speaker of either 

Japanese or English. As she expressed it, she felt that she was chuutohanpa, and she 

struggled with this feeling of uncertainty. She wanted to improve one of her languages, 

but did not know which direction to go because she was not sure what she wanted to do 

in the future as a career.  



 

 280 

 One administrator that I interviewed mentioned that there were students in the 

international school who fell into this chuutohanpa category. However, according to him, 

most were able to overcome this negative state:  

There are some who fall in that [chuutohanpa] category. Generally speaking, 
they will make a commitment after high school to go one way or the other, 
and I have seen success stories in both areas: whether they continue on in 
English—in overseas usually—or immerse themselves in Japanese business or 
even in school systems fairly well. 
 

 Because Ayako went to Sophia University, which was very much like an extension 

of the international school in terms of languages and culture, she felt that she was in 

more or less the same state with her languages as she was when she was in high school. 

She did not get the immersion in one language that those who went abroad to university 

did. This, together with her not knowing which direction she wanted to go in the future, 

made her feel less certain about her identity. 

 Ayako also felt chuutohanpa because she could not understand her own identity in a 

coherent manner. Ayako spoke more English than Japanese, and she claimed that English 

was her stronger language. However, she also found herself having a fairly strong 

Japanese national identity, and she viewed herself as having a “Japanese personality” 

(IA:1:12). This violated the cultural assumptions of nativeness (Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 

2001) that she had, causing confusion within her.  

 Both Kenji and Jun mentioned that they felt that they were chuutohanpa as well, 

but the issue did not seem as pressing for them as for Ayako. Jun mentioned at one point 

that his situation was also iitokodori (getting the best of both worlds) (IJ:1:24). Some 
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others whom I interviewed regarded their linguistic situation in a more positive light. For 

example, Laurie said: 

We might be little bit chuutohanpa (half-way) in both languages, yet still we 
have such strengths in both, so doushitemo chuutohanpa towa mienain dayone 
(I just can’t see it as half-way). Datte yappari (Because, after all) 
[international school] people seem to climb up the company ladders quicker. 
Their skills are used much more. (SIK:1:110) 
 

 Jun’s brother, Joe, mentioned that it all depended on how one viewed the situation. 

After discussing having conflicting identities, Joe said that he had known others who had 

gone through identity crises. However, Joe celebrated having two languages and multiple 

identities as his strengths: “So if you use that as an advantage, or think of it as a crisis, I 

would say I’ve got like nitouryuu mitaina (a sword in each hand)” (SIJ:2:145). 

 Joe and Laurie’s views are in line with Kramsch (1997), who asserted that 

bilinguals who have multiple possibilities for self expression in a language, as well as 

possibilities for constructing various linguistic and cultural identities, are the truly 

privileged (cf. V. Cook, 1992; Pavlenko, 2005).   

 I believe that one of the many reasons that Jun and Kenji were more optimistic 

about their language was that they had had positive experiences in all-English 

environments as adolescents. Although their experiences were short, they understood that 

they were capable of adapting and functioning in such environments. Perhaps Ayako felt 

more insecure in terms of both language and identity because she had not stepped beyond 

the international school community after her elementary school years.  

 In a way, Ayako was exposed to more diversity through her bilingual higher 

education, and she had vast choices for her future career. However, such diversity and 
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freedom of choice, which are characteristics of the globalized world, may also cause 

additional ambivalence and uncertainty. Thus, Bhabha (1996) mentioned that with 

globalization, “we have entered an anxious age of identity” (p. 59), where one’s identities 

are regarded as multiple and in-flux, and certainly as complex, not simple.  

 Whether Ayako will overcome her insecurity after moving into one dominant 

linguistic and cultural environment remains to be seen. How Jun and Kenji come to 

perceive their identities and languages may change too as they move on in their lives. 

Identities are complex and heterogeneous, and also continuously in-flux. They are 

endless productions influenced by our conflicting beliefs, needs, desires, and the ways in 

which we are positioned by others (Hall, 1990, 1996). The stories of my participants 

inform us of the complexity and multiplicity of their situations, and how such situations 

are impossible to capture and understand in monolithic categories such as “Japanese” and 

“native speaker.”  

 It appeared that knowing and accepting the multiplicity and complexity of their 

situations enabled my participants to be more comfortable with their hybrid identities and 

languages. The more they understood that their identities were heterogeneous and in-flux, 

the more they were able to be comfortable with themselves, and accept themselves the 

way they were. It was when they felt that they had be either-or, or choose one over 

another, that they felt more anxious and deficient.  

