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ABSTRACT 

In this longitudinal, qualitative, multiple-case study, I investigated the 

following questions: What is it like for a Japanese student who has little experience 

in countries where English is spoken as an L1 to seek a graduate degree at a U.S. 

institution of higher education? What linguistic, cultural, and institutional obstacles 

do they face? How do they overcome them? How does the experience change 

them? By documenting and analyzing the lived experience of three Japanese 

women seeking advanced degrees in U.S. universities over a period of at least two 

years, I shed light on the academic and social factors that played a role in their 

ultimate success or failure. 

Drawing on the theories of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and 

legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991), supplemented by 

activity theory (Engeström, 1999) I focus on the participants’ journeys from the 

periphery of their new academic communities toward fuller participation within 

them, with an eye for the way power relationships affect their progress. 

Using narrative inquiry as a research strategy, I tell my participants’ stories, 

describing and interpreting their experiences, as they (and I) understood them. The 

data comprise bi-annual interviews conducted on the participants’ respective 

campuses, my own observation journals from those visits, additional interviews in 

Japan, monthly Skype interviews, participants’ journals, course materials, 

department handbooks and policy statements, and other institutional materials. 

Findings are grouped into two broad categories: forms of participation and patterns 
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of interaction. The main obstacles to participation included difficulty engaging with 

instructors and classmates in class, ineffective advising, dysfunction at the 

departmental level, and trouble managing reading and writing requirements. 

Patterns of interaction reveal how the participants overcame those obstacles, 

including forming and leveraging strong socio-academic networks to fill gaps in 

their own knowledge and to draw emotional support, finding alternative sources of 

insider support in the absence of effective advising, and developing strategies to 

cope with literacy demands. The findings suggest that inequities of power in the 

classroom and in the department can hinder academic socialization and make 

success less likely. However, these inequities can at times be overcome by agency 

and creativity. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: AN IMPORTANT PROBLEM 

 

Why do some Japanese students seeking degrees in U.S. institutions of 

higher education succeed where others fail? This question has haunted me since 

2001, when I worked in an intensive English program (IEP) in Japan tasked 

with preparing Japanese students to study in the United States. I could help 

students attain the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) score they 

needed to gain entrance to U.S. universities, but there seemed to be little 

correlation between that score and subsequent academic success (defined for the 

purposes of this study as graduation). Some of my former students who attained 

a high TOEFL score were ultimately unsuccessful, while others who struggled 

to achieve the minimum score earned their degree. In the years since those first 

experiences in the IEP, I have seen too many bright, hard-working Japanese 

students invest tremendous amounts of time and money as they prepared to and 

commenced study in the United States, only to come home empty-handed. How 

do we account for this disparity between what it takes to be accepted by a U.S. 

university and what it takes to succeed there? Do we place too much emphasis 

on the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) scores? In what ways 

are we failing to prepare Japanese students for university life in the United 

States? 

This is not to say that Japanese students are less likely to succeed at U.S. 

universities than students from other cultural and linguistic backgrounds where 

English is a foreign language. In fact, international Ph.D. students have a higher 
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completion rate (67%) than domestic students (54%), according to the Council 

of Graduate Schools (2008).1 Nevertheless, the percentage of successful 

graduate students could (and, I would argue, should) be higher. Relative success 

does not mean that we are doing all we could be doing as educators. By 

studying the experiences of Japanese students in U.S. universities, we might 

better understand the factors that help or hinder success, and in turn find better 

ways of preparing them before they depart Japan and supporting them once they 

arrive in the United States. It is possible to increase the percentage of Japanese 

students who earn their degrees, and that is reason enough to embark on a study 

like this one. 

Since enrolling in the doctoral program at Temple University, I have read 

(and continue to read) both theoretical and empirical literature on the many 

overlapping issues related to this problem, and I have already conducted one 

study (Hood, 2009) as a means of expanding my knowledge while also 

sharpening my own qualitative research skills. Through these efforts, I have 

come to understand what I believe to be the core and tangential issues in a way 

that suggests a theoretical perspective and method for studying this problem. 

The long journey that led me to this understanding is outlined below. This study 

of Japanese graduate students in U.S. universities is marked by the open-

endedness appropriate for qualitative studies and the sensible tentativeness of an 

explorer venturing into uncharted territory. 

                                                   
1 Within ten years of matriculation. Country of origin is not available. 
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My Journey 

In 1999, I was working as an adjunct instructor at Colorado State 

University, teaching an introductory composition course that all undergraduate 

students were required to take. One section was dedicated to undergraduate 

students for whom English was not their first language, and because I was the 

only instructor with international experience (I had just returned from a three-

year teaching stint in Japan), I was assigned to teach it. Unfortunately, there was 

a large backlog of students waiting to take this course, and when only nine non-

native English speaking (NNES) students enrolled in my section, it was opened 

to native English-speaking (NES) students. I was left with the challenge of 

meeting the needs of vastly different populations in the same course. Most of 

my NNES students made the best of it and tried to keep up with their NES 

counterparts, who dominated class discussions and group work. I put in extra 

time and effort to help the NNES students keep up. Among them were two 

Japanese students. Both remained silent and kept well to the margins of the 

classroom community, both literally and figuratively. By midterm, both had 

withdrawn and I never saw them again. I felt I had failed them. 

In 2001, I returned to Japan to work at Southern Illinois University’s 

campus in Niigata. There I taught in the Intensive English Program (IEP), 

preparing undergraduate students to take core courses that were offered locally, 

with the aim of eventually transferring to the main campus in Carbondale, 

Illinois. My job was to help students achieve a score of 550 on the paper-based 

(PBT) Test of the TOEFL, which was the magic number required before 

students could transfer to the main campus. The IEP was effective. Diligent, 
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motivated students were able to achieve the magic number and proceed to the 

main campus as a matter of course. I was proud of my efforts to help my 

students achieve their goals, until years later when I learned that many of the 

students I had seen off at Narita airport had failed to earn their degrees. How 

could that be? These were hard-working students with clearly defined and 

realistic academic goals. I learned that instructors at the main campus 

complained that the students coming from the Niigata campus were poorly 

prepared to succeed, relative to both NES students and NNES students from 

other linguistic and cultural backgrounds. I could not understand it; I had 

worked with these students twenty hours per week for nearly one year. I knew 

them well and felt invested in their success. Most importantly, I knew that they 

were not idlers who went to Carbondale with no intention to study. So what 

happened? 

 

A Study Emerges 

To answer that question, I first turned to TOEFL scores. I initially 

assumed that the magic number of 550 on the PBT must have been too low. 

After all, motivated, intelligent students with sufficient language proficiency 

should succeed, right? Looking back at my records, I remembered that some of 

my former students far exceeded the magic number, while others were 

permitted to transfer to the main campus without having reached it. Moreover, 

in this small sample (about 30 students), there was no obvious correlation 

between TOEFL scores and academic success. While a certain level of English 

language proficiency is certainly a key to academic success in institutions 
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where English is the medium of instruction (Xu, 1991), there is some doubt as 

to whether the TOEFL is the most valid means of measuring it for academic 

purposes (Roemer, 2002). Moreover, Neal (1998) found a negative correlation 

between international students’ grade point average (GPA) and TOEFL scores. 

In hindsight, it is clear that I, as well as the IEP and the main campus in 

Carbondale, placed too much emphasis on TOEFL scores. So what was really 

going on here? What did we miss? 

Without dismissing the importance of linguistic competence, I decided to 

look beyond TOEFL scores. Informal conversations with some of my former 

students revealed that each had a very different story to tell. Their experiences 

were so highly contextualized, so heavily influenced by a vast number of 

intervening factors (e.g., major, living arrangements, individual personality 

differences, social and academic support) that I quickly determined that a 

quantitative approach was unlikely to be helpful. A statistical study can indeed 

be useful in drawing generalizations about the relationship between individual 

intervening factors and academic success as defined by a particular benchmark, 

but individual threads of the highly situated reality I sought to understand, the 

Japanese learner in a U.S. university, are not easily extracted without pulling 

other threads along with it. I think it best not to try; rather, I came to believe 

that looking closely at the lived experience of a small number of Japanese 

students as they seek to earn their degrees would yield the most useful 

understanding of that reality. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The problem is that some Japanese students, despite possessing the 

requisite English language ability, intellect, test scores, and motivation, are 

failing to achieve their academic goals and graduate from U.S. institutions of 

higher education. From my own experience and as the results of my own 

previous study suggests (Hood, 2009), some Japanese students seem to be 

relegated to the margin of their classrooms and their departments. From there 

they often struggle, quietly, to join the conversation, to interact with classmates 

and instructors, to get the help they need to survive academically. 

The problem, in its simplest terms, is one of participation. Learning is a 

fundamentally social process, and participation is the primary means of sharing 

and creating knowledge in a community (Lave & Wenger, 1991). NNES face 

linguistic and cultural barriers to participation that their NES classmates do not 

(Li & Casanave, 2008). There might be additional barriers arising from 

individual personality differences, contextual factors, and other sources that we 

do not yet know enough about. Additionally, it is possible that students might 

grow more adept at participating over time. What propels such change is of 

great pedagogical interest. If we can understand what experiences improve 

learners’ participatory practices, we might develop teaching methods, 

curriculum, and policies that facilitate participation and, it is hoped, academic 

success. 
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Purpose of this Study 

The purpose of this study is to document and analyze the lived experience 

of three Japanese women, from the beginning of their sojourns in the United 

States through graduation. My goal is to contribute to our understanding of the 

interrelatedness of a few important and well-studied issues, including identity, 

agency, and power, among others, as they play out in the lives of these three 

Japanese women over the course of their graduate careers. In the most general 

sense, the purpose of this study is to see what it is like to walk in their shoes, to 

see what day-to-day life is like for them, to see how they socialize into their 

academic communities and how others help them achieve their goals. The 

purpose is also to see whether and how three different academic communities in 

the United States accommodate their NNES graduate students and draw them 

into the life of the community. 

 

Theoretical Lens 

This study is grounded upon the ontological, epistemological, and 

methodological principles that inform the constructivist research paradigm 

(Guba & Lincoln, 2005). In short, the constructivist paradigm proceeds upon 

the assumption that there is no social reality “out there,” and that individuals to 

some extent construct and are constructed by people, events, and materials that 

comprise their social worlds. Constructivism also holds that the researcher and 

the researched are inseparable, and that together they construct an 

understanding of the social world. Finally, constructivist researchers use 

methods that are described as hermeneutic and dialectic (Lincoln & Guba, 
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1985). These methods are very similar to what literary critics (Eagleton, 1983) 

have done for many years (i.e., grounding interpretations in an abundance of 

textual evidence and measuring them against other possible interpretations). 

With this grounding in the constructivist paradigm, I draw on more specific 

concepts to frame this study. First, I use communities of practice (Wenger, 

1998) and legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 

1998) as a means of framing the academic communities the participants tried to 

access, the roles of various individuals within those communities, and the 

subject positions of the participants over time. In short, a community of practice 

is comprised of individuals mutually engaged in the practice and development 

of a particular skill or profession (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Legitimate peripheral 

participation is the process by which novices grow to be experts and insiders 

over time. 

To a lesser extent, I draw on activity theory to better understand how 

power inequities affect the functioning of communities of practice. Activity 

theory holds that individuals are motivated to goal-directed action to satisfy 

certain socioculturally constructed needs (Leontiev, 1978) and provides a lens 

through which to view how people use cultural artifacts to shape themselves 

and the world (Engeström, 1999; 2001). In the cases that comprise this study, 

the participants have identified a socioculturally constructed need for literacy in 

particular academic discipline. They are motivated to take goal-directed action 

to satisfy this need. Language is the mediational means by which they make 

themselves, and are made, into the people they seek to become: recognized 

professionals in their chosen disciplines. However, as Barton and Hamilton 
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(2005) noted, “most literacy interactions involve unequal distributions of power 

between people” (p. 19). I hope that by looking at interactions between the 

participants and others in their academic communities, I might better 

understand how power dynamics affect their ability to participate in those 

communities. 

 

Key Terminology 

The following terms are used throughout the study. To avoid any 

confusion later, I define them here. 

 

NNES/NES 

I use the terms non-native English speaker (NNES) and native English 

speaker (NES) fully aware that they are contested and problematic (e.g., Davies, 

2003, Rampton, 1990). Closer scrutiny of these terms is beyond the scope of 

this study; therefore, I use them here merely to differentiate between people 

who learned English after acquiring their L1 from those whose L1 is English. 

 

Periphery/Margin 

Throughout the study, I use the term periphery or peripheral to describe 

the subject position occupied by the participants when they first arrived on their 

campuses as novices. I use the term in reference to the theoretical concept of 

legitimate peripheral participation, reflecting the peripheral nature of 

participation by novices as they begin to participate in communities of practice 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Peripheral participation is a positive process, part of 
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the process of becoming an expert. I use the term margin or marginal to 

describe a negative space, on the edge of the classroom, both literally and 

figuratively, and on the edge of the academic community, where learners who 

struggle to participate might find themselves disregarded or isolated (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991). Wenger (1998) described peripheral participation as an inward 

trajectory, toward the metaphorical center of a community, and marginal 

participation as an outward trajectory. 

 

Community of Practice and Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

Hereafter referred to as CoP and LPP, these concepts are described at 

length in Chapter 2. Throughout this study, the CoPs I am referring to are 

participants’ departments and classrooms, but at times to their disciplines 

beyond their local campuses. LPP refers to the participatory practices that take 

place in those communities and that the participants are attempting to, or are 

expected to, perform. The CoPs and their participatory practices are at the very 

heart of this study. 

 

Audience for and Significance of this Study 

The audience for this study is educators in both Japan and the Unites 

States who seek a better understanding of their Japanese students who are or 

who are planning to seek graduate degrees from U.S. academic institutions, who 

want to know what it is like to struggle, succeed, and sometimes fail at an 

endeavor in which those students have invested a great deal, personally, 

emotionally, and financially. The audience is also other scholars who are 
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interested in the theoretical concepts and methodological tools that are both 

used and illuminated by this study, including CoP, LPP, activity theory, and 

narrative, as well as issues of identity, power, and agency. Finally, the audience 

for this study includes Japanese students who might dream of following in the 

participants’ footsteps, or are already on the path, seeking insight, inspiration, 

or empathy. 

 

Overview of Chapters 

In Chapter 2, I review the theoretical concepts pertinent to this study. I 

begin by grounding the study on the constructivist research paradigm, which 

informs all of the more specific concepts that follow. Next, I introduce 

sociocultural theory, which views the mind as mediated by culturally 

constructed artifacts (Lantolf, 2000). Based on sociocultural theory, I define 

CoP and LPP as a means of understanding how learning is a fundamentally 

social process (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Finally, I describe 

activity theory, which holds that goal-directed action is motivated by 

socioculturally constructed needs (Engeström, 1999), as a supplemental tool I 

use to understand how power relations affect my participants as they attempt to 

gain access to CoPs. 

In Chapter 3, I review the body of literature on academic socialization and 

participatory practices. I demonstrate how these key concepts have been 

explored in the past, how they inform well-established lines of inquiry, where 

this study is situated among them, and how this study extends our 

understanding of these ideas. After considering the role gender might play in 
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the academic lives of my participants, I examine the issue of participation as a 

general feature learning (Wenger, 1998). Then, I turn to studies of participation 

of both NNES and NES graduate students, where movement from the periphery 

of their academic communities toward fuller participation within is described. 

Next, I look more specifically at how participation in classroom discussions has 

been studied. After looking at research on socio-academic networks, I turn to 

studies on the advisor-student relationship, one of the primary means of 

academic socialization. I then examine studies on writing as a means of 

participating in academic communities. I finish this chapter by examining 

studies on issues that feature prominently in my participants’ experiences, 

including identity, power, and agency. Throughout, I consider the methods 

employed by the authors, as well as how these studies relate to the present 

study. 

In Chapter 4, I explain the methods I used to conduct this study. I begin 

by describing my initial suspicions as to what my participants might experience 

as well as a statement of my own positionality in relation to the study and the 

participants. I describe the preliminary research questions that guided the study 

at the outset, explain why I chose to focus on graduate students, and how I 

recruited participants. After providing brief descriptions of the participants, I 

describe the research sites and the sources of data used in this study. Next, I 

explain how I analyzed the data, then describe how I ensured the validity of the 

study and the ethics of the study, including the protection of the participants’ 

rights and privacy. 
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Chapters 5 through 8 are presentations of the findings. In Chapter 5, I 

document my initial interactions with the participants, and write preliminary 

sketches to acquaint the reader with the participants as individuals, including 

their backgrounds, motivations, and thoughts about the journey that lay ahead. I 

then describe their respective communities, including the cities in which they 

lived and the departments in which they would function. In doing so, I attempt 

to present a picture of the highly situated nature of each participant’s world, to 

better understand the experiences that would come. In the following three 

chapters, I tried to the extent possible to let the participants tell their own story, 

shaping and explaining as necessary along the way. 

Chapter 6 is Yumiko’s story. It is an almost idyllic story of a motivated 

young woman willing to take action when necessary in a community designed 

to nurture her growth and evolving professional identity. Even so, the presence 

of a strong socio-academic network, combined with the guidance of a talented 

and supportive practicum supervisor would be crucial to her success in the 

absence of meaningful guidance from her official academic advisor. 

Chapter 7 is Mariko’s story. Hers is a sad story, one of frustration, 

isolation, and ultimate failure to achieve her initial goals. In the total absence of 

an advisor for her first 18 months of study, and without a physical space for the 

department during renovation of its offices, Mariko was essentially without an 

academic community. Worse yet, Mariko was unable to develop a strong socio-

academic network from which to draw support, and potential mentors were not 

on campus long enough to form a productive relationship. Unable to take 

assertive action to see that her needs were met, Mariko remained on the margin 
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of a highly dysfunctional academic community. She failed her preliminary 

exams and did not complete her degree. 

Chapter 8 is Tomomi’s story. Like Mariko’s, Tomomi’s story unfolds in a 

highly dysfunctional academic community. However, in her small and insular 

department, and amid feuding among the faculty, Tomomi found a way to 

survive. With a strong professional identity, a keen awareness of the political 

contours of her department, a willingness to take assertive action, and the 

support and guidance of an unofficial mentor in the absence of meaningful 

advising, Tomomi overcame obstacles that very few students, NNES or 

otherwise, could have overcome. 

Chapter 9 is my discussion of the findings. I discuss my understanding of 

the meaning of actions taken by the three participants and situate the findings 

among relevant empirical and theoretical studies. The discussion is divided into 

two main parts: forms of participation and patterns of interaction. The findings 

indicate that for the three women, participation occurred at a complex nexus of 

individual agency and social and academic support from peers, near peers, and 

key insiders in the absence of the official guidance from advisors or 

accommodation by individual instructors. Moreover, the line between the social 

and the academic was never distinct: In successful sojourns, friends were 

classmates, classmates were friends, and friends outside of the academic 

community were sources of both social and academic support. In short, 

relationships matter; so does assertive action, more so when dysfunction in a 

community threatens legitimate peripheral participation. 
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The study concludes in Chapter 10 with a summary of the findings, an 

explanation of the implications of those findings for various stakeholders, a 

recognition of the limitations of the study, a consideration of the contributions 

this study makes to the body of research, and a call for future research to 

advance this line of inquiry. Next, I offer my own reflections on the journey I 

took with these three women and consider how my interactions with them might 

have affected their academic lives. I conclude this study by providing updates 

on the paths the participants took after completing their sojourns. 
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CHAPTER 2 

FRAMEWORK: IDEAS, THEORIES, AND FOUNDATIONS 

 

In the pages that follow, I outline the theoretical premises that inform this 

study, proceeding from the most broadly conceived foundational principles to 

the more specific concepts that inform analysis. My initial thinking began with 

these principles, which I then revised during and after the study to reflect more 

accurately what I found. 

 

Worldview: Constructivism 

We all proceed along lines delineated by certain premises that we accept, 

articulated or implied, as true, or at least sufficiently sturdy to bear the weight 

of our convictions. I present the following paradigmatic stance as my own, 

learned through experience, reading, reflection, and discussion. I argue not that 

it is perfect or superior to other stances—only that it is reasonable and 

appropriate for this study. 

 

The Metaphysics of Constructivism 

All research paradigms comprise several central tenets that inform the 

choices researchers make as they devise and execute a study; they form the 

broadest foundation upon which the entire study is predicated. I begin by 

examining the constructivist view of these basic tenets. 
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Ontology 

The constructivist ontological view (i.e., the nature of being) is relativistic 

(Guba & Lincoln, 2005). There is no social reality “out there” to be discovered, 

if only we were smart enough to comprehend it and had the right tools to 

uncover it. Rather, constructivists believe that reality is constructed by people 

who live, act, and interpret the social worlds that comprise their lives. As 

Bruner (1996) put it, “The ‘reality’ that we impute to the ‘worlds’ we inhabit is 

a constructed one” (p. 19). Reality is local, partial, continually constructed and 

reconstructed, fluid, and dynamic. The “real world” comprises subjective 

interpretations of reality that come to be accepted as true based on the 

cumulative knowledge and experience of individuals and groups. Such a view 

of social worlds is central to sociocultural theory (Lantolf, 2000) and a 

communities of practice perspective (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), 

which are discussed in more detail below. 

 

Epistemology 

Regardless of the ontological premises one accepts, there remains the 

question of what can be known about the world as conceptualized by a 

particular ontology. The connections are important in that “Ontology and 

epistemology are linked inextricably in ways that shape the task and the 

researcher” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p. 320). The constructivist 

epistemological view (i.e., what we can know about the world) is described as 

“transactional/subjectivist” (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p. 193). The researcher can 

neither attain a ‘god’s eye view’ of the object of study nor achieve “some kind 
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of unmediated, direct grasp of the empirical world” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 197). 

Rather, the researcher is inseparable from the object of study, takes an active 

part in it, and constructs meaning through interaction with other players in 

social worlds. As Guba (1990) put it, “Inquirer and inquired are fused into a 

single (monistic) entity. Findings are literally the creation of the process of 

interaction between the two” (p. 27). According to constructivist epistemology, 

findings reflect not truths external to the researcher, but rather, constructions 

that are continually revised by the researcher and the researched. In short, 

constructivists do not believe that objectivity is possible. Thus, rather than try to 

obtain objectivity, they describe, as openly as possible, their own 

positionality—their biases, assumptions, and beliefs and attempt to account for 

its effects (Marshall, 1990). The researcher is part of a complex “social fabric” 

(Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p. 319). Objectivity is not achievable because the 

social fabric is made of so many interconnected phenomena, including 

“physical, social, cultural, psychological, and educational dynamics” 

(Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p. 319). For this reason, constructivists do not 

attempt to control variables, believing that control is neither possible (because 

social reality comprises a complex web of interdependent and inextricable 

variables) nor desirable (because the web as a whole is what is most 

interesting). Constructivists seek to understand situated phenomena: systems 

comprised of many parts, existing and functioning in time and space. 
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Methodology 

The ontological and epistemological premises outlined above inform the 

methods constructivists use to study this social fabric. Because objectivity and 

control are deemed impossible and undesirable, constructivists eschew 

experimental methods. Instead, constructivists draw upon hermeneutic and 

dialectic methods (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Hermeneutics, in the broadest sense, 

is “the whole science of interpretation” (Jameson, 1992, p. 172) and has long 

been an important tool for the analysis of literary texts (Eagleton, 1983). The 

extension of hermeneutics from literature to the social sciences was made clear 

by Rabinow and Sullivan (1979), who wrote, “…understanding any action is 

analogous to textual interpretation. This means that the intelligibility of any 

action requires reference to its larger context, a cultural world” (p. 12). In the 

social sciences, hermeneutics proceeds upon the notion that in order to 

understand the meaning of events and utterances, we must ground interpretation 

in the totality of the social world (and the many discourses) from which they 

arise. The goal is not to discover truths, but rather to reveal the contexts in 

which utterances and events take place (Rabinow & Sullivan, 1979), so that our 

interpretations are plausible and firmly rooted. 

In the modern era, dialectic broadly “involves identifying key 

oppositional terms in a debate, and then proceeding to articulate their synthesis 

into a new, more developed concept” (Atkins, 2006, para. 8). Constructivists 

use the term to complement hermeneutics: “the dialectic aspect [of the 

constructivist method] consists of comparing and contrasting [hermeneutically 

depicted] constructions…” (Guba, 1990, p. 26). Using the dialectic method, 
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constructivists argue for the reasonableness of their interpretations of those 

meanings. Methods employed by constructivists, then, elicit and refine 

constructions via hermeneutics, focusing on particularity, context, and the 

meanings people ascribe to experience in social worlds and then compare and 

contrast these constructions dialectically with the aim of establishing not truth 

but consensus as to which constructions are trustworthy. Using these methods, 

constructivists actualize their ontological and epistemic principles. 

 

The Constructivism in this Study 

Constructivists focus intensely and extensively on the particular in order 

to understand the individual deeply, to see the person or phenomena in relief, 

rich in context. This is not to say that the findings of constructivists’ studies do 

not have implications beyond the particular lives and social worlds they study. 

On the contrary, by focusing on the particular, constructivists’ findings reflect a 

more nuanced notion of generality. By telling people’s stories, we come to 

understand the meanings they have constructed out of their own experience. 

These meanings can connect with others who have had similar backgrounds or 

experiences in similar contexts, with the theories outlined in this chapter, and 

with other empirical studies. I (co)construct the stories of my participants, not 

merely because I am predisposed by my ontological and epistemological 

beliefs, but because I believe that future generations of similar students and 

those who support them will benefit most from the stories that emerge. 

Moreover, the constructivist view of positionality is particularly well 

suited to this study. I interacted extensively with my participants, entered their 
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worlds, and walked among the individuals and through the spaces that 

comprised their reality. By interpreting what I saw and discussing my 

interpretations with my participants, and by choosing what questions to ask, I 

played an active role in helping my participants make meaning of their 

experiences. I consider myself a dimension of the data, to be analyzed and 

located within the phenomena I seek to understand. Such positionality, 

regardless of personal paradigmatic beliefs, is untenable in research informed 

by more traditional paradigms. Yet such positionality is appropriate for this 

study. I could not obtain the rich, contextualized data I seek by means of, for 

example, a questionnaire. Such an instrument is insufficiently precise to render 

an image of the complex reality I wish to evoke. 

So far, I have outlined the broadest principles that inform theoretical 

foundation of this study. Next I outline more specific concepts and describe 

their relationships to each other and to the study itself. 

 

Sociocultural Theory: The Mediated Mind 

At the conceptual level, informed by the constructivist paradigm, is 

sociocultural theory. To understand sociocultural theory, one must first grasp 

the concept of mediation. Sociocultural theory holds that “…words construct 

thinking, that language is the principle mediational means available to 

individuals engaged in social interaction, and that human learning and 

development are inherently embedded in social relations” (Sanford, cited in 

Donato, 2000, p. 27). Inspired by Vygotsky (1978), sociocultural theorists reject 

the traditional metaphor for the mind (i.e., a vessel to be filled) in favor of the 
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view of the mind as mediated by culturally constructed artifacts (Lantolf, 2000). 

In other words, people form, regulate, and change relationships with others and 

with themselves by integrating symbolic artifacts (e.g., language) into their 

thinking. In this way, the mind is shaped. We wield language like a tool—to 

make sense of the world, our place within it, and to change the world and our 

place within it. As Lantolf (2000) wrote, 

…artifacts are generally modified as they are passed on from one 
generation to the next. Each generation reworks its cultural inheritance to 
meet the needs of its communities and individuals. […] Likewise, 
languages are continuously remodeled by their users to serve their 
communicative and psychological needs. (p. 2) 

 
The mind shapes and is shaped by artifacts. Nothing is static, and this has 

important implications for other concepts drawn upon in this study discussed 

below. 

By emphasizing mediation, sociocultural theory allows for a nuanced 

approach to learning. If the mind is not simply a vessel to be filled, then how do 

we account for learning? Sfard (1998) proposed the ‘participation metaphor’ to 

supplement (not replace) the ‘acquisition metaphor’ to describe the learning 

process. The latter metaphor connotes knowledge as a commodity (in the case 

of language learning, a set of rules, structures, and vocabulary) that is relatively 

static and might be received by and stored in the mind, like data on a hard disk. 

This is the dominant metaphor in the field of second language learning 

(Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000). Indeed, this metaphor is “so strongly entrenched in 

our minds that we would probably never become aware of its existence if 

another, alternative metaphor did not start to develop” (Sfard, 1998, p. 6). That 

alternative has taken the shape of the former metaphor. Drawing on Lave and 
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Wenger’s (1991) concept of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP; discussed 

at length below, as well as Wenger’s 1998 work on communities of practice), 

Sfard used the participation metaphor to account for learning as “…the process 

of becoming a member of a certain community” (Sfard, 1998, p. 6). Pavlenko 

and Lantolf (2000) summarized the distinction between these metaphors as they 

applied it to the field of second language acquisition (SLA): “…[the acquisition 

metaphor] focuses on the individual mind and the internalization of knowledge, 

which is crucial for the study of the what in SLA, while [the participation 

metaphor] stresses contextualization and engagement with others…in its 

attempt to investigate the how” (p. 156). Much work in SLA has been informed 

by the acquisition metaphor (Krashen, 1982).2 Educational theorists (e.g., 

Elmholdt, 2003; Sfard, 1998, 2009) and SLA researchers (e.g., Graham, 2001) 

do not reject the acquisition metaphor, but suggest that work needs to be done 

along lines delineated by the participation metaphor to help us understand 

learning, which is a fundamentally social process. 

 

The Participation Metaphor 

The participation metaphor draws much of its conceptual heft from the 

work of Lave and Wenger (1991) on situated learning. Wenger’s later work 

(1998) on communities of practice (CoP) is informed by the same metaphor, 

and although CoP is integral to this study, its foundational metaphor requires 

                                                   
2 Krashen (1982) contrasted his notion of acquisition, that learners acquire language 
naturally, without explicit focus on linguistic forms, with learning, which he saw as a 
conscious process. His acquisition metaphor is more restricted than the one described 
by Sfard and Lantolf. 
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closer scrutiny here. Lave and Wenger’s stated goal in their 1991 monograph 

was to bring together “theories of situated activity and theories about the 

production and reproduction of the social order” (p. 47). These theories, which 

had previously been treated separately, are brought together through their 

concept of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). The key term for the 

present discussion is participation: “Learners inevitably participate in 

communities of practitioners…” (p. 29). For Lave and Wenger, learning is 

fundamentally a social activity. They critiqued traditional conceptions of 

learning, whereby learners internalize knowledge that is either “‘discovered,’ 

‘transmitted’ from others, or ‘experienced in interaction with others’” (p. 47), as 

an oversimplification of the learner, the world, and the dynamic relationship 

between the two. Moreover, the traditional view emphasizes the internalization 

of knowledge and reinforces the inside/outside dichotomy. By conceiving of 

learning as participation, Lave and Wenger do away with this dichotomy and 

can thus focus on learning as “…an evolving, continuously renewed set of 

relations” (p. 50). In short, Lave and Wenger conceptualize learning as a social 

practice, which “emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and world, 

activity, meaning, cognition, learning, and knowing” (p. 50). In simplest terms, 

the participation metaphor allows us to view learning as “…the historical 

production, transformation, and change of persons” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 

51) as a result of participation in communities of practitioners with varying 

levels of expertise. 

The participation metaphor allows me to consider the rich and varied 

contexts in which my participants functioned. It is my belief that local 
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contextual features, including institutional, academic, social, and personal 

particularities will have more to do with my participants’ success or failure than 

their “acquisition” of English as measured by TOEFL scores. Moreover, the 

participation metaphor more accurately describes what my participants’ are 

actually trying to do—gain access to particular communities, to do what is 

typically done by and expected of members of those communities. In short, by 

looking at my participants through a lens tinted by the participation metaphor, I 

might glean a rich, complex, and nuanced understanding of their lived 

experience (van Manen, 1990) and its relation to their academic success or 

failure. 

 

Communities of Practice 

CoP provides a means viewing the lived experience of my participants. 

The academic communities my participants attempted to join comprise 

“communities of practitioners and…the mastery of knowledge and skill 

required to move toward full participation in the sociocultural practice of a 

community” (1991, p. 29). A community of practice includes three elements 

that differentiate it from other social formations. The first of these is mutual 

engagement, which Wenger (1998) described as follows: 

The first characteristic of practice as the source of coherence of a 
community is the mutual engagement of participants. Practice does not 
exist in the abstract. It exists because people are engaged in actions whose 
meanings they negotiate with one another. In this sense, practice does not 
reside in books or in tools, though it may involve all kinds of artifacts. It 
does not reside in a structure that precedes it, though it does not start in a 
historical vacuum. (p. 73) 

 
A community of practice is not merely a group of individuals with some shared 
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characteristic (e.g., people with doctorates in philosophy, Japanese students in 

the United States, or Michael Jackson fans); rather, the members of the group 

work together in some way to achieve something. That something is the second 

characteristic of a community of practice: joint enterprise. Wenger (1998) noted 

that the joint enterprise “…is not just a stated goal, but [it] creates among 

participants relations of mutual accountability that become an integral part of 

the practice” (p. 78). The mutually engaged members of a community of 

practice play a direct, collective role in defining the goals of activity. 

The third characteristic of a community of practice is a shared repertoire. 

This repertoire includes “routines, words, tools, ways of doing things, stories, 

gestures, symbols, genres, actions or concepts that the community has produced 

or adopted in the course of its existence, and which have become part of its 

practice” (Wenger, 1998, p. 83). Members of a community of practice, mutually 

engaged to achieve a shared goal, draw upon the repertoire of resources listed 

above to achieve those goals. 

These three elements of CoPs became evident in the academic 

communities my participants sought to join. In their academic departments, 

students, professors, and administrators were mutually engaged in the joint 

enterprise of consuming and producing the mediating artifacts that comprise 

their respective disciplines. Their repertoire included the concepts and theories 

that define the field, books and research articles, reading lists, lectures, journals, 

conferences, and courses. A major aim of this study is to determine precisely 

how my participants function within their respective academic communities of 

practice, to include both their departments and their disciplines beyond their 
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local campuses, and to what ends. 

Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

Lave and Wenger (1991) supplied a framework for understanding how 

people learn within a community of practice: LPP. This framework holds that 

individuals attempting to gain access to a particular community must 

participate their way into it, moving from peripheral participation as novices 

toward fuller participation within the community, where their academic goals 

are achieved. With this framework, Lave and Wenger challenged the traditional 

view of learning as primarily a cognitive process, a view echoed later in 

Lantolf’s (2000) critique of the traditional view of mind as vessel (discussed 

above). Lave and Wenger view learning not as an isolated activity, but rather as 

“…an integral part of generative practice in the lived-in world” (1991, p. 35). 

Learning, the person learning, and the social context of learning are mutually 

constitutive. 

Given their importance of this framework for this study, the three words 

that describe it deserve closer scrutiny. Lave and Wenger (1991) explained 

these terms (legitimate, peripheral, and participation) while noting they are 

intended to be taken as a whole and should not be conceptualized terms of easy 

binaries (i.e., legitimate/illegitimate; peripheral/central). They noted, for 

example, that there is probably no such thing as an “illegitimate peripheral 

participant” (p. 35). However, given their grounding in sociocultural theory, we 

can reasonably infer that what passes for “legitimate” participation is regulated 

through social practice and standards accepted as legitimate by the community. 

Moreover, legitimate participation can take many forms, depending on local 
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context, and its fulfillment can be achieved by degrees. 

In explaining the term, “peripheral,” Lave and Wenger (1991) bring up a 

series of inter-related concepts. They suggest that, “peripheral participation is 

about being located in the social world. Changing locations and perspectives are 

part of actors’ learning trajectories, developing identities, and forms of 

membership” (p. 36). The following six terms inform this changing of locations 

and perspectives are particularly important for this study. 

 

Peripherality. This term refers to the individual’s (changing) position 

within the community. There are “…multiple, varied, more- or less-engaged 

and -inclusive ways of being located in the fields of participation defined by a 

community” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 36). Peripheral participation, as an 

inward trajectory, leads to fuller participation (Lave and Wenger are careful to 

avoid the terms ‘complete’ and ‘central’). At the outset, as they began their 

studies, my participants were positioned in a certain way in relation to the 

discourse community they sought to join. The discourse has affixed labels to 

them—graduate student, non-native speaker, woman—that both explicitly and 

subtly set the initial terms of their participation. It is easy to see how any 

newcomer might feel uncomfortable at first—located on the margin and very 

far from full participation, with an entire secondary discourse to master. How 

much more so in the case of my participants? How did my participants change 

positions and move toward fuller participation? To what extent does movement 

from the periphery depend upon their own active engagement with the 

community, and to what extent is movement facilitated by explicit instruction  



 29 

and guidance from powerful (and benevolent?) insiders? The answers to these 

questions turn on the concept of peripherality. 

 

Identity. It is in “a cascading interplay of participation and reification that 

our experience of life becomes one of identity, and indeed of human existence 

and consciousness” (Wenger, 1998, p. 151). As a person proceeds along a 

learning arc, participating in various ways in various communities, identity is 

formed and reformed. Theories of identity are “concerned with the social 

formation of the person, the cultural interpretation of the body, and the creation 

and use of markers of membership such as rites of passage and social 

categories” (Wenger, 1998, p. 13). As my participants proceeded from the 

margin of the discourse community toward fuller participation in it, each 

became a certain kind of person. New labels were attached to them, and they 

used a new vocabulary to talk about themselves and their work; they saw 

themselves differently than before in relation to the discourse. This echoes 

Gee’s (1998) notion of discourse as an “identity kit” (p. 51). It is not a simple 

process—experience is a source of personal revision. The individual 

incorporates experience into him or her self and makes sense of it in a particular 

way, often articulated through narrative (much more on this important concept 

in Chapter 4). I trace the changes in identity, and its role in their movement 

toward fuller participation, as my participants proceeded through their academic 

careers and become, or do not become, the people they decided at the outset that 

they wanted to be: recognized professionals in their chosen fields. 
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Marginality. Related to both peripherality and identity is the key concept 

of marginality. To understand marginality, we must first understand the role of 

non-participation. Identity is formed in response to both participation and non-

participation (Wenger, 1998). We choose not to participate in the life of certain 

communities, and these choices reflect and reify a sense of self. According to 

Wenger (1998), “non-participation is, in a reverse kind of fashion, as much a 

source of identity as participation” (p. 164). 

Within a community of practice, non-participation can have both enabling 

and debilitating effects. Peripheral non-participation is a necessary condition for 

movement toward full participation (Wenger, 1998). Wenger gave the example 

of the novice’s inability to understand the conversation of two old-timers. The 

novice’s inability to join the conversation defines a “trajectory of participation” 

(p. 165). Peripheral non-participation is enabling. The negative corollary to 

peripheral non-participation is marginality. Whereas peripheral non-

participation enables movement toward full-participation, marginality enforces 

a restricted form of participation, preventing the person from moving toward 

fuller participation in a community. For instance, attitudes and practices of 

certain communities can situate women, minorities, people of a certain age, 

people who hold certain beliefs, and or perhaps even people who speak English 

as a second language perpetually on the margin of the community. Wenger 

offered the example of marginality that is less overt but no less consequential 

for the individual: “We often find it hard to be grown-up participants within our 

own families of birth” (1998, p. 166). This example, which many people can  
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easily related to, suggests that the precise sources of marginality can be difficult 

to identify, and very difficult to overcome. 

It is not difficult to imagine how both peripheral non-participation and 

marginality are very important in the experiences of my participants. I looked 

for instances of peripheral non-participation and analyzed how my participants 

responded. For example, when one of my participants was involved in a group 

discussion with “old-timers” (in this case, either native speakers who were full 

participants in the linguistic community or second- or third-year students who 

are fuller-participants in the academic community) and she did not participate 

(for whatever reason, which I attempt to determine), what did she do? Did this 

experience define a trajectory for her, and if so, how did she proceed? How did 

those old-timers facilitate her movement toward full participation? Likewise, 

what experiences of marginality did my participants experience? Did one or 

more of the identities they brought to their new academic communities (i.e., 

international student, non-native speaker, woman) place them in a marginal 

position, and if so, how could they or did they resist marginalization? What 

practices and attitudes of the communities they were attempting to enter 

contributed to their marginalization? The concept of marginalization might help 

explain experiences that prevented individuals from participating more fully in 

their academic communities. 

 

Trajectory. Identity exists temporally, “a constant becoming … 

something we constantly renegotiate during the course of our lives” (Wenger, 

1998, p. 154). Formation of identity follows an arc, proceeds through time and 
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space as individuals engage communities in particular ways. Wenger used the 

term “trajectory” to describe this movement: It is “a continuous motion—one 

that has a momentum of its own in addition to a field of influences” (p. 154). He 

listed several types of trajectories that might be particularly relevant to my 

participants: peripheral, inbound, insider, boundary, and outbound. The label 

assigned to each trajectory indicates both a location and a direction—where my 

participants might be found and where they might be going—in relation to the 

discourse. Wenger (1998) claimed that, “identities are defined with respect to 

the interaction of multiple convergent and divergent trajectories” (p. 154). In 

this study, tracing my participants’ movements along various trajectories indeed 

helped me understand how their identities formed and changed over time. 

 

Forms of Membership. Communities of practice seldom issue 

identification cards (though indeed my participants carried student I.D. cards 

that set certain practical and symbolic parameters for their participation); most 

of the communities my participants belong to were informal. Regardless, 

participation in these communities can take different forms—some of them 

assigned (e.g., graduate student, group leader, advisee) with certain explicit 

functions, and some unspoken (e.g., mentor, silent observer, occasional 

contributor), with implicit functions. My participants’ specific forms of 

assigned and assumed membership, and how they negotiated and fulfilled those 

roles, might have a great deal to do with their ability to participate in the 

academic community. 
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Relations of Power. Power has been described as “a fundamental and 

inescapable dimension of social life” (Smith, 2001, p. 124). Wenger (1998) 

described the term as it relates to communities of practice: 

As a place in which one moves toward more-intensive participation, 
peripherality is an empowering position. As a place in which one is kept 
from participating more fully—often legitimately, from the broader 
perspective of society at large—it is a disempowering position. (p. 36) 

 
People in any given community exert power and are at the same time subject to 

power, depending on the subject positions they occupy in a particular context; 

the exercise of power is always situated. Some positions (i.e., deans, professors, 

advisors) within the academic discourse communities my participants tried to 

access came with considerable power to set the terms of my participants’ 

participation and determine whether and to what degree they were granted 

membership. There were gatekeepers in the academic community, and their 

beliefs and actions have considerable consequences for my participants. What 

were those actions and beliefs, and how, specifically did they affect my 

participants? 