 In this chapter, I have woven my conceptual framework together with the narratives 

of my three participants. Although I have found commonalities between my participants, 

their stories, as well as their identities, remain particular and individual. However, there 
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are implications to be extracted from their stories for the field of bilingualism and studies 

of language and identity. I discuss these implications and conclude this study in the next 

and final chapter.  
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CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSIONS: FROM THEIR STORIES TO THE FIELD 

 

 In this study, I have described Japanese international school students’ bilingual and 

bicultural identities. Through focusing on three individuals, I have examined what it is 

like to grow up in an international school setting within one’s own country, and how such 

experiences influence one’s sense of self and language. 

 In this chapter, I first summarize the findings of this study. Second, I describe the 

potential implications of this study for researchers as well as educators and 

administrators. Third, I present the challenges in conducting a narrative study with young 

people. Fourth, I provide suggestions for future research. Fifth, I offer a final remark on 

cultural identity. Sixth and finally, I close by providing a brief updated description of my 

three participants as they are currently living their rich multilingual, multicultural, and 

multidimensional lives.  

 

Summary of Findings 

Being Educated in International Schools 

 My participants were comfortable within their international schools. Because the 

international school environment involved diversity in terms of languages and cultures, 

their identities were not contested, and their hybrid selves were nurtured. As with third 

culture kids (TCKs), they related to and identified themselves with those with similar 
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experiences (Bowman, 2001; Eakin, 1999; Pollock & Van Reken, 1999). They were able 

to use Japanese, English, and Japanese-English code-switching more or less freely in the 

school situation, at least beyond the classroom. They did not feel deficient as “in 

between” hybrids within the international school community—it was a safe and nurturing 

environment for them. Within this environment, the students created new social practices, 

such as the particular style of code-switching that they used, as well as mannerisms and 

“vibes” that would fit their context and distinguish themselves from others. 

 However, this safe house (Pratt, 1991, p. 40) was not a permanent or 

all-encompassing environment for the participants. Once they were outside the walls of 

the international school and had parted with their peers, their immediate environment 

was largely Japanese. They would also eventually graduate from their international 

schools and be obliged to live outside this safe environment. Once outside, they realized 

the complexities within themselves, and they had to learn to negotiate their identities and 

self definitions, as identity involves location and relationships with others (Bauman, 

1996; Bhabha, 1994; Papastergiadis, 1997). They had to form and reform their identities 

accordingly (Hall, 1992, 1996), and this was not a simple task.  

 

Bilingual/Bicultural Identities 

 As Hall (1990, 1996) suggested, identity is not only a matter of being, but also of 

becoming. When my participants were able to visualize their future as bilingual and 

bicultural individuals, their identities were not as contested. They felt that their hybridity 
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was not primarily an obstacle but more of an advantage. It was when they had to make 

either-or choices, for example between their languages and their identities, that they felt 

troubled or deficient.  

 Hall (1990) mentioned that identities are determined by the ways that we are 

positioned by the forces of society and the ways that we position ourselves, whether 

consciously or unconsciously. My participants’ views toward their identities were 

strongly influenced by such positioning. Their positioning, emanating from others as well 

as themselves, was heavily influenced by fixed, monolithic categories (cf. Anzaldúa, 

2007; Rosaldo, 1993) such as “Japanese” and “native speaker.” In describing and 

defining their identities and languages, my participants depended on such categories. 

However, their actual identities and linguistic situations did not necessarily match these 

categories, and that challenged them to understand them better and talk about them. 

Moreover, these categories made them unsure of their identities, which sometimes caused 

them to feel deficient. For example, they were Japanese and not Japanese at the same 

time. They were not sure which language was their first language. They were hybrids: 

they were “in between.”  

 From one perspective, hybrid identity can be regarded as coherent. Hybridity is a 

process of weaving together loose threads. Figuratively, it is the third space (Bhabha, 

1994; Rutherford, 1990) or borderland (Anzaldúa, 2007; Rosaldo, 1993), where different 

cultures and self-definitions come together. From another perspective, all identities are 

hybrid identities, as identities and cultures are not pure or discrete (Bhabha, 1994; 
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Hoeller, 1999). However, societal ideologies and discourses tend to suppress such 

perspectives, in part so that people may be more easily categorized and controlled (e.g., 

Foucault, 1972; Gutting, 1989; Pennycook, 1994; Rosaldo, 1993). Due to such influences, 

my participants, especially Ayako, often felt that they had to have one single sense of self, 

and that was why they struggled to understand and accept their complex identities.  

 Through their narratives, my participants have indicated how much these categories 

were imposed upon them, and how they affected their understanding and perception of 

their identities. 

 

Implications 

Implications for Researchers  

Impact of Preconceived Notions 

 As I close, I conclude that if there is a lesson to be learned from this study, it is that 

one’s identities are influenced by preconceived, socially constructed notions that are 

imposed upon us (cf. Anzaldúa, 2007; Rosaldo, 1993). Consciously or not, my 

participants understood their identities using such notions as anchors.  

 However, the second part of the lesson is that although these pre-conceived notions 

are imposed upon us, it does not mean we are simply their victims or that we cannot go 

beyond them. My participants were also actively engaged in building rich lives by 

creating the conditions for the exercise of freedom (Foucault, 2003).  
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 As Jun and Ken’s use of terms like “Japanese side” and “English side” suggests, we 

tend to think in dichotomies. I understand that dichotomous, monolithic notions such as 

“native speaker” and “nonnative speaker” are convenient tools. I do not doubt the 

importance of tools such as labels and categories in some instances. As I mentioned in 

Chapter 2, labels, terms, and categories are something we cannot do without. Either-or 

categories may at times be necessary to sort and organize, and it is part of our tendency 

to want to organize. However, postmodernism informs us that categories are socially 

constructed to label, limit, and control individuals—that they are not simply “truth” 

categories (e.g., Foucault, 1972; Gutting, 1989; Pennycook, 1994; P. Smith, 2001).  

 These either-or categories are too often used by researchers, and researchers need to 

be careful of their use, as well as the uncritical use of terms in general. As useful as these 

notions and categories are, they can also be problematic, because they have certain 

values attached to them. 

 My participants’ accounts showed the limiting effects of labels in defining and 

understanding their multiple and in-flux identities, because labels tended to constrain and 

limit their thinking, and put artificial boundaries around their complex selves. In studying 

identities, the influence and impact of terms, categories, and dichotomies should be 

closely examined, and possibly problematized and deconstructed. Researchers also need 

to pay attention to how these aspects, which may be necessary in that they serve as 

placeholders, can also control and limit their research—the ways they understand 
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extremely complex and even open-ended phenomena associated with language, culture, 

identity, and self.  

 

Situated Qualitative Research 

 The situated qualitative research approach that I took in this study enabled me to 

examine the individuality and particularities of my participants. Although they were from 

similar backgrounds and educational contexts, there were interesting differences and 

diversities among them. I was able to go beyond the “labels” and pick up the 

uncertainties and contradictions that they experienced and felt. What they said often 

changed over time. Thus, they usually gave quick, fairly simple and vague initial 

responses to an inquiry, but the webs of complexity gradually emerged with our extended 

interactions, which took place over a span of approximately 19 months. Interviews, 

observations, supplementary interviews, informal gatherings, and other data sources 

coalesced into a larger whole, allowing deeper understandings to surface.  

 This study further indicates the value of being an insider researcher (Kuwayama, 

2004; Narayan, 1997) conducting situated qualitative research. My status as an insider 

allowed me initial access to the social scene, and then enabled me to better understand 

the complex and subtle nuances in the stories that my participants told. The fact that we 

together shared many experiences allowed them to be comfortable and open with me, I 

believe, and even to express their feelings on sensitive and highly personal matters. As an 

insider, I also felt qualified to be an interpreter and co-constructor of their stories 
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(Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; E. Ochs & Capps, 2001; Pavlenko, 2002; Rapley, 2000; 

Riessman, 2001).  

 Through my study, I feel that I have strengthened my 14-year relationship with Jun 

and Kenji. The cooperative relationship born of these extended interviews brought us 

closer together, as we investigated various aspects of their lives. Although my 

relationship with Ayako was much different from those that I had with Jun and Kenji, I 

now feel that I have made a special young friend. These were some of the many joys that 

this study has brought me.  

 I also believe that my participants have gained some insights regarding their 

bilingual/bicultural identities through participating in this study. Although there were no 

answers provided to them, I hope that the opportunity to reflect extensively on their lives, 

languages, and identities brought forth by the interviews will aid them toward gaining a 

better understanding and acceptance of themselves. 