 

Critique 

Lave and Wenger have been criticized for leaving the issue of power in 

the community underdeveloped (Tusting, 2005). Lea (2005) argued that 

researchers using CoP place too much emphasis on a “benign” (p. 184) version 

of CoP as an educational model, which presumes, 

…a simple and smooth transition from peripheral participation as a 
novice to full membership at the core of the community’s endeavor. It 
does not take into account the more contested nature of participation in 
communities of practice, that is when participants are excluded from full 
participation in the practice of a community; for example, where students 
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struggle to engage in the unfamiliar discourses or literacy practice of the 
academy, always feeling excluded and on the margins. (p. 184) 

 
This benign view of CoPs that Lea claimed is most often used by researchers 

using the CoP framework does not account for the complex function of power 

in the academic community and how my participants might be marginalized by 

inequities in their departments. Moreover, this benign version of CoP “provides 

little sense of agency for participants on the periphery” (Lea, p. 186). Lea 

further argued that this emphasis on the benign version of CoP 

…has resulted in a lack of critique, in particular from an institutional 
perspective. There is little recognition of the complex nature of 
communities of practice in higher education contexts, with too much 
emphasis upon the student as novice being acculturated into the 
established academic community…. It can help us to understand the ways 
in which institutional practices…are integral to some students’ 
marginalization and exclusion … (p. 194) 

 
This study is particularly focused on how institutional practices help or hinder 

academic success. For these reasons, CoP as an educational model does not 

suffice as an analytic tool for this study. Lea’s (2005) alternative, CoP as a 

useful heuristic, offers a means of “helping us understand a social model of 

learning as participation in practice” (p. 183). This version of CoP is clearly 

more appropriate for this study, but we still need a supplemental analytical tool 

for understanding the actions learners take in response to power inequities and 

other difficulties encountered in their academic communities. Activity theory 

provides this tool. 

 

Activity Theory: The Process of Mediation 

Recent developments in activity theory help account for power and 

agency in social worlds. Engeström (1999) challenged the traditional dualistic 
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view of activity, whereby the individual is seen as distinct and detached from 

the social structures within which he lives and acts. He identified mediation as 

the bridge between the individual and the social in activity theory: 

Mediation by tools and signs is not merely a psychological idea. It is an 
idea that breaks down the Cartesian walls that isolate the individual mind 
from the culture and the society. […] The idea is that humans can control 
their own behavior—not “from the inside,” on the basis of biological 
urges, but “from the outside,” by using and creating artifacts. (p. 29) 

 
By this view, individuals can shape both themselves and the social world by 

means of artifacts, language among them; they are no longer merely biological 

imperatives at the mercy of repressive social structures. To reinforce his point, 

Engeström (1999) quoted Wartofsky (1979): “The artifact is to culture what the 

gene is to biology” (p. 205). Engeström’s (1999) complex model of an activity 

system incorporates a more sophisticated and subtle view of mediating artifacts, 

the subject, and the outcome of activity that accounts for the dynamism of the 

individual vis á vis social structures: 

 

Figure'1.'Engeström’s+(1999,+p.+31)+complex+model+of+an+activity+system.+
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In this figure, the individual or group occupies the subject position. It is 

from this position that the activity is analyzed. Mediating artifacts, including 

language, are used to achieve certain outcomes—the objects of activity. The 

community comprises others who share an interest in the object of activity. 

Rules are designed to regulate the manner in which action is executed and the 

interactions among and within subject and community. The division of labor 

describes the delegation of tasks—horizontally among community members, 

and vertically along divisions of power and status. Previous models (Engeström, 

1999, p. 30) comprised only the top triangle: subjects, artifacts, and objects. 

This more nuanced model accounts for the complex social and contextual 

nature of mediation. 

Engeström suggested that we “try to look at the society more as a 

multilayered network of interconnected activity systems and less as a pyramid 

of rigid structures dependent on a single center of power” (1999, p. 36). The 

implications of such a view of activity are far-reaching. As Engeström stated, 

“This perspective is not only optimistic concerning human self-determination, it 

is an invitation to serious study of artifacts as integral and inseparable 

components of human functioning” (p. 29). Thus, human beings have agency 

(more on this key concept below) to affect change—in both their selves and in 

the social structures that shape and regulate their worlds. Moreover, such a view 

of activity also allows for a more nuanced view of context: 

The activity itself is the context. … Context is constituted through the 
enactment of an activity involving people and artifacts. …not an outer 
container or shell inside of which people behave in certain ways. People 
consciously and deliberately generate contexts (activities) in part through 
their own objects; hence, context is not just “out there.” Context is both 
internal to people—involving specific objects and goals—and, at the same 



 37 

time, external to people, involving artifacts, other people, specific 
settings. The crucial point is that in activity theory, external and internal 
are fused. (Nardi, 1996, p. 38) 

 
Context is thus not merely a set of circumstances among which a person finds 

oneself helplessly cast; rather, individuals play an active role in shaping 

context. This view of context also suggests that agency is not merely possible 

but integral to my participants’ functioning in social worlds. 

The concept of mediation might be a helpful tool for analyzing the actions 

my participants take in their academic communities. In describing how 

mediation actually occurs, Lantolf (2000) identified activity theory as central to 

sociocultural theory. According to early versions of activity theory (Leontiev, 

1978), people take action in response to an identified need, which can be 

biological (e.g., food, sleep) or culturally constructed (e.g., status, literacy). 

These needs become the motivation for certain goal-directed actions, carried out 

within the limits of spatial and temporal conditions (Lantolf, 2000). Thus, the 

act of learning to read, for example, is motivated by the socioculturally 

constructed need for literacy, carried out in ways that are considered appropriate 

within a certain context, just as the biological need for food motivates the act of 

hunting or going to the supermarket. In short, “activity comprises three levels: 

the level of motivation, the level of action, and the level of conditions” (Lantolf, 

2000, p. 8). Importantly, researchers can only observe actions as they occur in 

time and space; they cannot observe the motivations that initiated action or the 

goals toward which action is directed. This is because motivation emerges from 

the functional system of the mind, and the same actions can be initiated by 

different motivations in different people. Similarly, the same actions can be 
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employed to achieve different goals by different people. The only way to 

discern motives and goals of particular actions is to have them articulated in 

language by those who carried them out. This fact wields profound influence on 

the types of data to be collected and the methods of analysis used in this study 

(discussed below). 

Thus, activity theory is a means of understanding how “…human 

behavior results from the integration of socially and culturally constructed 

forms of mediation into human activity” (Lantolf, 2000, p. 8). Moreover, it has 

been applied as a means of understanding learning environments from the 

constructivist perspective (Fire & Casstevens, 2013; Jonassen & Rohrer-

Murphy, 1999). In short, activity theory provides a lens through which to view 

how people actually use cultural artifacts to shape themselves and the world. 

Activity theory allows us to explore the process in real terms by focusing 

on what people are doing, not what they are acquiring. My participants 

identified particular socio-culturally constructed needs, and they were 

motivated to develop and deploy the mediational means to achieve the goals 

that would satisfy those needs. The process is clearly very complex for my 

participants. In their home country, they had highly developed functional 

systems by which to define their selves and negotiate participation in various 

communities. The L1 functional system comes to most people more or less 

naturally, without much effort, simply by growing up in a particular cultural and 

linguistic context—everyone gets the first one free (Gee, 1998). But my 

participants have made a conscious decision to cross the border (Pavlenko & 

Lantolf, 2000), to develop through participation and great effort a new 
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functional system—they were integrating new artifacts and new ways of being 

and doing into their minds, remaking their selves in the process. 

 

Conclusion 

In the preceding pages, I have constructed a framework for viewing the 

lived, situated experiences of my participants as they endeavored to gain access 

to particular academic communities and earn advanced academic degrees in 

their second language. I started with a broad grounding in constructivist 

ontology, epistemology, and methodology and then reviewed sociocultural 

theory as a broad theoretical perspective for viewing lived experience. I 

proceeded to examine the concepts of CoP and LPP and the crucial concepts 

associated with them. After reviewing the critique of CoP when used as an 

educational model, I presented an overview of activity as an analytical tool to 

supplement CoP and LPP and help account for the choices made and actions 

taken by my participants throughout their academic careers in the United States. 

Ultimately, my participants were entering communities of practice; it is my goal 

to document and analyze their functioning within them. The theoretical 

framework described above informs a means of doing so. 
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CHAPTER 3 

GRADUATE STUDENT PARTICIPATION: REVIEW OF 

LITERATURE 

 

For several years, I have been on a journey through a large and growing 

body of empirical research related to this study. What started for me as an 

exploration of academic literacy acquisition (Spack, 1997) quickly spread into 

related areas, including identity (Norton, 2000), academic socialization (Morita, 

2000, 2004, 2009), social networks (Ferenz, 2005), power relationships 

(Benesch, 1999), and mentoring (Belcher, 1994). I found myself swimming in a 

sea of interesting and relevant studies but struggling to find a unifying idea that 

would inform a coherent argument. To help me identify that idea, I conducted a 

study (Hood, 2009) of a small group of Japanese acquaintances who had studied 

at U.S. universities earlier in their lives. In group- and individual- interviews, I 

asked them to reflect on their experiences in the United States and to discuss the 

factors that facilitated their success (all participants had managed to earn either 

undergraduate or graduate degrees). With remarkable consistency, the 

participants identified their relationships and interactions with others in and 

near their academic communities as keys to success. In fact, the participant who 

struggled the most cited social isolation as the most significant factor impeding 

her progress. The unified idea I was looking for was in fact two closely 

interrelated ideas: academic socialization and participatory practices. In this 

chapter, I demonstrate how these ideas have been treated to date, how they 

inform well-established lines of inquiry, where this study is situated among 
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them, and how this study extends our understanding of these ideas. First, after 

considering the role gender might play in academic life, given that the 

participants in this dissertation coincidentally are all women, I examine the 

issue of participation in the most general sense, as it has been viewed outside of 

academic contexts, as a means of demonstrating that participation is a feature of 

all learning (Wenger, 1998). Then, I examine studies that looked at participation 

of graduate students (primarily of NNES but also some of NES), where we 

begin to see learners moving from the margin of their academic communities 

toward fuller participation. Throughout, I consider the methods employed by 

the authors, as well as the light they shed on other key concepts (e.g., identity, 

discourse, literacy, power, and agency) discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

Talking about Gender 

As indicated by the title of this study, the Japanese graduate students who 

served as participants were all women. This was not by design but rather by 

chance; it just so happened that all who showed interest in participating in this 

study were female. Even if this were not the case, if I had a mix of male and 

female participants, the issue of gender could not be ignored. Gender is an 

aspect of identity that runs through every aspect of social life. Being male or 

female determines to some extent how one is greeted by the world and what one 

is permitted (or what one permits him or her self) to do in the world. As a male, 

this aspect of my participants’ experiences can be difficult to grasp: I do not 

presume to know what it is like to be a woman, to cope with the inequities that 

women face every day in social and professional contexts that I as a male have 
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never had to endure. Moreover, my awareness that these inequities exist does 

not guarantee that I can always recognize them when they occur, or understand 

them deeply when I do in fact recognize them. Nevertheless, some background 

on gender issues as they relate to my participants is in order. 

The percentage of women seeking to attain graduate degrees has steadily 

risen in recent decades. In 1975, women accounted for just 21.9 percent of 

doctorates awarded in the United States. By 1990, they accounted for 43.8 

percent (Hoffer et al., 2001). In education, women earned 75 percent of all 

doctorates awarded in 2013 (National Science Foundation, 2014a). Clearly, 

women are gaining increased access to the academic world. However, increased 

access does not guarantee equal treatment. Women and men have been shown 

to have different communication styles (Tannen, 1990), and men continue to 

hold many positions in the higher echelons of academia. For instance, in science 

and engineering departments, women comprise just 31 percent of full time 

faculty positions, and just 27 percent of deans and department heads in science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) programs are women 

(National Science Foundation, 2014b). My participants’ gender might have 

implications for their academic socialization, depending greatly on local 

context. Below I review several studies that examine the issue of gender in 

graduate studies. 

Gender has the potential to affect the way NNES graduate students in the 

United States view and make sense of their own academic experiences. 

Kuwahara (2005) found that indeed male and female graduate students from 

Japan perceived their experiences in U.S. universities differently. She 
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interviewed 15 Japanese graduate students (seven men and eight women) in the 

United States to understand the sources of maladjustment to the United States 

commonly associated with Japanese students. Participants were between the 

ages of 25 and 36, with TOEFL scores ranging from 213 to 283 (of a possible 

300) on the computer-based test (CBT). They had lived in the United States 

from nine to 27 months prior to the study. Twelve were in master’s programs; 

three were pursuing doctoral degrees. All were enrolled at very selective U.S. 

graduate schools. Kuwahara conducted semi-structured interviews with each of 

her participants (from 90 to 120 minutes each) and obtained additional 

information via email and telephone follow-ups. In her report, Kuwahara 

focused on the differences in the ways participants described themselves in 

Japan and in the United States She found that gender might play a key role in 

one’s ability to adjust to U.S. academic institutions. Female participants seemed 

to have more positive experiences and less trouble adapting to life in the United 

States. They “tended to show the joy that they experienced having been freed 

from the social ties and cultural and gender expectations of Japanese society 

after coming to the U.S.” (p. 141). The male participants, however, seemed to 

have more negative experiences, confessing to “difficulties accepting their 

positions in [the United States], which sometimes resulted in feeling 

depressed.... Japanese males often rejected and withdrew from 

‘Americanization,’ potentially to protect themselves from being lamped [sic] 

together with the negative image of Asian men” (p. 141). Moreover, Kuwahara 

noted that Americans tended to react more favorably to the female participants, 

and this might have contributed to more positive cultural identity formation. At 
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the same time, negative reactions toward the male participants seemed to be 

based upon negative stereotypes, which contributed to a negative self-image 

and made it more difficult for the male participants to feel comfortable in the 

United States. Returning to Berry’s (2002, cited in Kuwahara, 2005) 

acculturation theory to account for the differences, Kuwahara claimed that 

female participants were more likely to assimilate and integrate as a result of 

their positive reception, while their male counterparts were more separate and 

remained on the margins. Kuwahara’s study suggests that my female 

participants might have an easier time adjusting to life in the United States than 

their male counterparts. Unfortunately, I am unable to compare the experiences 

of male and female graduate students because all of my participants are women. 

It is also possible that gender affects the time it takes for individuals to 

complete their studies. Maher, Ford, and Thompson (2004) examined the rate of 

progress of women seeking advanced degrees and sought to identify the factors 

that constrain, facilitate, or differentiate women on their academic paths. They 

created a 46-item questionnaire utilizing a 3-point Likert scale to identify the 

relevant factors. They sent this questionnaire to alumni from 1978 to 1989 of 

the graduate school of education at Stanford University and received 160 

responses (a 54% response rate). The female respondents were divided into 

three categories: early finishers, who completed doctorates in less than 4.25 

years, average finishers, who needed between 4.5 and 6.5 years, and late 

finishers, who required more than 6.75 years to earn their degrees. Their 

analysis focused on the differences between the early and late finishers. The 

four most significant facilitating factors for early finishers was commitment to 
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finish in a timely manner, helpful advisor/committee, support of other doctoral 

students, and help from support staff. Late finishers rated these factors 

significantly lower. Poor advising was cited as a constraining factor by 47 

percent of late finishers but just 15 percent of early finishers. Early finishers 

were also more likely to have family support than late finishers, 74 percent to 

53 percent. Late finishers were also more likely to cite childcare responsibilities 

as a constraining factor, 36 to ten percent. They concluded by suggesting that 

female doctoral candidates would benefit from “a realistic preview of the 

doctoral experience, perhaps through an intensive orientation” (p. 403). 

My participants were all unmarried women, but that does not mean that 

they were free of the factors identified by Maher, Ford, and Thompson. All 

three participants had obligations to family in Japan or partners in the United 

States or Japan. This factor might have facilitated or constrained their academic 

progress. The most concerning factor identified in Maher, Ford, and 

Thompson’s study is the relationship between positive or negative advising 

experiences and the rate of progress toward degree completion, adding to the 

long list of concerns relating to the advisor/advisee relationship (Golde, 1998, 

2005; Goodman, 2006; Martinsuo & Turkulainen, 2014). 

As far back as the mid-1980s, there has been recognition of a “chilly 

climate” (Hall & Sandler, 1982, 1984) for women in U.S. academic institutions. 

This expression refers to the subtle and overt ways that gender bias creates a 

classroom atmosphere that makes it more difficult for women to participate 

compared with their male counterparts. Other studies (Crawford & MacLeod, 

1990; Prentice, 2000) have confirmed that female students participate in class 
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discussions less often and less assertively than their male counterparts. 

Moreover, a negative relationship between women’s perceptions of a chilly 

climate and cognitive gains has been found (Whitt et al., 1999). Although the 

extent to which female students are aware of and silenced by the chilly climate 

varies according to a number of factors, including age, major, and race (Morris 

& Daniel, 2008), it is likely that the chilly climate might in some way color my 

participants’ experiences in their classrooms. 

That a chilly climate exists for women in U.S. academic institutions is 

well-established. How much chillier then is the climate for NNES students, 

particularly Japanese women? Such a question must be prefaced by disclaimer: 

At all times I resist the tendency to make generalizations about my participants 

as Japanese or as women. Essentializing is neither useful nor truthful (Atkinson, 

2002). My experiences bear this out: Over the course of two years of data 

collection, I found these women to be unique individuals, sharing among them 

little more than a common first language, home country, educational 

background, and gender. Yet these common features matter. As Japanese 

nationals with similar academic backgrounds, their sense of selves as students, 

their notions of what an instructor is or should be, indeed their core beliefs 

about what constitutes learning might be framed in similar ways. The 

characteristics my participants have in common might inform a certain 

similarity in the linguistic and cultural barriers to academic socialization 

(Casanave & Li, 2008) they must overcome. It stands to reason then that their 

experiences as females growing up in the same culture, defined in part by a 

range of social norms and mores pertaining to women, will in some way frame 
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their experiences in the United States. Thus, it is reasonable to investigate how 

and to what extent my participants’ academic socialization and participatory 

practices are influenced by their status as Japanese women. 

The experiences of Japanese women in English-medium academic 

institutions are not necessarily negative. As noted above, Kuwahara (2005) 

found that Japanese women experienced an improved sense of self, using more 

positive adjectives to describe themselves in the United States than in Japan, 

while for their male counterparts the experience was reversed. Ichimoto (2007) 

studied the lived experience of four female Japanese graduate students in 

Australia and found that they suffered a “double marginalization” (p. 265) as 

both women and an ethnic minority. However, as they took up new subject 

positions, her participants created new subjectivities, which allowed them to 

“contribute to the diversification and transformation of the position and 

identities of Japanese women” (p. 265). In this way, Japanese women studying 

abroad were able to resist essentialization and carve out for themselves 

identities that did not conform to common stereotypes. Habu (2000) conducted 

semi-structured interviews with 25 Japanese women in British universities to 

better understand their experiences as foreign students and as marginal 

members of the labor force. Although some of her participants felt that they 

were merely tolerated in their host institutions and not encouraged in their 

academic pursuits, others felt that they were able to develop their skills and 

integrate into their academic communities. These studies, conducted in different 

countries in which English is the primary language of instruction, attest to the 

main point I wish to make regarding gender in this study: Gender matters, not 
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necessarily in negative ways, and often in subtle or overt ways that, from my 

male perspective might be difficult to discern clearly. However, it is clear that 

gender plays a role in academic socialization and participatory practices. I do 

my best to look for and understand the ways in which gender affects my 

participants’ academic lives. With these thoughts on gender always in mind, I 

proceed now with a discussion of the research literature on participation. 

 

Participation in Nonacademic Settings 

Participation is the thread that runs through the theoretical framework laid 

out in Chapter 2. It would be hard to overestimate the importance of this 

concept in the lives of my participants. As Lave and Wenger (1991) put it, 

“learning as increasing participation in communities of practice concerns the 

whole person acting in the world” (p. 49). In fact, several studies have found 

that participation is fundamental to learning and identity whether or not the 

context is explicitly educational. Lave and Wenger (1991), for example, 

reported the results of case studies of apprenticeship and situated learning 

among midwives, tailors, naval quartermasters, meat cutters, and nondrinking 

alcoholics. They affirmed the ubiquity of learning through participation in 

communities of practice, even in contexts outside school settings. The case of 

meat cutters, however, illustrated that apprenticeships that stress a didactic 

mode of schooling and profit-making tasks can prevent novices from mastering 

relevant skills. Wenger (1998), using on-site observation and interviews, 

showed how insurance claims processors formed a community of practice and 

how through participation and reification their experiences were in effect 
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experiences of identity. Norton (2000) drew on questionnaires, interviews, and 

diaries to study the experiences of immigrant women in Canada as they 

struggled to learn English, join local communities, and in the process shape and 

reshape identities. She raised the issue of power as it relates to identity and 

participation by refining a fundamental question for investigation of identity: 

“…the question ‘Who am I?’ cannot be understood apart from the question 

‘What am I allowed to do?’” (p. 8). Norton showed that individuals’ positions 

within communities are closely linked to the ways they identify themselves and 

are identified by others and that the ability to participate in social communities 

is inseparable from these identities. 