 

Implications for Educators and Administrators  

 My participants’ stories can inform international school educators and 

administrators by helping them understand students’ experiences and the interesting 

diversity within student groups, even when they come from similar backgrounds. Some 

of the voices and themes captured in the narratives are most probably not those that are 

normally heard within the grounds of the schools, and almost certainly not by school 

administrators.  
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 Research and many descriptions of international schools and TCKs celebrate 

multilingual/multicultural individuals as global citizens and transnationals/transculturals 

for their rich experience and representation of diversity (e.g., Eakin, 1999; Gillies, 1998; 

Pollock & Van Reken, 1999; Willis, 1992; Willis & Enloe, 1990). However, this study 

indicates that these descriptions are only part of the story. They are incomplete in that 

international school students often face serious challenges vis-à-vis their complex 

linguistic and cultural attributes. 

 Participants’ stories like those in this study can inform educators and administrators 

that these students struggle to make sense of their complex cultural and linguistic 

situations. My participants were comfortable within their international schools and they 

felt that their identities were not contested inside there. That everything is fine with the 

students may be the default assumption for teachers and administrators who see them 

only at the school. However, this comfort did not necessarily extend much beyond the 

gates of the school, as the students often faced various difficulties in the wider world. 

Others whom I have interviewed informed me that they have known students who went 

through “identity crises” (Erikson, 1968) that made them unhappy and caused them to 

have a difficult time while they were attending international schools.  

 I suggest that international school educators might be able to better prepare their 

students by helping them realize that the international school is a special and particular 

“small culture” (Holliday, 1999) that does not exist in the outside world. Administrators 

whom I interviewed mentioned unfortunate situations where students experienced culture 
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shock and hardships such as racism when they went abroad to university, and came back 

telling them that they now realize the value of the international school environment and 

how special it was. 

 Seminars on topics such as identity and culture may better prepare the students for 

exposure to the outside world, and for understanding their complex cultural and linguistic 

situations, including the complexities of their identities. International school graduates 

who have themselves experienced struggles and hardships may be good speakers and 

leaders for such seminars.  

 

Challenges in Conducting a Narrative Study with Young People 

 One of the difficulties that I faced in conducting this study was that I worked with 

young people while dealing with abstract and complex notions such as culture, first 

language, and native speaker. Considering just the term “identity” for the moment, 

although people tend to define identity differently, as Hall (1990) mentioned identity is 

often regarded as an “already accomplished fact” (p. 222). It was challenging for my 

young participants to discuss their identities because they did not have either the 

language to discuss such complex matters or abundant life experiences to draw on.  

 Some young people (in fact many people) have difficulty talking about themselves. 

This was the case with Kenji. He enjoyed talking to me, but he had a hard time 

discussing himself. However, being inarticulate or quiet does not mean that such young 

people are uninteresting or that their experiences are insignificant. How to conduct 
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narrative inquiry with young people is a theme that needs to be further examined and 

explored (cf. Eder & Fingerson, 2001).  

 It was also challenging for my participants to understand how their identities might 

have been nurtured in the international school community because they had not yet 

stepped out of this community completely at the time the data collection took place. Jun 

and Kenji were still students at MLC International School, and Ayako was a student at 

Sophia University, where the culture of her department was very much like that of the 

international school. Although they noticed particularities about themselves, their 

observations were based on limited experience. At the conclusion of this study, I believed 

that they would come to realize more about their international school environment and 

their associated identities once they had graduated and taken a step beyond it. This belief 

was confirmed through interviewing the participants’ older siblings who had more 

exposure to different environments (see also the Epilogue, below).  

 

Looking Ahead: Suggestions for Future Research 

 For the reasons mentioned above, I recommend continuing this line of research by 

following participants such as mine for longer periods of time, such as from when they 

are in international school to after they have enrolled in universities overseas, or even 

after they have finished university and have started working. In this way, long term 

changes in the participants’ languages and identities can be captured. Also, with age and 

maturation, I believe that the participants will be better able to discuss complex matters 
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such as identity. In fact, I plan to continue this project longitudinally. Although my data 

analysis ended with the data that I had gathered as of December 2007, I have arranged 

with my participants for their extended participation. And I already met them for 

interviews in the summer of 2008.  