 

Participation in Graduate School 

With this general understanding of the large role participation plays in 

learning, I now turn to empirical studies that focus on NNES learners in 

graduate school. Some of the following studies address participation directly, 

others indirectly. However, all of them bear theoretical and methodological 

similarities to the present study. Moreover, each sheds light upon one or more 

of the key concepts (e.g., literacy, identity, power) discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

Welcome to Graduate School: Participation During the First Year 

When graduate students (both NES and NNES) arrive on campus, they 

are positioned on the periphery (Wenger, 1998) of the academic community. 

Graduate students are socialized into the community through participation in 

their departments and their professions. But as Li and Casanave (2008) noted, 
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NNES graduate students must undergo an additional level of socialization, into 

the language and culture. Thus, their journey from the periphery toward fuller 

participation is significantly different, and likely more challenging, than it is for 

their NES counterparts. 

For many NNES graduate students, the first year is pivotal. This is when 

the relationships and practices that help them achieve this additional level of 

socialization begin to form. Kuwahara (2008) described her own experiences as 

a Japanese woman surviving her first year as a doctoral student in a U.S. 

university. She identified three challenges first-year NNES students commonly 

face early in their doctoral studies: an identity crisis and related lowered self-

image, isolation from established support networks, and an absence of clearly 

defined goals and guidance. Kuwahara developed two coping strategies to get 

through the first year. First, she created support networks comprising other 

students, faculty, and administrators. Second, she embraced her role as an 

apprentice, viewing more advanced doctoral students and professors as mentors 

who could help her navigate her academic path. By the end of her first year, 

Kuwahara began to feel comfortable as a doctoral student, and she ultimately 

achieved her academic goals. Importantly, as the title of her article suggests, 

much of what she needed to learn to do was not in the orientation manual. The 

“rules,” or the everyday practices she would need to master, were nowhere 

written down. The extent to which the participants in this study are able to do so 

during their first year might play a significant role in their ultimate academic 

success. 



 51 

Other graduate students comprised a key part of Kuwahara's support 

network. To understand how these students can foster academic socialization 

during the first year, we need to look at the interactions between and among 

those students. Seloni (2012) investigated the academic socialization 

experiences of six first-year graduate students in education at a U.S. university 

using a micro-ethnographic approach. Her purpose was to better understand 

their academic literacy socialization processes while students built disciplinary 

knowledge and social relationships. Specifically, she posed the question, “How 

do spoken interactions among multilingual doctoral students mediate students’ 

academic literacy socialization?” (p. 49). To answer this, Seloni attended class 

meetings, video- and audio-taped interactions in and out of class, collected 

handouts and syllabi, and conducted interviews. She identified three spaces in 

which academic literacy socialization took place during the first year of study. 

The first of these are initial contact frames, defined as “…interactive spaces in 

which newcomers are engaged in the basic conventions of…the issues in their 

fields” (p. 51). She referenced active classroom participation as an example of 

an initial contact frame, and one of her participants noted that a strong social 

support group made the first year of graduate study less difficult. The second 

type of space she labeled institutional academic spaces, and the most significant 

such space was the writing center, where her participants drew on institutional 

resources to gain literacy skills. Third, she cited academic culture of 

collaboration: spaces where multilingual students were safe to discuss their 

experiences together and to question, challenge, and clarify the literacy 

practices they encountered in academic institutional spaces. Students’ gradual 



 52 

immersion in these three spaces informed their academic socialization as “a 

dialogic and communal act that happens among various actors across time and 

space” (p. 57). Seloni’s study supports the participative nature of academic 

socialization and points toward spaces where the participants in my study might 

be socialized into their academic communities during their first year of study. 

If a strong support network and interactions among graduate students are 

keys to academic socialization, it stands to reason that a lack of such a network 

and such interactions make academic socialization difficult and decrease the 

odds of academic success. However, is such a lack sufficient to account for the 

high rate of attrition among first year graduate students? Although not focused 

on NNES graduate students, Golde (2000) looked at the causes of attrition 

among first year graduate students. She noted that one third of all doctoral-level 

attrition occurs during the first year of study and that blame is most often placed 

on the students themselves, for either academic shortcomings or external events 

in their lives. Golde looked beyond these explanations and examined how 

institutional factors can be responsible for a significant portion of first-year 

attrition. Golde conducted interviews with 18 students who had left their 

doctoral programs during the first year. One factor identified by all of her 

participants was the single-minded focus on the field and the all-encompassing 

graduate student lifestyle that study demanded of them. Science majors cited 

lack of fit in a particular department, job market concerns, and mismatch 

between themselves and advisors. Noting that doctoral study in the humanities 

is significantly different from study in the sciences, Golde identified three 

common reasons for attrition for humanities students: intellectual reasons, 
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practice of the discipline not meeting expectations, and reality of faculty life 

toward which they were headed not meeting expectations. In both the sciences 

and humanities, departmental and disciplinary factors played very large roles in 

first-year attrition. Such factors indicate either mismatch between student and 

the academic community or dysfunction within the academic community. The 

factors Golde cited as accounting for first year attrition might be even more 

acute for my participants, who must undergo socialization into the language and 

culture while dealing with the same issues as their NES counterparts. 

The research on the first year of graduate school for NNESs indicates that 

support networks, interactions among students, and the fit and function of the 

field and department in relation to the student are keys to academic socialization 

and survival during the first year. The thread running through all of these 

factors is that they inform participatory practices. Forming and leveraging a 

support network comprising other members of the academic community is in 

itself a form of participation. Interaction with classmates in the frames 

identified by Seloni (2012) is a form of participation, the fit and function of the 

department for the student sets the conditions for participation. In the present 

study, all three participants survived their first academic year in the United 

States. In the case reports and discussion presented in the following chapters, 

the extent to which these and other factors played a role in their academic 

success during the first year is examined. In the next section, I review research 

on other participatory practices that play a role in academic socialization. 
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Participation as Academic Socialization 

Academic socialization does not end after one year of study. It is an 

ongoing process and comprises a variety of participatory practices. Academic 

socialization, according to Duff (2007), “…views learning as developing the 

capability to participate in new discourse communities as a result of social 

interaction and cognitive experience. It also involves developing one’s voice, 

identity, and agency in a new language/culture” (p. 1.4). Scholars have taken 

two approaches to studying academic discourse socialization. The first is a 

product-oriented approach, whereby researchers focus on what sorts of tasks L2 

learners are required to perform and the language needed to perform them 

(Ferris, 1998). Others have taken a more process-oriented approach, whereby 

the social and academic context of the learner is the focus. In this section, I 

review some relevant empirical studies of academic socialization that have 

taken the latter approach, as they align more with the approach taken in the 

current study. 

 

Oral Academic Presentations 

One common participatory practice that takes place in many U.S. 

university classrooms is the oral academic presentation (OAP). By making such 

presentations, students display knowledge, interact with classmates and 

instructors, and learn how to make presentations in the way the profession 

recognizes. Morita (2000) looked at the role of OAPs in the academic 

socialization of both NES and NNES graduate students. Using an ethnographic 

approach, she followed 21 graduate students (two from China, four from Japan, 
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and 15 NESs) and two instructors in two courses over one academic year, 

looking at how OAPs functioned to socialize learners into the discourse of a 

particular academic community, namely a graduate program in teaching English 

as a second language (TESL) at a Canadian university. Morita used the concept 

of language socialization as a theoretical frame for this study. Her primary 

sources of data were classroom observations, video recordings of oral academic 

presentations, interviews with students and teachers, and open-ended 

questionnaires. Through analysis of these data, she was able to discern the 

academic culture of the TESL department, including what students were 

expected to be able to do (e.g., think critically, work both collaboratively and 

independently) and value (e.g., theory and practice and the connection between 

the two). She found that the goals of OAPs “reflected some of the intellectual 

values and academic skills generally promoted in graduate studies” (p. 287), 

suggesting that the process of preparing for, executing, and reflecting on oral 

academic presentations is a practice that facilitates discourse socialization for 

both NES and NNES graduate students. 

Morita also looked at NNESs’ perceptions and strategies and found that, 

regardless of country of origin or gender, students had to cope with three types 

of difficulty related to OAPs: linguistic, sociocultural, and psychological. She 

noted that although all six NNES participants had acquired advanced English 

proficiency, many of them felt that their language skills were not entirely 

sufficient for the task; they feared sounding simplistic, un-academic, or unable 

to respond fully to questions. Also, despite understanding the norms of behavior 

and expectations of the Canadian university classroom, many NNESs struggled 
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to put that understanding into practice: they lacked “tacit knowledge and subtle 

skills of classroom interaction” (p. 298). Psychological difficulties included 

lack of confidence and sense of inferiority arising from linguistic and cultural 

issues. 

Morita’s study is relevant to the present study in two important ways. 

First, she looked at the process of academic socialization: how it occurs in time 

and space as a function of contextualized classroom activity. All three of the 

participants in my study were required to perform OAPs, and I documented 

their attitudes toward them. Second, Morita demonstrated the participatory 

nature this particular academic practice and how it socializes students into the 

discipline. Both NESs and NNESs were shown to develop “…discourse 

socialization by negotiating about instructors’ expectations, by preparing for 

OAPs, by observing and performing OAPs, and by reviewing their OAPs” (p. 

294). The extent to which the participants in the present study were socialized 

into their respective disciplines is discussed in the following chapters. 

 

Participating in Classroom Discussions 

Many graduate-level courses at universities in the United States reflect the 

“lecture/discussion” format (depending on the field), whereby the instructor 

might lecture for a portion of a class period and then turn the topic over to the 

students for discussion. The discussion portion comprises “class participation,” 

an initial contact frame that plays a significant role in academic socialization 

(Seloni, 2012). Instructors recognize the value of this form of participation, and 

it typically accounts for a certain percentage of each student’s final course 
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grade. By class participation, most instructors mean talking in class (Vandrick, 

2000). However, measuring this sort of class participation is highly subjective 

or impressionistic (Bean & Peterson, 1998). Bean and Peterson suggested that 

new, fairer ways of grading classroom participation are needed. Schultz (2009) 

called for a reconsideration of what constitutes classroom participation and 

recognition of silence as a form of participation in class. The articles below 

address classroom participation and its role in academic socialization. 

The discussions that inform classroom participation are often open-ended. 

The instructor might get the discussion started by posing a question based on a 

point made in the lecture or reading assignment, then students respond to the 

instructor and to each other, often without raising hands and waiting to be called 

upon. For NNES students, these discussions can be particularly difficult to join. 

The speed of the discussion, frequent use of slang and cultural references, and a 

culturally informed reluctance to interrupt other speakers might keep some 

NNESs silent. Morita (2004) expanded her work on academic socialization to 

participation in this type of discussion. At a Canadian university, Morita 

conducted qualitative case studies of six female NNES graduate students (five 

Japanese and one Korean who was born and raised in Japan) and ten of their 

instructors to determine how they negotiated participation in classroom 

communities, with particular focus on identity, agency, and power. Data 

included weekly self-reports produced by the participants, three sets of formal 

interviews with participants (one at the end of each term), and classroom 

observation. Morita found that a major challenge for her participants was 

“negotiating discourses, competence, identities, and power relations so that they 
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could participate and be recognized as a legitimate and competent member of a 

given classroom community” (p. 583). However, participants responded to this 

challenge in disparate ways. One participant did not wish to be perceived as less 

competent because of her silence or self-perceived linguistic shortcomings yet 

hoped that classmates and instructors would recognize this same identity and 

respond with assistance and patience. Another tended to be silent in all of her 

classes, but her silence had “different meanings, causes, and outcomes” (p. 589) 

depending on contextual features in each class. A third participant had very 

different experiences in two courses that reflected the roles she was assigned 

within them. This study found that identity construction takes place in, among 

other places, the classroom and is highly contingent on context. At times, 

depending on conditions in the classroom, participants were able to exercise 

agency and negotiate participation in a process through which identity shaped 

and was shaped by their experiences. At other times, participation was 

frustrated and participants could not escape marginal status. 

Another key factor that might facilitate or frustrate classroom 

participation is the student’s sense of identity. How a student sees herself, and 

how others see her, determines to some extent what she is permitted to do in 

class, as well as what she believes she has the right to do (Norton, 2000). Morita 

(2009) sought to understand what kinds of roles and identities were constructed 

for a particular NNES student (Kota) and how they influenced his academic 

socialization as well as his own perspectives on the challenges he faced. Kota 

was a 37-year-old first-year doctoral student from Japan studying education at a 

Canadian university. Morita conducted a longitudinal case study of his 
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academic socialization focusing on three critical aspects: language, culture, and 

gender. Data were collected over one academic year and included weekly self-

reports, weekly open-ended questionnaires, three interviews with Kota, and 

interviews with two of his instructors. She found that Kota struggled in four 

areas of language-mediated practice: understanding course materials and 

discussions, speaking up in class, sharing his research and receiving feedback, 

and socializing outside of the classroom. These difficulties affected his sense of 

identity and membership in the academic community. Culture was also an issue. 

Kota tried to understand the cultures of his new academic communities, but he 

found a conflict between the research perspective dominant in the local 

community and his own perspective. Gender played a role in Kota’s academic 

socialization in one class in which the instructor held strong feminist views. In 

this context, Kota had to learn how to “behave appropriately by considering the 

gender dynamism and implications” (p. 454) of his interactions with this 

instructor. Kota adopted coping strategies, including taking ESL courses to 

make up for a perceived English deficit. But this was not nearly as helpful as 

the relationships he formed with tutors, who served as cultural informants. He 

also developed relationships with individual classmates, with whom he could 

talk one-on-one outside of the classroom. This allowed Kota to present himself 

to classmates in a way that allowed them to recognize his identity and make 

space for him in the classroom. The linguistic, cultural, and gender issues that 

troubled Kota might be experienced by many NNES graduate students in the 

United States, including the participants in my study. I followed my participants 

with an eye for the strategies they employed to cope with these and other issues. 
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The issues Kota faced are not uncommon among NNES and have been 

studied by others. For example, Morita (2009) noted that her results call for 

“better services and programs to support the linguistic needs to international 

graduate students” (p. 457), pointing to the ineffectiveness of the ESL courses 

Kota had taken. Leki and Carson (1997) found that EAP writing classes often 

do not prepare students for some of the writing tasks that are required of them 

in their content courses. More recently, in a narrative study of six NNES 

doctoral candidates in an Australian university, Cotterall (2013b) focused on 

identity and found that development of professional identity was contingent 

upon opportunities for interaction and support from their departments. 

However, such opportunities were often lacking, and none of her participants 

enjoyed a “supportive community of practice in their departments” (p. 6), 

hindering the process of identity development. In another study, Cotterall 

(2013a) found that the writing and supervisory practices encountered by the 

same six NNES graduate students were sources of tension; however, unequal 

power relationships (but not cultural differences) kept students quiet about the 

problems they were experiencing. The body of research indicates that the issues 

Kota faced are not at all uncommon among NNES graduate students, and they 

might indeed be factors in the success or failure of the participants in the 

present study. 

Although the cultural, linguistic, gender, and power issues identified 

above play important roles in classroom participation, and individual students 

might communicate differently in different classes, it is possible to identify 

general communication patters in classroom talk. In a book-length study, Liu 
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(2001) examined the classroom communication patterns of 20 Asian 

undergraduate students in U.S. universities. The majority of his participants 

were not active participants in class, although their perceptions of classroom 

communication were mostly positive. Liu identified four common patterns of 

classroom communication in descending order, from most involvement in 

classroom talk to least. The first of these is total integration, which describes the 

few active participants in his study who communicated in a “spontaneous, 

appropriate, and natural” (p. 72) way. The second is conditional participation, 

which describes those whose participation was constrained by sociocultural, 

cognitive, affective, linguistic, or environmental factors. The third is marginal 

interaction, which concerns participants who listened attentively but rarely 

spoke in class. They compensated for their silence by listening, taking notes, 

and joining discussions outside of class. The fourth and least interactive 

communication pattern is silent observation. This category reflects “the 

prototypical Asian communication pattern” (p. 72), marked by withdrawal from 

class discussions and passive acceptance of what is discussed. Liu found 110 

factors that account for the different communication patterns and grouped them 

into five main categories: cognitive, pedagogical, affective, sociocultural, and 

linguistic. He then subdivided the factors into three groups: facilitative, 

debilitating, and neutral. Liu’s study makes clear that classroom communication 

patterns are complex, and different from learner to learner based on a number of 

personal and contextual factors. The participants in the present study 

experienced many of the factors identified by Liu, and determining whether  
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those factors were facilitating, debilitating, or neutral might account for the 

participants’ level of classroom participation. 

  

Socio-Academic Networks 

One factor that has come up repeatedly is the importance of a strong 

socio-academic support network as a key to academic socialization (Golde, 

1998; Hood, 2009; Kuwahara, 2008; Stracke & Kumar, 2014). Process oriented 

research on academic socialization has suggested that students develop socio-

academic networks that benefit them (Tajfel, 1981) and support and reinforce 

their sense of L1 identity (Ivanič & Camps, 2001). In the present study, the 

socio-academic networks formed by the participants, and the ways in which 

these networks help them join the academic community, are a primary focus. 

The people with whom one chooses to associate during a course of study 

can have a significant effect on academic outcomes, but there is no clear divide 

between the social and the academic. In my previous study (Hood, 2009), 

Makiko, a Japanese woman who earned her undergraduate degree from a small 

liberal arts college in the United States, attributed her academic success to her 

American roommates and neighbors in her dormitory. Although they did not 

share Makiko’s major, they provided social support and a model of academic 

behavior that she sought to emulate. They also served as cultural and procedural 

informants, which proved to be critical for her. At the same time, Makiko very 

consciously avoided the community of Japanese students on campus, which she 

viewed as insular, gossipy, and unlikely to support her linguistic and academic 

growth. Hiroki, a Japanese man who earned an undergraduate degree from a 
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large midwestern university, surrounded himself with both NES and NNES 

classmates, from whom he drew both social and academic support. In these 

cases, the makeup of the socio-academic network was different, but the 

academic result was the same: success. 

Makiko and Hiroki were undergraduates, so their support needs were 

somewhat different from what the participants of the present study required. At 

the graduate level, Ferenz (2005) found that the type of social network matters. 

She examined the role of social networks in the process of advanced academic 

literacy acquisition of six L2 graduate students (five native Hebrew speakers 

and one native Russian-speaker) at a large research university in Israel where 

English was the primary language of instruction. Ferenz conducted one semi-

structured interview with each of her participants. Afterward, each participant 

completed a post-interview questionnaire. Her goal was to discern how the 

participants’ social networks intersected with their literacy practices, how they 

used their various social networks in their academic lives, and how this 

contributed to academic literacy development. Ferenz proceeded on the 

assumption that academic literacy acquisition is dependent on the relationships 

formed with others and on the social environments in which learners interact 

with other people. Her analysis revealed two broad categories of orientation: 

academic and professional. Participants with academic orientations were more 

likely to surround themselves with like-minded people, thus promoting 

academic literacy acquisition; those with professional orientations emphasized 

the role their studies played in their professional development. The social 

networks they developed were more likely to support their professional identity. 
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In short, Ferenz found that students develop certain types of relationships in 

order to “make salient their identity and to pursue their goals regardless of their 

academic status” (p. 348). Ferenz also found a correspondence between identity 

and literacy practices: Those with academic orientations tended to follow a 

“sectional” (p. 348) style of writing in which writers divide attention between 

content development and language formation, whereas those with nonacademic 

orientations tended to write linearly, transferring ideas uncensored from mind to 

paper. 

Her study is relevant to the present study because she examined the 

broader social context in which academic literacy is acquired in an L2. 

Moreover, Ferenz’s findings resonate with my former students’ experiences: 

Those who formed strong social networks with people who could best support 

them academically seemed to be at an advantage (Deaux & Martin, 2003; Hogg, 

Terry, & White, 1995; Hood, 2009). In addition, Ferenz raised several specific 

points that are relevant to the present study. First, how do individuals identify 

themselves within academic communities, and what role do their social 

networks play in their academic socialization? Second, implicit throughout 

Ferenz’s findings is the notion that identity plays a key role in the types of 

social networks learners form. The relationship between academic identity 

formation and socio-academic networks was examined by Cotterall (2013b), 

who found that the lack of a socio-academic network and an unfriendly 

departmental culture might frustrate academic identity formation. These studies 

indicate that the participants in the present study who formed solid socio-

academic support networks and learned how to leverage them might have had a 
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smoother path to fuller participation in their communities of practice. 

 

Relationships with Advisors 

One of the most consequential relationships for most graduate students is 

the one they form with their academic advisor, who plays a key role in the 

development of academic literacy and in the socialization of students into the 

life of the academic community (Simpson & Matsuda, 2008). 

 

What do advisees want? Zhao, Golde, and McCormick (2007) stated 

that “[a] satisfactory relationship between doctoral students and their advisors is 

an essential component of successful doctoral training” (p. 263). In their cross-

sectional survey of 4,010 advanced doctoral students in the United States, they 

found that the most important factors affecting student satisfaction with this key 

relationship were the criteria by which advisors were selected and the behavior 

of their advisors. The criteria they identified for selecting an advisor were the 

advisor’s reputation, intellectual compatibility with the advisor, and the 

pragmatic benefit of the relationship for the student. When these three criteria 

were met, students were more likely to be satisfied with the relationship. 

Advisor behavior factors included academic advising, personal touch, career 

development, and cheap labor. Students were more likely to feel satisfied if 

their advisor gave regular feedback on their work, was regularly available, and 

taught good research practices. “Personal touch” included items such as taking 

an interest in the student’s personal life, caring about the whole student, and 

being sensitive to the student’s needs. Career development items included 
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helping to secure funding, assisting in the writing of presentations and 

publications, and teaching survival skills in the field. The final factor, cheap 

labor, was a negative one: Students who felt they were a cheap source of labor 

for their advisor’s own research or were expected to work so many hours that it 

was difficult to have a life outside of school were more likely to be dissatisfied 

with the relationship. 

 

Gender matters. Zhao et al. (2007) did not set out to investigate the 

relationship between gender and student satisfaction. However, they found that 

gender is one of two background characteristics that play a role in graduate 

student satisfaction with their advisors. In their study, female graduate students 

were less likely to be satisfied with their relationship with their advisors. They 

did not consider why this might be so or explore whether female’s satisfaction 

was dependent upon the gender of their advisor. However, Tidball (1986) found 

a positive correlation between the number of women on faculty and female 

doctoral completion rates in the natural sciences at U.S. universities. Smeby 

(2000) found a similar tendency in Norwegian universities, and Schroeder and 

Mynatt (1993) found that female graduate students at three Midwestern 

universities were more likely to be satisfied with the relationship if their advisor 

were also female. Taken together, these studies suggest that gender is indeed an 

important factor in the relationship between graduate students and their 

advisors. 

Regardless of gender, student satisfaction with their advisors appears to 

be a key factor in academic progress. Ives and Rowley (2005) interviewed 21 
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doctoral students and their advisors as part of a longitudinal study in Australia. 

Over three years they conducted three separate interviews for each student and 

his or her advisor to determine the patterns developed over the course of their 

relationship and how they worked together. They found that satisfaction with 

supervisors, and in turn academic progress, was related to three factors: the 

degree to which students felt involved in the selection of their advisors (as 

opposed to those who were assigned advisors), the match between their 

advisors’ research interests and their own, and the development of a strong 

interpersonal relationships with their advisors. Moreover, they found that 

satisfying relationships were more likely to be formed when advisors were 

experienced, senior faculty members, and this increased the likelihood of 

positive outcomes. A common source of delays in academic progress and other 

problems was changes in advisors. The active involvement of two supervisors 

instead of one also increased the likelihood of academic progress.  

 

What do advisors think? Mismatch between graduate students and their 

advisors might emerge from disparate conceptions of advisors’ roles in the 

advisee/advisor relationship or advising pedagogy. Often advisors’ conceptions 

of advising are formed in reference to their own experiences as graduate 

students. Delamont, Parry, and Atkinson (1998) analyzed data drawn from 

interviews with 94 social science advisors in academic institutions in the United 

Kingdom. Their accounts of the advising process centered on issues of tension 

and balance. Specifically, advisors struggled strike a balance balance between a 

managerial role in which they might need to hold graduate students’ hands and 
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granting autonomy to their advisees, as well as the needs of particular needs of 

individual students. 

In their study of 30 doctoral advisors (19 male and 11 female) in Sweden, 

Franke and Arvidsson (2011) sought to determine how research supervisors felt 

about their relationships with advisees. Interviews with the participants revealed 

two broad conceptions of advising doctoral students: research practice-oriented 

supervision and research-relation oriented supervision. In the former, the 

research topic or methods are shared; in the latter, neither might be shared. In 

research practice-oriented supervision, three main aspects emerged: transfer of 

research traditions, mediation of research practice, and a perceived double role 

(i.e., supervisor and project leader). In research relation-oriented supervision, 

advisee and advisor do not share a common research practice. In this type of 

relationship, the advisor serves as a dialogue partner, mediator of knowledge 

and experience, and mentor. However, in this type of relationship, advisors 

sometimes feel that they lack competence in terms of both topic and research 

methods. 

 

Trouble. When graduate students are dissatisfied with their relationship 

with their advisor, trouble ensues. Numerous studies have demonstrated that 

this key relationship is not always smooth and effective. Although students 

must find ways to strengthen these relationships (Krase, 2007), they alone 

cannot make the relationship effective. Grant and Graham (1999) noted that 

quality advising is the responsibility not only of individual academics (i.e., 

advisors) but also of institutions. Similarly, Golde (2005) found that high levels 
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of attrition might indicate dysfunction in the department or discipline. At the 

same time, there exists between students and teachers an unequal power 

relationship (Freire, 1972) and it might be difficult to determine the scope of the 

supervisor’s authority (Grant & Graham, 1999). The relationship does not 

always go smoothly (Fujioka, 2008; Krase, 2007), and mismatch between 

student and advisor has been found to be a significant cause of first-year 

graduate student attrition (Golde, 2000). One source of trouble might be 

differing expectations arising out of cultural differences (Casanave, 2014). Even 

the most conscientious advisors struggle to find the balance between guiding 

advisees and preserving their autonomy (Delamont, Parry, & Atkinson, 1998; 

Goodman, 2006). Clearly, the advisor/advisee relationship is fraught with 

perils. In this section, I review some studies focused on the sources of trouble in 

the advisor/advisee relationship. 

One popular approach to advising is the cognitive apprenticeship model, 

in which advisors model, coach, and then gradually fade out of the picture. 

However, this approach is not always successful. Belcher (1994) conducted 

three qualitative case studies, using LPP as a means of looking at “…the 

learner’s interaction with the lived-in world” (p. 25). Three international 

graduate students in Belcher’s dissertation writing class for nonnative speakers 

served as participants (two Chinese men and one Korean woman). Belcher 

analyzed weekly installments of their dissertation drafts as well as their 

advisors’ comments before discussing them with the participants. She also 

sought out and interviewed their advisors to gain another perspective on this 

key relationship. Belcher found that advisors contribute to many (but not all) 
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graduate students’ academic and professional success. However, Belcher also 

found that not all mentoring styles are effective. In one case, the relationship 

was so dysfunctional that the student withdrew entirely from academia; in 

another case the student was able to attain his degree despite a troubled 

relationship with his advisor. Only in the third case was the relationship smooth 

and productive. Importantly, the third participant was able to thrive despite 

having a relatively low level of English language proficiency, in no small part 

because her advisor was very nurturing and supportive. Belcher labeled the 

student-advisor relationships in the first two cases as hierarchical, while in the 

third case, the relationship was more “dialogic” (p. 31). This is not to say that 

the advisors are solely to blame for their students’ lack of success, but Belcher’s 

findings do indicate that certain approaches to mentoring are more effective 

than others for particular students. 

Belcher’s findings are important for the present study because they 

suggest that although the relationship between my participants and their 

academic advisors might be a key to their academic success, this relationship 

might be problematic: An advisor’s expertise in a field does not necessarily 

mean that he or she will be an effective mentor. In a study of their own LPP, 

Samimy, Kim, Ah Lee, and Kasai (2011) found that their interactions with their 

mentors were key to fuller participation in their academic communities. 

Whether or not my participants’ advisors served as effective mentors for them 

turned out to be key to fuller participation in their own communities. 

Others have written about dysfunctional advisor/advisee relationships and 

their consequences for students. Krase (2007) used qualitative methods to study 
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the relationship between one NNES graduate student from South Korea and her 

advisor. Data comprised five long interviews over the course of one academic 

year. Bi-weekly email messages kept the researcher apprised of new 

developments and allowed the researcher to ask questions throughout the study. 

The student’s advisor was also interviewed. Krase found that the advisee and 

advisor held very different notions about what their relationship should be. The 

student expected the advisor to work closely with her to shape the direction and 

scope of her thesis. She did not expect to form a personal relationship with her 

advisor, nor did she expect to collaborate with her. Her view of the relationship 

was hierarchical (Belcher, 1994). The advisor held a very different notion. She 

tried to form friendly, informal relationships with her advisees because she 

wanted them to see her as a fellow learner and collaborator. This led to an 

advising style in which students were encouraged to make their own decisions 

about what to study and how to approach the topic. The advisor’s view of the 

relationship was more egalitarian. Krase found that L2 graduate students 

struggle to understand the idiosyncrasies of this important relationship and that 

students’ past academic experiences in their home country can frame their 

beliefs about the advisor’s role in a way that might lead to a mismatch between 

the advisee and the advisor’s expectations. Krase also noted that graduate 

students must master more than content knowledge in their field. They must 

also form good relationships with experts in the academic community. In this 

study, I look at how my participants formed and maintained relationships with 

their advisors and analyzed mismatch when it arose. 
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Kim’s (2007) study of eight Korean doctoral students in the United States 

at the “all but dissertation” (ABD) stage of their dissertations reiterated Golde’s 

(1998), Krase’s (2007), and Fujioka’s (2008) findings regarding relationships 

with advisors. She posed the question, “What barriers do Korean students 

experience in developing effective relationships with their American academic 

advisors?” (pp. 175-176). All of the participants had been engaged with an 

academic advisor for three to six years. Data comprised semi-structured 

interviews in Korean in which participants were prompted to share their 

experiences with their advisors over time. Kim identified seven factors that 

debilitated effective advising for the participants: inadequate English skills, 

disharmony of communication methods, different relationship-building styles, 

differences between the advisors’ style of advising and students’ expectations, 

students’ passive stance, lack of access to advisors, and indifference on the part 

of the advisors. Kim found that issues of language, communication methods, 

and relationship building led to a loss of confidence, which in turn led students 

to be more passive. Although both students and advisors hoped for better 

relationships, neither party took active steps to overcome these barriers. Some 

of these same barriers are examined in my participants’ cases. 

The advisor/advisee relationship can be examined from the perspective of 

each party. The following three studies add to our understanding of the 

advisor/advisee relationship in this regard: one analyzing the students’ 

perspective, and the other two examining the advisors’ view. First, Schlosser, 

Knox, Moskovitz, and Hill (2003) conducted a qualitative study of the advisee 

perspective. They interviewed 16 third-year doctoral students in psychology in 



 73 

U.S. universities to better understand how they felt about their relationships 

with their advisors. Of the 16, six were unsatisfied with their relationships with 

their advisors, a full 38 percent, which is strikingly similar to the attrition rate 

(Golde, 2005). Among the reasons cited for dissatisfaction were inability to 

choose their own advisors, infrequent meetings with advisors, the costs and 

benefits of the relationship, and the manner in which conflicts with advisors 

were resolved. They found that positive relationships with advisors comprised 

both interpersonal and instructional components and described the positive 

relationship as one in which there is good rapport, open resolution of conflict, 

and collaboration as a means of facilitating the advisee’s academic progress. 

The second study (Lee, 2008) looked at the relationship from the 

advisors’ point of view and sought to understand how advisors conceive of their 

advising practices. Lee interviewed 12 advisors from various disciplines at 

universities in the United Kingdom. Noting that the relationship with the 

advisor can “make or break a PhD student” (p. 267), Lee distinguished the 

functional approach to understanding advising, which amount to lists of 

functions or tasks to be completed, and a conceptual approach, in which 

advisors’ notions of what general concepts inform their advising practices. She 

found that advisors’ concepts of research supervision and their own past 

experiences as advisees are the primary influences on their current advising 

practices, findings that parallel those of Delamont, Parry, and Atkinson (1998). 

Lee identified five overlapping approaches to advising: a functional approach 

focusing on project management, an enculturation approach focusing on 

socializing the advisee into the academic community, a critical thinking 
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approach encouraging advisees to analyze their own work, an emancipation 

approach encouraging advisees to question and develop themselves, and an 

approach focusing on the quality of the relationship, where the advisee is 

enthused, inspired, and cared for by the advisor. Each of these approaches has 

advantages and disadvantages, and Lee called for further research to understand 

how these approaches affect advisees. 

Halse and Malfroy (2010) also examined advising from the advisors’ 

perspective. However, their results were somewhat different from Lee’s. 

Focusing on the question of what advisors do and how this work might be 

theorized, they drew on two complementary studies in which extended life 

history interviews were conducted with 26 advisors at a university in Australia. 

They identified five “facets” (p. 83) of quality advising. The first they call the 

learning alliance. In this facet, advisors enter into an agreement with the advisee 

to achieve a common goal: the production of a high-quality doctorate. The 

second facet was labeled habits of the mind. This was conceived of as both a 

disposition and a mode of behavior that advisors must practice and instill. These 

habits include attentiveness, curiosity, self-awareness, and the ability to identify 

and correct errors. The third facet was scholarly expertise, or mastery of the 

content knowledge of a particular field, and includes “continuous, fruitful 

participation in the production of knowledge…” (p. 86). The fourth facet was 

technê, or essential technical competencies such as the ability to speak and 

write in a way that is appropriate to the discourse community, the ability to 

access and use resources, information management and analysis skills, and the 

ability to guide students to manage and organize their time. The fifth facet was 
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identified as contextual expertise, or knowledge and understanding of the 

institutional and disciplinary context in which doctoral studies are situated. This 

is Halse and Malfroy’s theoretical framework for understanding the practice of 

doctoral supervision. This theoretical framework, and the perspectives of both 

advisors (Lee, 2008) and advisees (Schlosser et al, 2003), might resonate with 

and shed light upon my participants’ experiences with their advisors in the 

United States. 

In reviewing the studies above, I have attempted to consider the 

advisor/advisee relationship from various perspectives and conceptual 

frameworks. The conceptualizations of graduate advising seem ideal. They are 

just what we might expect of advisors in a highly effective community of 

practice. However, the experiences of the NNES graduate students presented 

here suggest that there is a gap between theory and practice in the real world. 

One thing that everyone seems to agree on is that the relationship between the 

advisor and the graduate student is crucial. Where that relationship is 

dysfunctional, graduate students have a difficult path in front of them, one that 

many are simply unable to negotiate. In this study, I examined my participants’ 

relationships with their advisors with this in mind, with an eye toward which 

advising practices facilitate or frustrate their academic growth and movement 

toward fuller participation in the academic community. 

 

Writing One's Way into the Academic Community 

Writing is one of the most important ways in which most graduate 

students participate in their academic communities. It is the primary means by 
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which students communicate their ideas, and its evaluation by the gatekeepers 

of the community largely determines whether or not a degree is ultimately 

awarded (Cotterall, 2011). Graduate students in most disciplines must complete 

various types of written tasks throughout their course of study. These tasks 

range from very informal, such as emails messages to instructors and 

classmates, to very formal, such as a thesis or dissertation. At the doctoral level, 

students are often required to publish in academic journals. But the genres they 

must master are neither static nor easily defined. They vary from field to field, 

from department to department within a particular field, and even from 

instructor to instructor within a particular department. As Duff (2007) put it, 

“academic discourse…is not a pure variety or genre of language…. On the 

contrary…students [are] being socialised into new, multimodal, intertextual, 

heteroglossic literacies and repartee…” (p. 1.4). Thus, writing is much more 

than communicating ideas. It is also a practice central to academic 

enculturation. 

The most concise conceptualization of the complex relationship between 

academic writing, identity, and community has been articulated by Hyland 

(2015). Building on Swales’s (1990) view of genre in terms of the communities 

in which they function, Hyland uses the terms proximity and positioning (p. 33) 

to describe how genres form “the interface between individuals and 

communities.” Proximity refers to the relationship between the individual and 

the community, informed by a set of shared representations. By gaining 

command of the rhetorical options made available in academic communities, 

individuals gain credibility as members as they execute “the preferred ways of 
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crafting meanings [in their communities, which thus] constructs individuals as 

members” (p. 34). At the same time, writers appropriate discourse to make 

arguments and carve out a reputation for themselves in their discipline. This is 

positionality. To achieve it, individuals must not only appropriate the shared 

rhetorical conventions recognized by the community, they must also 

differentiate themselves by “using a distinctive set of genre options” (p. 41). In 

this way, Hyland demonstrated the relationship between, community, identity, 

and writing: 

Essentially, communities provide the context within which we learn to 
communicate and to interpret each other’s talk, gradually acquiring the 
specialized discourse competencies to participate as members. They are 
also the places we craft our identities, cement relationships and achieve 
recognition, where we find the tools and resources to live out our 
professional lives. We can therefore see disciplines as language using 
communities which help us join writers, texts and readers together. (p. 33) 

 
In short, the extent to which individuals are able to appropriate the writing 

conventions deemed acceptable by the academic community determines their 

acceptance by the community as members. Simultaneously, their rarefied 

performance of shared genre conventions is key to the development of a unique 

professional academic identity. 

Academic communities comprise both people and discourses. In the 

process of enculturation into the academic community, students become people 

fluent in the discourse of that community. Haneda (2009) looked at the 

academic enculturation of three Korean graduate students in an MATESOL 

program at a North American university to understand how these learners made 

sense of the various Discourses (Gee, 1999) that they encountered. Echoing 

Duff, she began with the premise that discourse communities are “fluid, 
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dynamic, contested, and ideological” (p. 68). Haneda collected journals, 

conducted three interviews over two quarters of academic study, and observed 

classes. She found that her participants negotiated identity as they appropriated 

some aspects of the discourse and resisted others. She also found that 

participants exercised agency to change their marginalized positions. The 

Discourses they were being enculturated into required them to appropriate 

specific academic and professional genres, but the participants found the 

academic genres were not explained. Rather, instructors seemed to assume that 

learners knew how to do them. 

There are other approaches to the study of writing as an important locus 

of disciplinary enculturation. Prior (1998) took a socio-historic approach. He 

described disciplines as “more like heterogeneous networks than stable social 

objects” (p. 277). He used the term disciplinarity to describe the dynamic, 

historical, and situated nature of discourse communities, noting that graduate 

education is a key link in disciplinary networks and a site of enculturation. 

Moreover, within these disciplinary networks, writing is the main activity by 

which disciplinary communities are mediated and reproduced. For this reason, 

Prior believes that traditional notions of writing need to be reconsidered from a 

socio-historic point of view. To demonstrate a method of doing so, Prior 

analyzed an undergraduate seminar on American Studies. The seminar 

comprised 18 students (two NNES and 12 NES) and one professor. Data 

included audiotapes of the sessions he attended, students’ drafts and final 

papers, including the professor’s comments on them, and semi-structured and 

text-based interviews with several of the students and the professor. He found 
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that in the seminar, students’ “…cultural-historical trajectories collided in 

complex ways. From these collisions, students engaged in actions and produced 

texts that were at once extremely heterogeneous and quite centripetal” (p. 293). 

In this way, the discourse community of American Studies was produced and 

reproduced through literate activity. 

A case study approach to writing one’s way into the community has also 

been taken. In a study cited by many of the other studies reviewed here, 

Casanave (2002) conducted case studies of the academic literacy practices of 

NNES students and scholars. She used a “game” metaphor to account for the 

complex nature of academic enculturation and identity formation through 

writing. Casanave noted that graduate students (among others) must learn how 

to “participate competently in their academic communities (to become skillful 

and strategic players) and to see themselves and these communities in relation 

to a broader academic enterprise. Identity construction and learning to belong 

go hand and hand…” (p. 23). In addition to studying undergraduates, Casanave 

conducted case studies of five master’s level students in second language 

education in California. Two Japanese, two American women and one 

Armenian woman, participated. Casanave interviewed these participants 

individually seven times over two semesters. She also collected copies of the 

participants’ academic papers on which their instructors had written comments. 

She visited classes, analyzed assignments, and met informally with professors. 

Casanave found that expectations of learners were complex: On one hand, they 

were expected to develop agency and authority as writers while simultaneously 

fulfilling their role as students. Learners who began participating in the field’s 
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professional activities began to establish “a sense of agency and authority that 

allowed them to feel they were legitimate contributors to a professional 

conversation…” (p. 127). However, at the same time they had to learn to 

navigate complex social and political networks within the institutional setting. 

Her analysis supports the notion that a generalized view of writing 

oversimplifies the “multiplicity of genres and subgenres, the social and political 

aspects of learning to participate in the literate practices of specialized 

communities in local settings, and the influence of teacher and student 

personalities on the demands and expectations within particular programs” (p. 

132). 

Turning to doctoral candidates, Casanave conducted a case study of 

“Virginia,” a native speaker of English and Spanish, who had sought a PhD in 

sociology, looking specifically at three aspects of a “tension among cultures” 

(p. 151) that Virginia experienced during her first year of doctoral study: 

specialized language, ways of knowing, and issues of power and prestige. 