 A study that focuses explicitly on the code-switching that international school 

students in Japan use is a more specific possibility for future research. Examining the 

characteristics and particularities of their code-switching, and how it differs from other 

code-switching and/or contacts languages such as pidgin, for example, and how this 

particular type of code-switching acts as a cultural solidarity or distance marker, may 

provide insight into the areas of bilingualism, sociolinguistics, and the studies of 

language and identity.    

 Another suggestion is to focus explicitly on the elite status of international school 

students, as there are a limited number of studies on such elites (de Méjia, 2002). There 

is no doubt that Jun, Kenji, and most other international school students are highly 

privileged. The elite and the privileged are not often targeted as a subject for research on 

language and identity. However as de Méjia (2002) mentioned, elite bilingualism is 

increasingly becoming valued in today’s globalized world. Beyond that, a simple but 

important point is that elites’ experience also needs to be included in well-rounded 

approaches to education and social science. In Geertz’s (1973) terms, they are “another 

country heard from” (p. 23)—another piece of the vast human tapestry. I believe that a 

close examination of elites’ cultural and economic capital and habituses (Bourdieu, 
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1972/1977, 1977/1994, 1986), as well as how these affect their identities and languages, 

should provide further insight into language and identity, as well as international schools 

and their students. 

 

Cultural Identity: A Reprise  

Cultural identity… is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It belongs 
to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which already exists, 
transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from 
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they 
undergo constant transformation…. Identities are the names we give to the 
different ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the 
narratives of the past. (Hall, 1990, p. 225) 
 

 My participants’ rich multilingual, multicultural, and multidimensional lives 

showed that their hybrid identities could not be captured by monolithic notions. Their 

cultures, languages, and identities were not something pure or discrete, but always in 

contact with another (cf. Bhabha, 1994; Hoeller, 1999). Through being exposed to 

different combination of cultures and languages, they often felt deficient as speakers of 

languages, and also felt lost without a secure sense of national cultural identity. However, 

they also identified themselves as members of the international school community, and 

(whether consciously or unconsciously) they used that resource in varying degrees to 

understand how they might represent themselves in the future (cf. Hall, 1990, 1996).  
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Epilogue: Summer of 2008 

 The three participants in this study agreed to continue participating in my project of 

investigating their identities and languages. I met them for interviews in the summer of 

2008, which was approximately eight months after I finished the data collection for this 

study. At the time, Ayako had just finished her third year at Sophia University, and Jun 

and Kenji had just returned from North America, having completed their freshman year 

in college. 

 Ayako now has a dream to work as a fashion designer for a top couture brand. She 

decided to delay her graduation from Sophia University for a year, and started attending 

an intensive design program in a Japanese fashion college. She also started working for a 

boutique because most fashion companies require retail experience. She is struggling 

with a very full schedule and with the obstacles of reading/writing Japanese involved in 

both the design program and her boutique job, but she seems content pursuing her newly 

found goal in life. 

 Jun spent a busy year trying to juggle academics and social life in New York. The 

friends he made at New York University are mainly monolingual American students who 

have not had experience abroad. Although he enjoys life in New York, he misses 

speaking Japanese, and he feels more appreciative towards Japan as his “home.” He has 

been applying to transfer from a classical music major (with a concentration on music 

technology) to a recording arts music major, as it would better train him to be a popular 

music musician/producer. However, the latter is highly selective, and because he only has 
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one more chance to transfer, he has begun to consider transferring to a different 

university in the event that his request to transfer majors is not accepted.    

 Kenji fully enjoyed his first year at the University of British Columbia, where he 

settled in comfortably. The close friends that he made at UBC were international school 

students like himself from all over the world, such as France, the Netherlands, South 

Africa, and Thailand. Kenji came to realize that international school students shared 

various commonalities wherever their schools were located. He has had minimal contact 

with Japanese-speaking students at UBC, but he is looking forward to enrolling in the 

advanced Japanese courses that he could not register for in his freshman year. He also 

plans to start taking education courses as his first step towards obtaining a teacher’s 

certificate.  
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE CONSENT FORM  

 
TEMPLE UNIVERSITY JAPAN 

LANGUAGE & IDENTITY OF INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL STUDENTS 
-CONSENT FORM- 

 
For questions about the study, contact Hanako Okada: TUJ Doctoral Program in Education, Tokyo 
Cohort VII. 
Home address:  2-33-20-310 Tsurumaki, Setagaya-ku, Tokyo 154-001 

 tel/fax:    03-3420-4833      
 Cell-phone number: 090-4052-4792  
 E-mail address:  hana@internet.email.ne.jp 
 

This consent form explains the study. Please read it carefully, and ask questions where you do not 
understand. If you do not have questions now, you may ask later. I understand that consent is a negotiated 
process and I am prepared to modify this form according to your comments and/or advice. 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
To explore language and identity of international school students. 
 