Virginia was dissatisfied with the ways language was used in her theory 

courses, finding it impossible to translate the abstract terms into everyday 

language, making her feel that she was writing for particular professors rather 

than for the wider audience she wanted to reach. Casanave noted that the texts 

produced in a particular field by particular authors reflect epistemological, 

ontological, and methodological assumptions. The texts Virginia was required 

to read and write promoted a way of knowing that “pushed students to distance 

themselves (their biases, their personal values) from their objects of study, in 

essence to remove themselves to the extent possible as sentient human beings 



 81 

from the research process” (p. 168). This way of knowing was not the kind of 

game Virginia wished to play. Finally, Casanave noted that disciplinary writers 

and researchers comprise an academic village that is intellectual, political, 

moral, and personal, and that doctoral students must eventually align 

themselves with a particular village. This means finding a village that is 

compatible with one’s beliefs and interests. This proved problematic for 

Virginia, whose interest in the plights of women and minorities was not stressed 

in her department. Moreover, the people in whom she was most interested in 

helping were underrepresented in the kind of sociology she was learning. Given 

the deep conflicts Virginia experienced, it is not surprising that she withdrew 

from the doctoral program after one year. 

A case study approach has also been taken to look at two of the key issues 

reviewed in this chapter, connecting the issue of writing with the role of the 

advisor in developing writing skills. Tardy (2005) looked at how L2 graduate 

students in a U.S. university developed rhetorical knowledge within their 

disciplines. She collected the texts produced by two graduate students (one a 

Chinese man working on a master’s degree; the other a male doctoral student 

from Indonesia) and interviewed them repeatedly over the course of this 

longitudinal study. The Chinese student participated in the study for one year, 

the Indonesian student for two. Tardy found that whereas rhetorical knowledge 

develops over time, certain “pivot points” (p. 328), at which participants were 

required to complete high-stakes writing tasks, were marked by visible leaps in 

rhetorical understanding. Tardy noted that both participants “enjoyed mentoring 

relationships that also allowed them to maintain their own preferences, 
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affiliations, alignments, and senses of self…. [Moreover]… they engaged with 

texts as well as people” (p. 346). As in Belcher’s (1994) study above, mentors 

played a key role. Whereas Belcher found inconsistency in advisors’ 

effectiveness in mentoring as a factor, Tardy added another dimension to the 

picture: the relative importance of the writing task. In my study, I investigate 

not only advisors’ effectiveness from my participants’ point of view but also the 

nature of the writing tasks my participants were required to complete to 

determine if certain tasks are more consequential for literacy development than 

others. 

The studies reviewed above focused on writing as a fundamentally 

participatory activity, complex and fluid, social and political. How my 

participants navigated this minefield, negotiated the terms of participation, and 

exercised agency to overcome difficulties is a primary focus of this study. 

Below I examine studies that have looked at the ways L2 students have tried to 

overcome perceived weaknesses in their writing ability and participate actively 

in their academic communities. 

 

Overcoming Weaknesses 

One way that L2 students try to overcome perceived weaknesses in 

academic writing ability is by taking courses specifically designed for that 

purpose. Hansen (2000) conducted a longitudinal case study of one ESL 

student’s development of academic writing skills in a sequence of two ESL 

composition courses taught in an EAP course and in her content courses at a 

U.S. university. Hansen’s participant was Mei-Huei, a Taiwanese doctoral 
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student in mathematics. Data included twelve interviews, three email 

interviews, course descriptions and syllabi, and copies of the papers Mei-Huei 

wrote for these courses. Hansen also discussed course assignments with Mei-

Huei and interviewed her instructor for the intermediate ESL writing course. 

She did not interview the instructor for the advanced course because Mei-Huei 

would not consent, as she felt embarrassed by her self-perceived failure in the 

class. Hansen found that the lack of authentic purpose in the advanced EAP 

writing assignments greatly affected Mei-Huei’s sense of value for the 

assignments. She lacked motivation for such papers and felt that she was 

learning more about the discourse conventions in her field from her content 

courses. Moreover, Mei-Huei was unable to make connections between writing 

tasks in her EAP courses to those in her content area. In addition, Mei-Huei did 

not find a non-specialist teacher’s feedback on her math writing convincing, and 

it seemed that academic discourse consciousness-raising was taking place only 

in more authentic contexts. Ultimately, Hansen claimed that teaching for 

research papers and other genres is not valid for graduate-level students, at least 

in Mei-Huei’s case, because there was a mismatch between audience, purpose, 

and content for EAP courses and content courses. In conclusion, Hansen posed 

questions that are directly relevant to the participants in my study: “When 

should students take EAP courses?” “Who should teach EAP courses?” and 

“How do you address diverse students’ needs, disciplinary fields, and future 

writing demands within an EAP course?” (pp. 49-50). These concerns were 

echoed by Leki and Carson (1997), who found that EAP writing courses that 

did not require students to demonstrate knowledge of source texts, which is a 
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key skill that they would need in their content courses, missed important 

opportunities to facilitate students’ linguistic and intellectual development. The 

necessity, availability, and effectiveness of EAP writing courses for my 

participants are discussed in the findings chapters. 

Another way graduate students learn the genres necessary for writing in 

their disciplines is by participating in academic conferences and writing for 

scholarly publication (Berkenkotter, Huckin, & Ackerman, 1988). Doctoral 

students face increased pressure “to enter their academic discourses while they 

are in doctoral programs” (Cho, 2004, p. 48). However, publishing academic 

work in English can be problematic for NNESs (Flowerdew, 1999, 2007). 

NNES graduate students seeking to publish in English need assistance from 

both language professionals and subject professionals and often draw heavily on 

a network of supervisors, peers, and language professionals in the local 

academic community to attain this assistance (Li & Flowerdew, 2007; Li, 

2007). Although none of my participants were explicitly required to publish 

their written work, all three saw publishing as necessary, either for their careers 

or for advancement from master’s to doctoral programs. They also saw 

publishing as desirable as a means of manifesting the professional identities 

they sought, regardless of their degree requirements. 

To better understand how international graduate students cope with 

pressure to publish, Cho (2004) studied the publishing experiences of NNES 

doctoral students enrolled in U.S. universities. Her participants had completed 

their undergraduate degrees in home countries where English was not used as a 

second official language and had submitted for publication and received 



 85 

reviewer comments on at least one academic paper. Cho invited four students 

(three male, from Greece, Japan, and Korea, and one female, from Ukraine) to 

participate. Data included interview transcripts, research papers written by the 

participants, and review comments on their submissions to peer reviewed 

journals. Cho drew on LPP and CoP as a theoretical framework, locating her 

participants on the periphery of their discourse communities both as nonnative 

speakers of English and as novice researchers. She found that NES 

collaborators, mentors, and colleagues played a key role in bringing NNES 

doctoral students into the discourse community. Three of her participants had 

coauthored articles and reported satisfaction with the experience. Even the 

fourth participant, who had not coauthored an article, got substantial help from 

his supervisor, who gave him ideas and explained general guidelines. Moreover, 

all four participants sought the assistance of NESs as they revised drafts of their 

papers. Two of the participants saw local knowledge that they had brought from 

their native cultures to be an asset, while two saw no advantages rooted in the 

knowledge they had brought from home, suggesting that NNES’s local 

knowledge might be more relevant in certain fields than in others. None of the 

participants reported feeling that reviewers discriminated against them as 

NNESs, though perceived weaknesses in their English were cited frequently. 

Cho also found that participants were more likely to pursue quantitative studies 

than qualitative ones, perhaps because such studies placed fewer linguistic 

demands on them. In the end, Cho argued for “growing involvement of NNES 

scholars…and the awareness [that] their empowering potential can lead to the 

transformation of unequal power relations” (p. 68). In this study, I was 
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interested to see how relationships with professors, collaborators, NES tutors, 

proofreaders, and editors affected my participants’ movement, in writing, 

toward fuller participation in their academic communities. 

 

On Identity 

My participants changed during their sojourns in the United States. They 

developed, deployed, and resisted particular identities as they participated in 

their communities and moved toward their goals. For several of the authors 

discussed in Chapter 2 (Gee, 1998; Lantolf, 2000; Wenger, 1998), identity is 

inseparable from literacy and discourse, and this makes it a particularly vexing 

concept to define and discuss. Casanave (2002) referred to identity as 

“complex, slippery, vague, and even misleading” (p. 9). Even so, the concept is 

important to this study and demands more explicit scrutiny. Without presuming 

to isolate identity from other key concepts, I examine in the following section 

what some empirical research has to say on the subject. 

The development of an academic identity has been considered inseparable 

from and indeed constitutive of writing. Ivanič (1998), in her studies of 

academic writing and identity, discussed among others one particular kind of 

self, the “discoursal self: the portrayal of self which writers construct through 

their deployment of discoursal resources” (p. 327). She identified discourse as 

the “mediating mechanism in the social construction of identity” (p. 17) and 

conducted case studies of eight mature (over 25) NES students (two male; six 

female) in the social sciences in Britain. Data included the following from each 

participant: one complete academic essay, one retrospective interview regarding 
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the discoursal choices they made, one discussion about their literacy history and 

current literacy practices, observations and accumulated knowledge of 

participants’ lives, and interviews with tutors who assessed the essays. Because 

the findings of her lengthy study were numerous, I discuss here only those with 

the most direct bearing on this study. First, Ivanič found that writers “bring their 

autobiographical self to the act of writing, and with it, many resources from 

their life-history” (p. 328). These resources include experiences, ideas and 

opinions, a repertoire of voices, a sense of self-worth, and a personal repertoire 

of literacy practices. Also, Ivanič found that social interaction mediates the 

construction of the discoursal self, confirming what other authors reviewed here 

have found. 

The dissertation or thesis is the most consequential writing task faced by 

most graduate students and therefore has great significance for academic 

identity formation. Urion (2002) looked at how the process of writing a 

dissertation affects the identities of graduate students, without distinguishing 

between NNESs and NESs. She noted that when graduate students go through 

the process of producing a dissertation, “…two things happen: The structure of 

the genre is reaffirmed and [graduate students] are changed” (p. 1). Referring to 

her own experiences writing an autoethnographic dissertation, she noted that the 

dissertation proposal stage was marked by “struggles of hierarchy and power” 

(p. 4) among committee members, often leaving initiates in “a state of 

abjection” (p. 5). She also found that graduate students occupy a sort of no-

man’s land in which they “in some sense have no identity at all” (p. 8). In short, 

Urion found that power structures in the academic community encourage 
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graduate students to replicate established forms, avoid risk taking, and suppress 

their own voices. Some of the women in Urion’s study felt “stifled by putting 

on a mask and performing a conversion narrative prescribed by the community” 

(p. 9; italics in original). 

Focusing specifically on one NES graduate student, Dressen-Hammouda 

(2008) examined the role of disciplinary identity in genre mastery. She noted 

that “…students struggle as writers because they are also struggling to learn the 

beliefs and practices of their disciplines” (p. 234) and that mastery of 

disciplinary genres is not just an issue of literacy but also of identity. Dressen-

Hammouda used Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, whereby the behavioral codes 

and habits that structure a particular social milieu are incorporated into the 

individual, as a theoretical framework to account for disciplinary identity. She 

presented the results of a longitudinal case study of “Patrick,” from his third 

year of undergraduate study in geology through his doctoral work in the same 

field. Her analysis of his writings demonstrated how his progression from a 

disciplinary novice to a recognized professional in his field ran parallel to his 

increasingly sophisticated production of texts in the genre. Although I did not 

conduct discourse-level analysis of the texts produced by my participants, 

Dressen-Hammouda’s work is relevant to this study in that it demonstrated the 

relationship between identity and academic writing. 

Professional identity formation does not end when a student graduates. 

The following studies looked at the relationship between academic writing and 

identity among NNES scholars even after returning to their home countries. 

Flowerdew (2000) conducted an ethnographic study of Oliver, a Hong Kong 
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scholar who had completed his doctorate in mass communication in the United 

States. Before returning to Hong Kong. Oliver sought to publish his research in 

English, as it was very important for tenure and promotion in Hong Kong 

academic institutions (i.e., his professional identity). Data comprised several 

drafts and the final version of a paper Oliver had written in English for 

scholarly publication, in-depth interviews and email communication with 

Oliver, and communication between Oliver and editors and reviewers. 

Flowerdew found that Oliver benefited from the generous efforts of an in-house 

editor at the journal and his local editor. In terms of LPP, Oliver was “two steps 

removed from a desirable situation” (p. 145): geographically from the 

community he sought to access, and linguistically because he lacked the native 

like English proficiency the community requires. Technology (i.e., email) 

helped him bridge the former obstacle, but only with the aid of NES editors. 

Their roles in Oliver’s publishing experience “reiterated the mediated nature of 

academic writing” (p. 146). Oliver needed the support of others to move toward 

full participation in his academic discourse community and establish a 

professional identity as a writer. The importance of the kind of support Oliver 

required has been noted in other studies (Flowerdew, 2007; Fujioka, 2008; Li & 

Flowerdew, 2007). 

Casanave (1998) studied the experiences of four Japanese scholars who 

had returned to Japan to take up posts at Japanese universities after completing 

graduate work in the United States. She looked at the role writing played in the 

lives of her participants as they sought to build academic identities in their 

home country. Casanave’s report focused mainly on the experiences of two of 



 90 

her participants, Mr. Kubo and Dr. Iwahara. Data consisted of taped interviews 

conducted over a two-year period (twice per semester for the primary 

participants). She found that her primary participants had learned to write 

academic English by participating in their fields of study while in the United 

States, not through ESL or EAP classes (similar to Hansen’s finding). 

Moreover, Casanave found that local connections played a key role in shaping 

professional identity. The primary participants were moving from the identity of 

“graduate student” toward “novice” scholar, and the relationships they formed 

and the writing the produced played a key role in this transition. Once back in 

Japan, Dr. Iwahara tried to build an identity as a Japanese scholar locally while 

maintaining her international identity by writing and publishing in English. Mr. 

Kubo still thought of himself as a graduate student, an identity he seemed to 

cherish. However, as he became more involved in a Japanese academic 

association, he gradually came to see himself more as a scholar and less as a 

graduate student, even as he continued work on his dissertation. 

Although both Flowerdew’s and Casanave’s work focused on students 

after they had returned to their home countries, they are nevertheless relevant to 

this study because they attest to the mediated nature of academic writing and 

highlight the key relationships participants formed to produce academic texts 

that, in turn, helped them move toward the center of their academic discourse 

communities. Participants in both studies learned how to write not in ESL or 

EAP courses but through participation in the normal activities of their academic 

communities, forming professional identities in the process. This supports Leki 

and Carson’s (1997) finding that EAP writing courses do not necessarily 
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prepare NNES students for the kind of writing they need to do in their 

disciplines. In the findings chapters, I discuss how my participants learned (or 

did not learn) how to write in their disciplines and what role, if any, was played 

by ESL or EAP courses. 

 

On Power Relationships 

Lave and Wenger (1991) made it clear that movement toward fuller 

participation is a fundamentally social process involving a variety of key 

players, including gatekeepers who wield considerable power in academic 

communities. One of the most important gatekeepers in the lives of my 

participants is, of course, their advisor. I have already reviewed articles 

(Belcher, 1994; Cotterall, 2013b; Goodman, 2006; Tardy, 2005) that described 

the key, if potentially problematic, role advisors play in facilitating graduate 

students’ movement toward academic literacy and fuller participation in the 

academic community. However, the issue of power was not the focus of those 

studies, nor did Lave and Wenger (1991) or Wenger (1998) explore it in depth. 

In this section, I review several studies that address the issue of power more 

explicitly. 

Graduate students might feel the effects of the power imbalance between 

themselves and their advisors very directly. Fujioka (2008) analyzed her own 

acculturation processes as a Japaneese NNES seeking a doctoral degree in a 

U.S. university, describing it as participatory practice (p. 59) through which 

she gained access to various academic communities of practice in which her 

identity was constructed. However, she noted that a simple conception of the 
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CoP and LPP framework does not account for the “complexities of lived 

experience within an educational setting such as graduate school” (p. 68). Issues 

of power imbalances and relative status came into play when Fujioka decided 

that she needed to change dissertation advisors in order to get the support she 

needed to move toward fuller participation. She felt that she could not ask her 

first advisor to change her style of advising to meet her needs. She also feared 

alienating more powerful academic players by requesting a change in advisors. 

In the end, Fujioka was able to exercise agency and make the change, with 

positive results. However, her experience attests to the delicate, stressful, and at 

times political nature of advisee/advisor relationships. Importantly, Fujioka 

noted that NES graduate students are equally vulnerable to power imbalances 

between themselves and their advisors, although this vulnerability might be 

more intense for international students because of cultural differences. 

Power imbalances can also be observed in academic writing. Koutsantoni 

(2005) looked at the power dynamics evident in the rhetorical strategies 

employed by writers in two different genres (research articles, or RAs, and 

research theses) in one field (Engineering). Drawing on a corpus of 17 RAs that 

had appeared in eight different scholarly journals and nine master’s and 

doctoral theses produced by graduate students in the United Kingdom, 

Koutsantoni analyzed the hedges employed by writers in each genre. She found 

that differences in status within the academic discourse community and power 

differences between graduate students and gatekeepers led students to hedge 

their knowledge claims considerably more than more established authors of 

RAs. This claim is supported by Hyland (1996), who found that hedges cannot 
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be understood without reference to the social and institutional contexts in which 

they occur. Koutsantoni also found that graduate students were likely to 

distance themselves from their knowledge claims by employing an impersonal 

style. According to Koutsantoni, these findings indicate that students are well 

aware of power asymmetries in the discourse community and use rhetorical 

strategies to negotiate them. 

The articles reviewed in this section focused on power inequities faced by 

graduate students. In both studies, power was seen functioning in social and 

institutional contexts. In the findings chapters, I examine the functioning of 

power in my participants’ lives. 

 

Conclusion: The Literature and This Study 

The studies reviewed above frame the most important issues related to 

this study and indicate ways of investigating them. I began this chapter by 

reviewing the issue of gender and analyzing some empirical studies that 

illuminate this issue. Next I turned to empirical studies that demonstrated that 

participation is the key to learning, regardless of whether or not the context is 

explicitly or intentionally educational. This principle grounds this study in the 

broadest terms: I investigated the participatory practices of my participants as 

they worked from the margins of their academic communities toward the center. 

Next, I narrowed the focus to participation in graduate school, looking at how 

L2 graduate students are socialized into their academic communities through 

participation in classroom activities, negotiation of roles and assignments, and 

formation of advantageous social networks. Advisors also play a key role in 



 94 

academic socialization, but the studies presented here suggest that graduate 

students' relationships with advisors are complex and might not always facilitate 

learners’ participation in their academic communities. Moreover, these 

relationships are marked by power differences, which graduate students must 

learn to negotiate. 

Graduate students also participate in their academic communities through 

writing, but the studies reviewed here suggest that this also is a complex issue. 

Genres vary greatly from field to field and from department to department, yet 

awareness of genres is often assumed by instructors. This can be particularly 

vexing for L2 graduate students, who might lack the cultural background 

knowledge necessary to make sense of the genres they are expected to 

reproduce. Moreover, EAP courses designed to help L2 graduate students 

develop academic writing skills are not always as useful as hoped, as 

generalized writing skills tend not to transfer well to field-specific genres. 

Finally, I presented studies that focused on identity and power, 

specifically as they relate to writing and discourse but also as they relate to the 

process of academic socialization. The findings indicate that graduate students 

bring autobiographical selves to their writing, develop new identities as they 

master discourses and move toward fuller participation in their academic 

communities, and develop a discoursal self through social interaction with 

others. However, unequal power relationships with advisors and other 

gatekeepers can constrain the participants’ ability to move from the periphery. 

Taken as a whole, the studies reviewed above not only inform a well-

established line of inquiry, they also define the parameters of this study. The 
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questions they address arose in the experiences of my participants. The studies 

reviewed here also draw on many of the same theoretical concepts (i.e., the 

constructivist paradigm, sociocultural theory, CoP, and LPP) outlined in 

Chapter 2 and confirm my belief that those principles are indeed appropriate 

and useful for examining the lived experience of my participants. Moreover, the 

authors of these studies collected many of the same types of data (i.e., 

interviews, journals, and observations) and used methods (i.e., narrative 

analysis and triangulation) that I draw upon in this study. The studies reviewed 

in this chapter validate the choices I have made in designing this study. 

The categories defined above (i.e., academic socialization, the role of 

advisors, writing, identity, and power relationships) are somewhat unsatisfying. 

This is because, as the review shows, it is impossible to discuss any one of these 

issues in isolation, without at least acknowledging each issue intersects with 

others. In designing their studies, most of the scholars discussed above focused 

narrowly on an individual issue, and rightly so; they could not do justice to all 

of the intersecting issues in a short study report. Their work has benefited me 

greatly: Each study focused on an issue that indeed arose in the lives of my 

participants. Collectively, however, they define the broad landscape that I 

surveyed. In doing so, they not only pointed the way for this study, but they also 

suggested that what I am undertaking might be unprecedented: Rather than 

focus on an individual issue, such as identity, I seek to take as comprehensive a 

view of my participants’ lived experience as possible as a means of accounting 

for the intersection of these issues in time and space. I want to understand how 

literacy, identity, and discourse are mutually constituted in the lives of my 
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participants. I hope to reveal the workings of relationships, academic and 

nonacademic, and the role they played in socializing the participants into 

various academic communities. I observed how and to what extent unequal 

power relationships determine who my participants were allowed to be, what 

they were allowed to do, and how they drew upon identity and exercised agency 

to resist inequitable subject positioning. I have set out to see the forest and the 

trees unlike most other published work. 

Finally, with all of this discussion of identity and power, it is important to 

note the subtle power of the terms we use to label people who occupy less 

powerful subject positions. Spack (1997) long ago noted that “students are 

remarkably diverse, and thus no one label can accurately capture their 

heterogeneity” (p. 765). The labels we affix to our students (or my participants) 

such as ESL, NNES, female, international, foreign, and novice carry baggage; 

they are informed by assumptions about who they are, what their limitations 

might be, how they ought to be dealt with. They might unfairly prejudice us 

against them in certain ways. Rampton (1990) suggested replacing the terms 

native speaker and mother tongue with less mystical and more descriptive 

terms, expertise, affiliation, and inheritance. Though I do not use these terms, 

as they would be confusing in the present context, I am vigilant throughout this 

study in my awareness of the subtle power of these terms, recognizing that 

labels are inevitable, but refusing to let the labels speak for my participants. 
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Mind the Gap 

Although this study touches upon all of the issues addressed in the 

previously published empirical research described above, it departs from, and 

hopefully extends, that body of knowledge in important ways. The most 

significant departure is a matter of scope. The studies cited above took specific 

points of departure (e.g., gender, identity, classroom participation, textual 

issues, and many others) and drilled down on those points with varying degrees 

of specificity. The scope of this study is considerably broader for several 

important reasons. 

First, rather than decide for myself what aspects of my participants’ lived 

experience was most significant, I wanted them to decide. By keeping the 

interviews as open as possible, and by following up on what they decided was 

important enough to tell me about their daily experiences, I felt that I would be 

best able to tell their stories without imposing my own agenda upon them. For 

instance, were I primarily interested in gender issues, I might have focused our 

interviews on my participants’ academic interactions with their male advisors 

and classmates, with specific attention on how those interactions were colored 

by gender. Such a focus would indeed have been interesting, but if my 

participants’ themselves were not interested in (or perhaps not even aware of) 

the way their gender affected their academic lives, I did not wish to impose the 

issue upon them. In other words, I wanted to understand their truth, not my 

own. 

Second, as I believe the review of literature demonstrates, the sum of the 

issues that my participants encountered is greater than its parts. I have noted 
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that issues such as gender, power, and identity, for example, are not easily 

isolated from one another. In this study, I take the view that they should not be. 

That is not to say that more narrowly-focused studies are not worthwhile; the 

studies cited above make significant contributions to our understanding of 

specific aspects of NNES students’ experiences in English-medium institutions. 

Rather, this view reflects both the ontological principles described in Chapter 2. 

Constructivist ontology conceives of social reality as highly situated, 

comprising many interwoven threads. I wish to view the tapestries that my 

participants weave with their stories, not the individual threads. 

Third, this broad scope reflects my desire to explore without a map. As it 

is my participants’ journeys that I seek to document and not my own, I feel 

compelled to follow their map and see where it takes us. I do not want to 

overly-determine the route or the destination. My long-ago days of long-

distance bicycle touring might provide the best metaphor for my role in this: 

Awareness of the terrain and the weather is more important than detailed maps. 

Bring good tools and know how to use them. And water. Lots and lots of water. 

Thus, at the outset of this study I intentionally defined research questions (see 

Chapter 4) as generally and flexibly as permissible, to allow the journey to 

unfold as it might. 
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CHAPTER 4 

WHO, WHAT, WHERE, AND HOW: METHODS 

 

What’s Going on Here: Initial Suspicions 

Based on my experience and reading up to the Fall of 2007, I had come to 

believe that students who achieve success do so by forming strategic 

relationships with key faculty and peers and take advantage of institutional 

support. I had found that previous studies indicated that international students 

originating from East Asian countries might have more difficulty adjusting to 

new academic and social environments than students from other countries (Sam 

& Eide, 1991). I began to suspect that successful students were those who 

overcame these difficulties by adopting identities that facilitate their success, 

and that these identities can be somewhat different from the ones they brought 

to their new academic communities in America. Through these adopted 

identities, they might be able to exercise agency to manipulate their 

circumstances to their own advantage. In other words, a new and different sense 

of self can be required to position oneself in the academic community. 

I also came to believe that although individual differences in personality 

might play an important role (Dörnyei, 2005), they might not be as important as 

the identities people wield in particular contexts. I also doubted Krashen’s 

(1981) suggestion that motivation was independent of context. At that point, I 

embarked upon my first study of these issues (See Chapter 3) as a means of 

exploring these initial suspicions and doubts and honing my research skills in 

preparation for this study. That study (Hood, 2009) confirmed my suspicions: 
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My participants' ability to gain access to academic communities was better 

understood through reference to the identities they embraced and leveraged than 

to personality traits as measured by the MBTI. The pilot study also clarified a 

few theoretical and procedural matters in my mind and helped shape the 

particulars of this study. Those particulars are outlined below. 

 

Assumptions 

Some of the assumptions that inform this study were at least implied in 

the discussion of the constructivist paradigm discussed in Chapter 2: I proceed 

upon the assumption that social reality is a construction of the individuals who 

animate social worlds. Furthermore, I do not presume to take an objective 

position in relation to the research topic or the participants—I believe that we 

construct meaning and shape the findings of this study together. I also assume 

that narrative is a primary means by which individuals make meaning out of the 

world around them (Polkinghorne, 1988). By analyzing the narratives of my 

participants, I might gain a deeper understanding of their lived experience. I 

believe that relations of power inform social interaction, and that my 

participants’ experiences can be understood partly in reference to the subject 

positions they occupy within the academic community and the complex power 

dynamics at work within the community. One key to the exercise of agency is 

identity (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 2008). I also proceed from the 

view that literacy is more than merely learning to read and write—it is social 

practice, highly contextualized, and performed in communities of practice 

comprising individuals with varying degrees of discourse competence. 
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Perhaps the most important assumption—one that is shared by many who 

have conducted qualitative research on literacy, identity, and discourse—is that 

people learn by participating in various communities of practice (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; See Chapter 2). Through the process of 

legitimate peripheral participation, people move toward fuller participation 

within those communities. The way this process plays out in the lives of my 

participants is my focus. 

 

Preliminary Research Questions 

I hesitated to define hard-and-fast research questions at the outset of this 

study. In qualitative research of the sort carried out here, research questions 

typically evolve as data collection and analysis proceeds (Maxwell, 2005). This 

seems to me to be a common sense approach, given that I am primarily 

interested in the experiences of my participants and their interpretations of those 

experiences, which might reveal something truly important that I had not even 

considered at the design stage of this study. A wider gaze might ensure that 

important potential findings do not go unnoticed. At the outset, my guiding 

question was: What’s going on here? And I pursued this question as openly and 

as intensely as I possibly could. 

Over the course of data collection, as I began to get a sense of my 

participants’ day-to-day lives, that broad question gave way to these more 

narrowly-defined questions: 

1. What helped or hindered the achievement of the participants’ academic goals 

and how did they overcome (or fail to overcome) the obstacles they faced? 
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2. What types of institutional support were offered to these students and how 

did they gain access to and benefit from them? 

3. Where were the participants located within the academic community and 

how did they move within it? 

4. How did they exercise agency in the process of gaining access to academic 

communities? 

 

Why Graduate Students? 

Although my own teaching experience is with undergraduate students, I 

chose to focus on graduate students for several important practical reasons. 

First, as the writing of a dissertation is in the end an exercise (though I hope it 

leads to professional academic publications), it was imperative that my 

participants remained committed through to the study’s completion so that I 

would have enough data to complete the dissertation. This was no small matter; 

I asked participants for a considerable commitment of time and energy over an 

extended period. Therefore, I had to determine who would be more likely to 

honor such a commitment. Second, I felt that graduate students were likely to 

be more mature, given their relative age and past academic accomplishments. 

Indeed, the self-discipline that accompanies maturity was key to keeping my 

participants on tasks and conscientious about providing data. Third, as graduate 

students who might conduct their own studies in the future, I believed that 

graduate students were more likely to comprehend the significance of the 

commitment I asked of them. Fourth, our mutual status as graduate students 

could potentially instill them with empathy for my efforts, and our relative 
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proximity in age could lead to better rapport than I would likely have 

established with 18 year-old college freshmen. Fifth, having been accepted to 

graduate programs, they presumably had higher English competence most 

undergraduate students. This was important, because it would allow me to focus 

more on my participants’ social interaction and participation in various 

communities, rather than on just linguistic issues. 

 

Recruitment of Participants 

I recruited participants in Japan and in the United States in the summer of 

2008. I sought participants who had not lived for any significant length of time 

in an English speaking country and who were about to begin or had only 

recently begun to pursue an advanced degree (master’s or doctoral) in the 

United States because I wanted to view their experiences from the beginning of 

their efforts to gain access to their academic communities. Had they lived or 

studied in the United States or any other country where English is spoken as a 

first language for a significant length of time prior to the study, they might have 

already attained levels of academic socialization that would leave little for me 

to investigate. I sought participants from different fields, hoping to observe 

students whose target discourse communities were significantly diverse, so that 

I could see how challenges varied from field to field. I did not set age, gender3, 

or language proficiency targets, though I hoped for diversity. 

                                                   
3 It was particularly difficult to recruit male participants. I could not find even one to 
complete the preliminary questionnaire. This might have been because the academic 
and social networks through which I recruited participants were dominated by women. 
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In Japan, word of mouth brought my study to the attention of two 

participants. Before having these participants complete a preliminary 

questionnaire (see Appendix A), I contacted the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at their respective future campuses. This was done as a courtesy; this 

study did not fall under their jurisdiction, as I was neither attached to the local 

institution nor sought any proprietary information from those institutions that 

would require permission. Upon receiving IRB confirmation, I administered the 

preliminary questionnaire, and upon deeming participants suitable, I had each 

sign an informed consent form (see Appendix B). I conducted a preliminary 

interview in Japan with one participant before she departed for her U.S. 

institution. 

In the United States, I first received IRB acknowledgement from a 

university in the Mountain West before asking the local International Student 

and Scholar Services (ISSS) office to distribute a Call for Participants (see 

Appendix C) to local Japanese graduate students. Only one potential participant 

responded to the Call; fortunately, she proved to be a suitable participant. 

Already in the United States at the time, she completed the preliminary 

questionnaire via email, then printed and signed the informed consent form 

before mailing it to me in Japan. I conducted a preliminary interview with her 

via Skype in the late summer of 2008. 

 

The Participants 

Recruitment efforts yielded four suitable participants, all single Japanese 

women. One withdrew from the study during the first semester of participation. 
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The other three participated until the end of their academic programs and 

provided data as requested. All three were in their late 20s, and all were 

pursuing graduate degrees (two MA, one PhD) in three different fields in 

Education and Literature. Specific information about them appears in Table 1. 

 

Table+1.+Three'Japanese'Women'in'U.S.'Universities'
Name+ Age+ Discipline+ Degree+ TOEFL*+

Yumiko+ 28+ Educational+psychology+ MA+ 96+(ibt)+

Mariko+ 26+
History+of+American+higher+
education+ PhD+ 610+(pbt)+

Tomomi+ 29+ Japanese+literature+ MA+ 242+(cbt)+
*Note.+The+TOEFL+is+currently+administered+in+three+forms:+the+InternetVbased+test+(ibt)+
with+a+score+range+of+0+to+120,+the+paperVbased+test+(pbt)+with+a+score+range+of+310+to+
677,+and+the+computerVbased+test+(cbt)+with+a+score+range+of+0+to+300.+Typical+
minimum+scores+for+graduate+school+applicants+are+90,+575,+and+230+respectively.+
 

Research Sites 

This study was conducted at five sites: 

1-3. Three university campuses in the United States. 

 1. A large public university in the Midwest (Yumiko’s). 

2. A large public university in the Midwest, not far from the first 

site (Mariko’s). 

 3. A large public university in the Mountain West (Tomomi’s). 

4. Cyberspace. Skype interviews, email exchanges, and submission of 

journals took place online. 

5. Japan. Face-to-face interviews between academic terms, when 

possible, and data analysis was conducted in Japan. 
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I selected participants from three different universities not in a quest for a 

representative sample, but rather because I wished to observe particular students 

working in a variety of contexts. Although some degree of contextual variety 

might have been observed from case to case on a single campus (i.e., the 

personality and goals of individual participants, the demands of their respective 

disciplines), I wished to observe diverse students in diverse settings. I expected 

to find, for example, that institutional support varies greatly from campus to 

campus as well as from department to department. Some universities might 

conceive of their obligations to international students quite differently, and such 

conceptions could play a key role in my participants’ experiences on campus. 

Moreover, I believe that American “culture” is regional rather than national. 

Living conditions, cultural norms, mores, and attitudes toward NNES students 

can vary considerably from region to region. I did not presume to know what 

form regional differences might take—I only hoped to observe different 

students in different contexts. I made two research trips to the United States 

each year—one in August, at the beginning of the academic year, and another in 

March, toward the end of the academic year. In total I visited Yumiko and 

Tomomi’s campuses four times each, and Mariko’s five times. Visiting and 

observing participants for two or three days each on three different campuses in 

three different parts of the United States did present logistical challenges, but all 

four scheduled visits were accomplished without incident. 

I conducted regular Skype interviews, recorded with permission using 

Skype Call Recorder software, approximately once each month with each 

participant. In total I conducted eight Skype interviews each with Yumiko and 
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Mariko. Tomomi was a bit harder to reach; I conducted six Skype interviews 

with her. This allowed for the collection of abundant data over time, creating a 

record of my participants’ experiences and their interpretations of those 

experiences as they occurred over the length of their stay in the United States. 

I conducted face-to-face interviews with participants between academic 

terms in Japan whenever possible. In January of both 2009 and 2010, all three 

participants were in Japan, and I interviewed them face-to-face in Tokyo and in 

Osaka. These interviews gave participants a chance to reflect on the just-

completed academic term. None of the participants were in Japan during the 

summer of 2009, so I conducted Skype interviews instead. All participants were 

in Japan during the summer of 2010 for final extensive exit interviews. In total I 

conducted nine face-to-face interviews each with Yumiko and Tomomi. I 

conducted ten with Mariko. Between research trips, I performed the majority of 

data analysis in Japan. See Appendix E for a summary of the types and amounts 

of interview data collected. 

 

Sources of Data 

To get the broadest possible perspective on the experiences of my 

participants, and to triangulate findings, I gathered data from a variety of 

sources (see Appendix E for a complete data collection schedule and summary). 

The main sources are outlined below. 
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Participant Interviews 

In-depth interviews with participants comprised the primary data. As 

Seidman (2006) noted, “At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in 

understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make 

of that experience” (p. 9). The interviews I conducted conformed generally to 

the principles of what Seidman called “phenomenological” (p. 15) interviews—

open-ended interviews that focus on life history, details of experience, and 

reflection on meaning. However, although Seidman prescribed a three-interview 

structure for phenomenological interviews, in which the focus of the first 

interview is life history, the second on the details of experience, and the third on 

reflection of meaning (pp. 16-19), I altered this structure to suit my purposes. 

Rather than follow a rigid three-interview sequence, I collected the three types 

of stories described by Seidman recursively and over a number of interviews 

over two years. Part of the reason for this modification was practical: Seidman 

suggested holding the interviews three days to one week apart (p. 21); I have in-

person access to my participants only three or four days at a time. More 

importantly, this modification is related to the nature of this study: I sought to 

understand the changing self (life history), changes in the types of experiences 

my participants had (details of experience), and their changing interpretations of 

experiences (reflection on meaning) as they occurred over two years. If I had 

focused on students who had recently completed their studies in the United 

States, Seidman’s three-interview structure would have been appropriate, and I 

could have collected data over a relatively short period of time, removed from 

the time and space in which the experiences occurred. In fact, this is what I did 
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in a previous study (Hood, 2009). However, I felt that one of the limitations of 

that study was the very fact that my participants’ recollections and reflections 

were so far removed from the contexts in which they were formed, told from 

the perspective of the identities they had formed in the time (many years in 

some cases) since they had graduated. I sought to document and analyze 

changes as they occurred, to get the most immediate view of my participants’ 

experiences and interpretations as possible. Seidman allows for such 

modifications: “As long as a structure is maintained that allows participants to 

reconstruct and reflect upon their experience within the context of their lives, 

alterations to the three-interview structure and the duration and spacing of 

interviews can certainly be explored” (pp. 21-22). Given the context and 

purposes of this study, the modifications were justified. 

In keeping with the principles of phenomenological interviewing, I asked 

open-ended questions, allowing participants to respond broadly and decide for 

themselves what was important in their stories. At times, I posed more specific 

questions as a means of eliciting more specific information, typically as follow-

up questions arising from longer responses or from issues raised in their 

journals (see below). With the development of rapport and the participants’ own 

sense of the project and what is relevant to it, interviews were at times 

unstructured. Appendix D contains a list of topics and questions that was used 

to guide the first on-campus interviews in the fall of 2008. Subsequent 

interviews were informed by similar topics and open-ended questions. 
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Transcription. It is important to distinguish between interview data, 

which are the interviews themselves, and their transcription, which is in fact an 

interpretive process that comprises a preliminary step in data analysis (Bailey, 

1985). The person transcribing interview data makes judgments about the level 

of detail to transcribe based on his or her purposes and objectives. If, for 

example, one were studying interview data at a linguistic level (Gee, 1991), a 

widely-accepted set of transcription conventions (Du Bois, Schuetze-Coburn, 

Cumming, & Paolino, 1993) for documentation of micro-level features of 

utterances (e.g., short or long pauses, rising or falling intonation, word 

truncation) would be appropriate. For the thematic analysis (Riessman, 2008) of 

narrative interviews conducted in this study, the goal was to minimize 

ambiguity and focus on meaning, not on form. 

With this in mind, my procedure for transcribing interview data was as 

follows: After repeated listening to audio recordings of each interview, I 

transcribed every word of all interviews using VPedal device and software, 

which inserted a time stamp for each turn and converted my hand-typed 

transcriptions into an MS Word file. I chose this method of transcription over 

other methods (e.g., selective transcription, hiring an assistant to transcribe for 

me) because I believe that repeated listening and slow, careful transcription by 

hand brought me closer to the data, making me more aware of themes and 

leaving me more confident in my interpretations. 
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Journals 

Participants maintained an electronic journal in which they documented 

their most significant experiences, both positive and negative, and reflected 

upon them. These were sent to me monthly and analyzed for significant events 

and recurrent themes. Yumiko produced over 10,000 words in her journals, 

Mariko over 6,000, and Tomomi nearly 4,000 (see Appendix E). At times, they 

served as the jumping-off points for subsequent Skype interviews. Participants 

were encouraged to write at whatever length suited them, given their busy 

academic lives and predispositions toward expressing themselves in writing 

(some participants simply enjoyed journaling more than others). Two of the 

three participants chose to write in English, the third in Japanese. One of the 

three frequently posted to a web log (blog) in Japanese. All written data 

produced in Japanese were initially translated into English via MAC-Transer 

(6.1) translation software, and then rewritten by a native speaker of Japanese, a 

professional translator, who looked at both the original Japanese text and the 

computer-generated English translations to ensure accuracy and clarity in the 

final documents. Participants produced between two and four single-spaced 

pages of text per month. 

 

Field Observations 

My bi-annual campus visits served two main purposes. First, they allowed 

for extensive face-to-face interviews (typically two to three hours over two 

days) at regular intervals throughout my participants’ courses of study. 

Although data collected during Skype interviews were valuable and provided 



 112 

triangulation, there is no substitute for the quality of data collected through 

face-to-face interviews. Second, to understand deeply the contexts in which my 

participants function, I had to visit the sites where their academic socialization 

took place. I had to see the classrooms, the writing center, the department 

offices, the library—in short, the life of the campus in order to best understand 

what my participants experienced and responded to. During campus visits (two 

or three days on each campus), I took copious notes and photographs as I 

retraced the steps my participants took day after day. I cannot overstate the 

importance of the added intangible sense of the lived experience of my 

participants that I was able to derive from these visits. When one participant 

told me, for example, that she did not feel safe walking across a particular 

section of campus at night, I knew exactly why she felt so. She could never 

explain it to me; I had to be there. My visits helped me establish the emic point 

of view necessary to understand and interpret my participants’ experiences. 

 

Participants’ Assignments 

As a means of understanding the difficulties faced by my participants as 

they progressed through their programs, I asked them to submit preliminary and 

final drafts of written assignments that they completed for their courses. I was 

not interested in these texts as products; therefore, I did not conduct content 

analysis (Huckin, 2003), linguistic discourse analysis (Barton, 2003) or textual 

tracing (Prior, 2003) to understand how the texts came to be. Rather, I was 

interested, as Casanave (1998) was, “in examining the roles that writing plays in 

the lives of the informants” (p. 176). By collecting participants’ written work, 



 113 

and by questioning them about it, I was able to understand what sorts of 

difficulties writing in their respective fields posed to them and what resources 

they drew on to cope with difficulty. 

 

Course Materials 

I expected that the demands placed on my participants would vary greatly, 

depending on major, individual courses, even the expectations and dispositions 

of individual instructors. To best understand the demands placed on each 

participant, I collected course syllabi, handouts, and URLs related to their 

assignments. 