PROCEDURES (SOURCES OF DATA COLLECTION) 
(1) Audio/video recorded interviews  
(2) Informal conversations, email/telephone exchanges  
(3) Observations  
 
TIME COMMITMENT 
Approximately 2 hours per interview session.  
 
RISKS AND BENEFITS 
There are no known risks to participating in this study. The benefits that you may gain from this study are:  
(1) I will keep an account of your narratives, and you will be able to read them in prose form.  
(2) You may be able to reflect on your issues of language and identity through the course of constructing 

your narratives.  
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Your individual privacy will be maintained in all written and published work and presentations resulting 
from the study. Confidentiality of records identifying the participants will be maintained by the use of 
pseudonyms. The data gathered will not be used for any purpose other than for academic purposes (i.e., 
publications, presentations/papers at conferences, dissertation.) 
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COMPENSATION 
You will be paid ￥2500 per interview session.  
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Participation is voluntary. You have the right to notify me at any time not to use certain data source (e.g. 
personal email/conversation) and the right to refuse to answer particular questions, as well as the right to 
discontinue your participation in this study at any time. 
 
 
PARTICIPANT STATEMENT: 
I have read the explanation provided to me. I have had all questions answered to my satisfaction, and I 
voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 
SIGNATURE OF PARTICIPANT AND DATE: 
 

 
PARENT STATEMENT 
I have read the explanation provided to me. I have had all questions answered to my satisfaction, and I 
voluntarily agree for my child to participate in this study. 
SIGNATURE OF PARENT AND DATE: 
 

 
 
RESEARCHER STATEMENT: 
I certify that I obtained the consent of the participant and the participant’s parent whose signature is above. 
I understand that I must give a signed copy of the informed consent form to the participant, and keep the 
original copy for 3 years after the completion of the study. 
SIGNATURE OF RESEARCHER AND DATE: 
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APPENDIX B  

ABBREVIATIONS OF DATA TYPES AND TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 

 
1. ABBREVIATION OF DATA TYPES AND PARTICIPANT NAMES  
 
I Interview 
SI Supplementary Interview  
EM  E-mail 
WA Written Artifact 
 
A  Ayako 
J Jun 
K Kenji  
 
2. TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS (adapted from E. Ochs, Schegloff, & Thompson, 

1997) 
 
(IA:1:16)   Indicates that this quotation was taken from Ayako’s first    
   interview, in page 16 from Ayako’s data booklet (see Appendix   
   D) 
 
(SIJ:2:124)  Indicates that this quotation was taken from the second   
   supplementary interview for Jun, in page 124 from Jun’s data   
   booklet 
 
[ ]   Added information by researcher for clarification purpose  
 
…   Material omitted  
 
(( ))   Nonverbal communication 
 
CAPS  Volume, emphasis  
 
=   Latching utterances 
 
-   Cut off 
 
italics   Japanese words  
 
( )    English translation for the Japanese words 
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APPENDIX C 

QUOTED DATA IN ORIGINAL JAPANESE 

 
Chapter 7 Taking Control: Jun’s Story 

 
p. 182 I had exposure to some environment... That was my biggest reason.  
それはやっぱり、やはりその英語を喋る環境がまわりにわりと有ったので、それで僕も音楽

を始めて、やっぱりアメリカをはじめ、世界へ出て行きたいって思いがすごくあったわけで

すよね。だけど僕は英語の教育を受けてなかったので、ほんとにこうネイティブに喋れるっ

ていう事がすごいっていう風に思ってたわけですよ。で、すごいというのは、とにかくやっ

ぱり外人の人達と一番コミュニケーション取りやすい言語としてやっぱり英語っていうのが

あるわけで、それがまぁ何の苦労も無く、無くって事もないでしょうけど、一つのその教育

の課程の中で自然に身につけていけたら、こんなにいい事はないと思ったわけですね。僕自

身がほんとにインターに行きたかった位なんですけど、後で振り返ってみて。だから英語を

喋ってほかの国々の人達、世界中の人達とコミュニケーションしていく事の重要性や色んな

事を考えた時に、とにかくやっぱりインターナショナルスクール、もしくはアメリカンスク

ールへ行かせたいと。それは音楽をこれからやる、やらないっていう事ではなくて、とにか

くやっぱり色んな、世界で一番コミュニケーション出来る言語、絶対習得するべきだ、って

いう思いがあったのでこれが一番大きな理由ですね。 

 

p. 184 H:  For children to grow up… I really recommend the international school. 
英語の環境で子供達が成長して行く、そのバイリンガルな状態で成長して行くっていうのは

ほんとにやっぱりこれからの子供達には絶対必要だし。違う文化を知って、違う、他の人が

いるんだ、っていう事をちゃんとわかって成長して行くっていう事を。まぁ日本の学校の中

でもそれは出来る人は出来るだろうけども、よりやっぱりグローバルな環境であればもっと

それが出来るんじゃないか、っていう期待もあるし、そう思うところもあるんですが。だか

ら、僕としてはほんと勧めたいと思う。 

 
p. 184 E:  They are exposed to differences…rather than after becoming an adult. 
小さい時からやっぱりその、それこそ肌の色が違ったりとか、人種であったり、あと宗教と

かもすごい身近ですよね、やっぱり。たとえばフライドポテトが食べれない子がいるとか、

そのラードを使ってるとか。そういう事もあるし。「ねぇ、ディズニーランド行ってるのに、

なぜあの子だけディズニーランドでごはんが食べられないの？」とかそういう宗教的な事と

かもやっぱりあったり。そういうのが、小さい時からやっぱりそういう「なぜ？」って考え

たりする事もやっぱりあると思うし、やっぱりそれは大人になってから考える時よりも、小

さい時から身近にそれに接して考えてる方がいいじゃないかなー、って思いますよね。 

 

p. 186 His style is to act upon what he’s decided to do. 
何か決めたらとにかくそれをやってみるっていうスタイルなんですよね。 
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p. 211 He would be like… But then we talked about that.  
「こんな事位も、なんでこんな事わからないの？」位の。「なんで英語しゃべれないの？」っ

て感じのところ、ばかにする様なところがあったんですよね。でそれも話したのね。 

 

p. 211 I spoke to him firmly... I think he understood.  
それはちょっとビシッとやっぱり言って、もう「こんな素晴らしい環境を与えられている事

に感謝しなくちゃいけないんだ」って話をとくとくと聞かせて、でそれをまた将来に生かさ

なきゃいけないんだって話も、色んな事して。まぁ、納得はしてますけどね。 

 
Chapter 8 Going with the Flow: Kenji’s Story 

 
p. 215 We struggled through our work…sending him to an international school. 
なんか四苦八苦して仕事していて、二人とも何とか仕事は出来るけども、やっぱり大学から、

大学以降から私達は英語の環境に入って行ったので、やっぱりすごく大変な部分があったと

いう事は多分主人も私も感じていて、で仕事していくのにやっぱりもうちょっと勉強してお

けば良かったな、っていうのをすごい痛切に肌で感じて、そんな事も多分インターに入れる

きっかけになったのかな、って思いますけど。 

 

p. 217 As you know, it was hard in the beginning. 
最初はご存じのように大変だったけど。 

 

p. 218 I wasn’t so worried about English…. That was the most important point. 
Ｎ： でも私はそんなに英語の事は心配していなかった。やっぱり英語が出来るっていうより

 もっと重要な事があるってすごく思っていたので、語学はいつか出来るようになるん

 じゃないかなー、っと、思っていたので。 

Ｈ： でその語学より重要な事ってなに？ 

Ｎ： 語学より重要な事っていうのは私が日本人としてその他の文化を持った人たちと仕事

をしていて、やっぱり言葉って手段なんですよね、一つの。で英語を話せる事も必要だ

けれどもやっぱりそれよりもっと重要な事って人間のどうやって形成されて行くか、っ

て言う事で、人として対等にどこの国の人とも肩を並べて戦っていかなきゃいけないわ

けじゃないですか男の子は。だからそういう時に語学が出来ないっていう事 inferiority 
complex とかを感じてしまわないって事はまず大事な事だけれども、まぁ語学が多少で

きれば同じ立ち居地に立って、色んな事に挑戦できるんじゃないかな、っていうのが一

番のポイント。 

 

p. 222 When we talk about that, he would say ‘I know what I’m doing, so I’m sure I’m 
 alright.’ 

そういう話すると、自分で何やってるかわかってるから絶対大丈夫って。 

 
Chapter 9 Discussion: Weaving the Concepts into the Stories 

 
p. 249 “Of course, the parents [we] worked really hard for the tuition.” 
もちろん学費のために、親は必死で働きましたが。 
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APPENDIX D 

CONTENT OF DATA BOOKLETS 

 

1. THE THREE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOLS pages: 

A. Williams International School       
Transcript: Admission officers interview, May 8, 2007 1-9 
Transcript: School head interview, May 8, 2007 10-21 
Field notes & reflections: Admission officers & school head interviews 22-26 
Transcript: High school principal interview, May 16, 2007 27-47 
Field notes & reflections: High school principal interview 48-51 
Field notes & reflections: Classroom observation, May 16, 2007 52-65 
 
B. MLC International School 
Transcript: Admission officer interview, May 17, 2007 66-76 
Field notes & reflections: Admission officer interview 76-78 
Transcript: High school principal interview, May 21, 2007 78-91 
Transcript: School head interview, May 21, 2007 91-105 
Field notes & reflections: High school principal & school head interviews 105-108 
Field notes & reflections: Classroom observation, December 6, 2007 108-114 
 
C. Morino International School 
Transcript: High school principal interview, June 15, 2007 115-131 
Field notes & reflections: High school principal interview 132-137 
E-mail interview document: School head, May 22, 2007 138-144 
  

2. AYAKO  

Transcript: Interview 1, October 28, 2006 1-35  
Field notes & reflections: Interview 1 35-37  
Field notes & reflections: Interview 2, May 31, 2007 38-41 
Field notes & reflections: Job observation, August 15, 2007 41-46 
Transcript: Interview 3, October 24, 2007 47-78 
Field notes & reflections: Interview 3 79-81 
Transcript: Supplementary interview: Yumi, October 29, 2007 82-98 
Field notes & reflections: Supplementary interview: Yumi  99-101 
E-mail messages 102-112 
Photocopies of artwork 113-119 
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3. JUN  pages: 

Transcript: Interview 1, May 14, 2006 1-30 
Field notes & reflections: Interview 1 31-35 
Field notes & reflections:  
 Dinner with Laurie (talk about Jun), September 15, 2006 35-38 
Field notes & reflections: 
 MLC International School graduation, May 30, 2007 39-45 
Field notes & reflections:  
 Dinner with Jun, Kenji, and Laurie, June 6, 2007 46-50 
Transcript: Interview 2, June 21, 2007 51-80 
Field notes & reflections: Interview 2 81-84 
Field notes & reflections: Job observation, June 22, 2007  85-93 
Transcript: Supplementary Interview 1: Ohmoris, October 19, 2007 93-119 
Field notes & reflections: Supplementary Interview 1: Ohmoris 120-123 
Transcript: Supplementary Interview 2: Joe, November 7, 2007 124-153 
Field notes & reflections: Supplementary Interview 2: Joe 153-157 
Field notes & reflections:  
 Dinner with Laurie, Emi, and Natsuko, November 24, 2007 158-159 
Written artifacts: College application essays  160-164 
E-mail messages 165-172 
 

4. KENJI   

Transcript: Interview 1, May 14, 2006 1-29 
Field notes & reflections: Interview 1 30-31 
Field notes & reflections: Dinner with my family, May 6, 2007 32-34 
Field notes & reflections:  
 Grade 1 classroom visit observation, May 17, 2007 35-36 
Field notes & reflections:  
 MLC International School graduation, May 30, 2007 37-42 
Field notes & reflections:  
 Dinner with Jun, Kenji, and Laurie, June 6, 2007 43-46 
Transcript: Interview 2, June 21, 2007 47-90 
Field notes & reflections: Interview 2 91-93 
Transcript: Supplementary Interview 1: Laurie, October 19, 2007 94-110 
Field notes & reflections: Supplementary Interview 1: Laurie 111-114   
Transcript: Supplementary Interview 2: Natsuko, October 16, 2007 115-133 
Field notes & reflections: Supplementary Interview 2: Natsuko 134-135 
Field notes & reflections:  
 Dinner with Laurie, Emi, and Natsuko, November 24, 2007 136-137 
Written artifact: College application essay 138 
E-mail messages 139-147 