 

Institutional Documents 

In an attempt to learn more about how these students were perceived, 

accommodated, and positioned by the institutions in which they enrolled, I 

collected a variety of publicly available documentary evidence. This was in the 

form of policy statements and advertised resources (i.e., counseling, tutoring, 

mentoring programs) that reflected the institution’s recognition of and response 

to these students’ needs. 

 

Data Analysis 

The collected data were subjected to the following qualitative analytical 

methods. 
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Narrative Analysis 

Proceeding from the constructivist perspective, I was primarily interested 

in how my participants made sense of their own experience. To this end, 

narrative analysis of the stories they told, as collected in interviews and 

journals, was the main form of data analysis. Maxwell (2005) referred to 

narrative analysis as a type of “connecting strategy” which focuses not on 

similarities between different data (as one would when coding) but rather on 

“…relationships that connect statements and events within a context into a 

coherent whole” (p. 98). The context in which a statement is uttered, and its 

relation to other utterances, provides support for particular interpretations. By 

explaining the relationship between the statement and the context in which it 

was uttered, one displays the soundness of interpretations. My job is to let the 

reader see how I drew my conclusions: give the context, report the statements, 

connect them and draw reasonable, transparent conclusions constructed as a 

long-term chronological story. 

 

Thematic analysis. Narrative data is most commonly analyzed 

thematically (Riessman, 2008), and this method of analysis is appropriate for 

this study, given its scope and focus. In thematic analysis, emphasis is placed on 

the content of what is said, not on the form in which it is said. Issues such as 

grammatical structures and transcription conventions are not of great concern, 

although these issues might be of primary concern when using other methods of 

analyzing narrative data. According to Riessman (2008), there exists no set of 

rules and procedures for how to conduct thematic analysis. Instead, she 
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analyzed exemplars in relation to four issues: First, how the concept of narrative 

is used; second, how data are constructed into the text for analysis; third, the 

unit of analysis (or focus) in each investigation; and fourth, the investigator’s 

attention to contexts, local to societal. (p. 54). In this section I explain the 

thematic analysis conducted in this study in light of these four issues. 

 

The concept of narrative. In this study, the conception of narrative is very 

similar to one of the exemplars (Williams, 1984) that Riessman analyzed. In 

Williams’ study of illness, narrative is conceived of as “biography as a whole, 

specifically the story of the illness that unfolds over the course of a single 

interview” (Riessman, 2008). In this study, narrative is also conceived of as 

biography, in these cases specifically about the story of academic socialization 

in an L2. However, in these cases the stories unfold over many interviews 

conducted over at least a two year period. The stories are presented 

chronologically; they have a beginning, middle, and end and a semblance of 

plot. The reason for this is to gain an understanding of academic socialization 

and participatory practices as they grow and change over time. 

 

Data constructed into the text, with attention to language. In this study, I 

selected excerpts from interviews that best illustrated themes that I identified 

during data collection and analysis. At times, the excerpts are short quotations 

from the participants drawn from the interviews or journals. More commonly, 

these excerpts comprise a number of turns taken in conversation between 

myself and the participant being interviewed. The reason for this is that I 



 116 

wished to convey real dialogue between myself and the participants, to show 

how a certain line of inquiry unfolded, and to account for my own positionality 

in the interviews. It was also necessary to proceed this way because, perhaps 

because of shyness or a lack of confidence in their spoken English ability, the 

participants seldom responded to my questions at length. Without including 

myself in the text, it would have been difficult to reconstruct the coherence of 

the stories. Because thematic analysis is primarily concerned with what was 

said rather than how it was said, I was justified in “cleaning up” the text, 

removing some hedges and repetition of utterances, and repairing some 

grammar errors where doing so made the participants’ statements clearer. 

However, I did not attempt to transform the participants’ statements into 

perfectly grammatical utterances. To the extent possible, I preserved the 

participants’ voices in their own stories. Parenthetical citations are used after 

each excerpt to locate each excerpt in the voluminous transcripts. These 

citations comprise codes (e.g., YI3 refers to the the third face-to-face interview 

with Yumiko; MS4 refers to the fourth Skype interview with Mariko) and dates 

to make it easy to find excerpts in the data set. See Appendix E for a summary 

of the data. 

 

The unit of analysis. The primary unit of analysis for this study is the 

participants’ actions (i.e., participatory practices) taken in their academic 

communities and their accounts of the process of academic socialization. These 

actions and accounts were interpreted in reference to the theoretical concepts 

that guided the study: CoP, LPP, and to a lesser extent activity theory. 
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Attention to contexts. In this study, I paid a great deal of attention to local 

contexts. The decision to do so was dictated by the focus of the study. The 

participants were functioning in highly contextualized CoPs, each comprising 

very different practices, expectations, and divisions of labor. Also, the study 

proceeded in “real time,” on campus, as the participants were functioning in 

their academic communities, as the stories unfolded. These were not reflective 

interviews in which the participants made sense of experiences long past and 

removed from context. In these cases, the context was half the story, and it is 

given appropriate consideration in the analysis. 

 

Memoing 

Memoing is “a pivotal intermediate step between data collection and 

writing drafts of papers” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 72). Maxwell (2005) described 

memoing as “any writing that a researcher does in relationship to the research 

other than actual field notes, transcription, or coding…think of memos as a way 

to help you understand your topic, setting, or study, not just as a way of 

recording or presenting an understanding you’ve already reached” (p. 12). 

Through a regular, continuous, and recursive process, I read my data over and 

over again and wrote memos as a means of developing analytical notes 

(Charmaz, 2006), keeping track of themes and categories I was identifying, and 

revising concepts throughout the data collection process. This was particularly 

important because of the longitudinal nature of the study. Over the course of 

two years, I gathered a great deal of information. It would have been unwise to 

wait until all of the data were collected before beginning analysis. My memos 
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include reflections on field notes, interviews, even methodological, logistical, 

and ethical concerns. 

 

Validity 

The author of every serious empirical study, regardless of its theoretical 

and methodological underpinnings, must consider both at the outset and 

throughout the study’s execution issues of validity and threats to it. In the 

broadest sense, validity is concerned with “the accuracy of scientific findings” 

(Goetz & LeCompte, 1984, p. 210). But the issue of validity is framed quite 

differently depending on the research paradigm from which one is working. As 

this study grew out of the qualitative paradigm, Wolcott’s (1990) description 

serves well: “What I seek is…a quality that points more to identifying critical 

elements and wringing plausible interpretations from [stories], something 

someone can pursue without becoming obsessed with finding the right or 

ultimate answer, the correct version, the Truth” (p. 146). The ontological and 

epistemological imperatives of the constructivist paradigm, as described in 

Chapter 2, are implicit in this statement. In my view, it could hardly be 

otherwise. There must be consistency between a researcher’s beliefs about the 

world and his relation to it, and the means by which the products of his labor 

are assessed. 

In qualitative research, validity is not ensured by the strict application of 

prescribed procedures (Maxwell, 2005). Polkinghorne (2007) described validity 

in narrative study as an argumentative (and hence persuasive) process, not a 

mechanical one. Perelman (1982) described four characteristics of arguments 
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for the validity of claims. First, they are informal; they do not proceed upon 

strict procedures for induction or deduction. Second, they target an audience 

with the aim of winning its adherence to the claim. Third, they are necessarily 

to some degree ambiguous because more than a single interpretation of the 

terms is possible. Fourth, they aim for a degree of acceptance of the claim, not 

absolute acceptance. In short, to convince my audience of the validity of this 

study and its findings, I need to “argue for the validity of the collected evidence 

and the validity of the offered interpretation” (Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 478). 

 

Threats to Validity 

In addition to the argument I make in support of the validity of this study 

and its findings, I guarded threats to validity. In the following sections I 

describe the threats to validity and my strategies for both making the argument 

for the study’s validity and guarding against threats. 

Polkinghorne (2007) identified four threats that commonly arise in 

narrative research. First, the structures inherent in language might not be 

sufficient to account for the complexity of experience. Second, the person 

whose experience is in question might lack powers of reflection, to such an 

extent that much of the experience remains outside of the scope of awareness. 

Third, social expectations can inhibit the expression of some experience of 

which the individual is, in fact, aware. Fourth, the co-constructed nature of 

narratives introduces an additional level complexity and can reflect the 

interviewer’s agenda as well as (or possibly at the expense of) the interviewee’s 

story. If my audience is to accept this study as valid, I must deploy strategies to 
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overcome these threats. 

 

Overcoming Threats to Validity 

Narrative researchers overcome these threats and argue for the validity of 

their claims using strategies similar to those used by literary critics 

(Polkinghorne, 2007). In Chapter 2, I referred to hermeneutics (Eagleton, 1983; 

Jameson, 1992) as a key methodological feature of the constructivist paradigm 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As a student of literature, I learned that this meant 

grounding my literary interpretations in evidence found in the text. According 

to Polkinghorne (2007), “Readers should be able to retrace the steps in the 

argument to the text and to judge the plausibility of the offered interpretation” 

(p. 484). For this reason, a great deal of narrative data is presented in the 

Findings chapters below. I argue for the validity of the claims I make about my 

participants’ experiences by referencing the presented data. In addition, the 

following strategies are used to further ensure validity. 

 

Intensive, long-term involvement. I was in regular contact with my 

participants for two years, and conducted at least four in-depth, face-to-face 

interviews. I also visited their campuses at least four times during the study, 

gaining an emic perspective from which to view my participants and the 

contexts in which they moved. 
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Rich data. The interviews that I conducted—both face-to-face and via 

Skype or email—provided me with a mountain of detailed and varied data 

which, once transcribed, was used to provide the context in which my 

conclusions are be grounded. Furthermore, as Becker (1970) stated, these types 

of data “counter the twin dangers of informant duplicity and observer bias” (p. 

53). I supported my findings with a variety of data collected over the course of 

the study. 

 

Triangulation of sources. By collecting data from multiple and varied 

sources (as described above), I was able to view my participants’ experiences 

from different angles in a way that confirms my findings and protects against 

my own biases. I drew an important distinction between multiple copies of one 

type of source (e.g., participant interviews) and different types of evidence on 

the same issue (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 305). I conceive of triangulation in 

terms of the latter distinction. For example, perhaps a key idea for one 

participant emerges from interview data—perhaps she feels that one of her 

instructors is a particularly harsh critic of her writing, making no allowances for 

her status as an L2 writer. I would look at the instructor’s comments on her 

papers to confirm if her feeling is credible. Moreover, I would examine the 

course syllabus and policy statement, which might implicitly or explicitly 

confirm that the instructor is both a harsh grader and that he draws no 

distinction between L1 and L2 students. Other instances and sources can help 

confirm my claim that this particular professor did not recognize or 

accommodate L2 students in his classroom. 
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Validity and Me 

As noted above, the co-constructed nature of narrative data means that I 

am a threat to the validity of my own study. In the following sections, I describe 

more specifically the threats I pose and how I attempted to mitigate them. 

 

Positionality. I accept that I am part of the study and do not presume to 

be objective. Given my epistemological stance, I could hardly be or do 

otherwise. I like my participants and hope they are successful; I worry about 

them. Moreover, I have certain beliefs about what education is and should be, 

my role as an educator and researcher, and my participants’ roles as learners. 

My own experiences color my assumptions regarding academic institutions, 

American and Japanese culture, gender, and social justice—all of which comes 

to bear on the questions I asked and the ways I interpreted the answers my 

participants provided. My own experiences as a graduate student color my 

notions of what a graduate student can and should do, what roles advisors can 

and should play, and how institutional dysfunction might be overcome. These 

assumptions and experiences also played a significant role in the shaping and 

interpretation of the narratives. Yet I could no more deny my own positionality 

than pretend it does not matter. Rather than deny or ignore them, I confronted 

them, interrogated them openly and critically, and looked for how they might 

have influenced my findings. I did this in the form of analytic memos in which I 

reflected upon my own beliefs and positionality vis a vis my participants and 

the contexts in which they functioned. 
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Reactivity. Reactivity refers to the influence my presence in the lives of 

my participants might have had upon their lived experience. For example, if I 

had opted to edit my participants’ course papers for them, I might have distorted 

their experiences to the point where I was no longer viewing the lives of 

Japanese graduate students in the United States, but rather Japanese graduate 

students in the United States whom I had assisted. Nevertheless, by interacting 

with my participants, I in some ways and to unknown extents altered their lives. 

But like positionality, reactivity can neither be denied nor ignored—nor is it to 

be controlled. Rather, like positionality, it must be confronted and interrogated. 

Throughout my analysis of the data, I attempt to identify and account for 

instances where my interaction with participants might have influenced their 

academic lives. 

 

Ethics 

From the very beginning, I considered the ethical implications of this 

study. My participants are real people, and I had a duty to treat them with 

respect and dignity, and to treat the data they provided with the utmost care. I 

took this commitment extremely seriously. To ensure that my study conformed 

to the highest ethical standards, I took the following steps. 
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CITI Certification4 

On March 19, 2007, I completed the Collaborative Institutional Training 

Initiative (CITI) web-based course in The Protection of Human Research 

Subjects. This course covered all ethical aspects of social behavioral research 

and my obligations to my participants. Completion of this course ensured my 

awareness of all ethical issues related to this study and how best to protect my 

participants. 

 

Informed Consent 

Drawing on what I learned in the CITI course and on exemplars (see 

Okada, 2008), I developed an informed consent form tailored to the specifics of 

this study (see Appendix B). The informed consent form describes my methods 

of protecting my participants, including protection of privacy (pseudonyms and 

all identifying markers will be removed from any published or presented 

works), protection of data (all digital data are password protected; all hard 

copies of data are kept in locked cabinets in my Tokyo office), as well explicit 

description of their rights related to the study, including the right to withdraw 

from the study (they might have done so at any time), and the right to withdraw 

particular pieces of data. In addition, it describes the time commitment expected 

each semester (10 to 15 hours) and the duration of their participation (two 

years). All four original participants read and discussed the informed consent 

form with me before signing. Once participants had signed, I also signed, dated, 

                                                   
4 I originally completed this training in order to obtain IRB approval for a joint 
research project with several other scholars based in the United States. For the 
purposes of that study, my affiliation was Purdue University. 



 125 

and provided each participant with their own original copy. Only then did data 

collection commence. 

 

Benefits to Participants 

It is not enough merely to protect my participants. I needed to provide 

them with some benefit for participation. Because I asked for a significant 

commitment from my participants, they deserved to be compensated as well as 

protected. I estimated at the beginning that each participant would spend 

between 10 and 15 hours per semester providing data for my study, and this 

proved to be an accurate estimate. As a busy graduate student myself, I 

understood how valuable that time was and wished to show my appreciation. 

Each participant received from me, as a token of my appreciation, a $200 gift 

certificate for each semester of participation. This was intended to reward 

participants for their time, encourage continued participation, and help defray to 

cost of attending graduate school each semester. 

Additionally, participants received the less tangible benefit of having their 

stories recorded, analyzed, and presented—for the benefit of others and for their 

own personal benefit. I hope that I have provided participants with a lasting 

record of their time in the United States. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 FINDINGS PART 1: ORIENTATIONS 

 

In the Beginning… 

From the beginning, my goal in this study was to examine three Japanese 

women’s journeys from the periphery of their U.S. academic communities 

toward fuller participation within them. I grounded this study upon the 

theoretical framework of communities of practice, which holds that “learners 

inevitably participate in communities of practitioners… [in order to gain] 

mastery of knowledge and skill required to move toward full participation in the 

sociocultural practice of a community (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29). In doing 

so, I visualized the academic community like a circle, with my participants 

occupying starting positions on the periphery along with all other new graduate 

students (a "legitimate" position occupied by all inbound newcomers, as Lave 

and Wenger emphasized), with gatekeepers and other key players at or near the 

center. It is a simple image, but the real exercise of movement from periphery 

toward fuller participation experienced by my participants turned out to be far 

from simple. I expected the theories of CoP and LPP to help account for my 

participants’ movement. To a significant extent, they did. I expected to 

document their struggles with linguistic and cultural barriers, their strategies for 

overcoming them, and the roles played by gatekeepers, other insiders, and 

others on the periphery and beyond it. Again, to a significant extent, I did. The 

narratives we created together, however, reflect experiences far more complex  
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and nuanced than any single theory or factor can account for, and they belie the 

simplistic image with which this study began. 

Before analyzing the data for that nuance and complexity, I present these 

introductions which were co-constructed by myself and my participants. I do 

not claim that they are a complete record of my participants’ experiences; they 

are merely the sliver of the totality of their experiences that relate to the issues 

this study addresses. I attempt to present them without judgment or editorial 

comment, but given my positionality, an objective presentation is not possible. 

My purpose is to lay bare the evidence for the claims I make in Chapter 9, so 

that the reader can judge the plausibility of those claims by referring back to the 

evidence. 

In this chapter I describe each participants’ background and motivation 

for studying in the United States and the local academic context they attempted 

to join. My purpose is to describe the participants as unique individuals and to 

map the terrain of their respective academic communities. In the following three 

chapters, I present co-constructed narratives for each participant as a means of 

accounting for lived experience within those communities and demonstrate just 

how complex and nuanced their movement toward fuller participation was. 

 

Starting Points 

In this section, I present the starting point for each participant—where 

they were and how they got there in relation to the daunting task before them 

when data collection commenced in autumn, 2008. First, I provide a vignette of 

each participant, generated from our initial interviews and my observations as 
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recorded in field journals. These are intended to introduce the women and 

create a sense of who they were—in their own eyes and in mine—when the 

study began. Next, drawing on interviews, observations, and institutional 

documents, I describe several important contextual features that I believe to be 

critical to understanding their respective journeys: their campus, including the 

communities in which they are located; their department, the culture of which 

played a tremendous role in each woman’s experiences; and their living 

situations, which played both direct and indirect roles in each woman’s journey. 

By the end of this section, I hope to have created a clear image of life on the 

periphery for each participant, as well as a sense of the very different paths that 

would lie ahead for each. Some of the details presented here are elaborated on 

in the following chapters. 

 

Yumiko 

Yumiko heard about my study by word of mouth in July of 2008. She 

contacted me, and after completing a preliminary questionnaire and discussing 

the study with me via email, she agreed to participate. 

Yumiko grew up in in an upper middle-class family in the Kanto region, 

near Tokyo, in what she described as a traditional and very strict family (YI1, 

September 1, 2008). After earning her undergraduate degree from a prestigious 

private university in the Kanto region, she went to work in the international 

student office of a large public university in Tokyo. There she served as a 

counselor and advisor for international students. This experience motivated her 

to study counseling in the United States, so that she could become a “more 
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skillful advisor for international students” (YS1, August 25, 2008). With the 

aim of studying “cross-cultural counseling” (YS1, August 25, 2005) she applied 

for and received a Fulbright scholarship to pursue her MA degree in 

Educational Psychology at a large public university in the Midwestern United 

States. Upon completing her degree, her plan was to return to Japan and resume 

her work in the international student office, although she was considering the 

possibility of remaining in the United States to pursue her doctorate in 

counseling, depending on a number of factors, including her grades, adjustment 

to life in the United States, career opportunities in Japan, and the possible 

intervention of a love relationship (YI1, September 1, 2008). 

Yumiko had never lived abroad before and had only visited English-

speaking countries on short vacations. Her desire to study abroad was motivated 

by a deeper desire to “broaden” her life experience. Moreover, she believed that 

she needed to live in a foreign country to better understand the students whom 

she would advise in Japan after her sojourn in the United States. She had no 

formal training in English (i.e., conversation school or private tutoring) beyond 

mandatory classes in junior high school, high school, and college in Japan. She 

did not find those mandatory classes particularly helpful. Instead, she spent 

many hours listening to English language radio programs. She attributed her 

successful acquisition of English to her own personal interest and effort. Before 

arriving at her U.S. campus in the fall of 2008, she attended a special one-

month intensive English program in the southern United States sponsored by 

the Fulbright program. 
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When I first met her near her campus on September 1, 2008, Yumiko told 

me that she was very concerned that her communicative ability, especially 

listening, might not be up to the task of participating in class. In hindsight, I 

believe that one of the reasons she agreed to join the study was to get more 

practice interacting with a native speaker of English. She was drawing on me as 

a resource to address her perceived communicative shortcomings. Yumiko was 

soft-spoken, deliberate, and very careful with her words; she took time to 

organize her thoughts and to find appropriate language to communicate them 

(observation journal, Sept. 1, 2008). She worried that class discussions would 

pass her by in the time she needed to articulate her ideas in response—a concern 

that continued to cause her stress throughout her first year of study. To 

overcome this, she made a conscious effort to raise her hand and contribute to 

class discussions in every session—not because she felt that the professors 

expected it (although she believed this to be true in some classes)—but because 

she saw this as the only way to overcome her perceived deficit. 

Yumiko was also petite. Her stature, combined with her soft voice, might 

lead one to believe that she was a passive person—a common stereotype of 

Japanese women (observation journal, Sept. 1, 2008). In fact, Yumiko was very 

outgoing. From the beginning of her stay in the United States, she took several 

concrete steps to establish good relationships with classmates, professors, and 

others in the community. She went to a local church every Sunday—not 

because she was a Christian or was thinking of becoming one, but because she 

had established relationships with both native speakers, who helped her with 

various issues related to settling in the United States, and nonnative speakers, 
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who helped her with academic issues, who attended the church. She ate out 

often, and with many different people from both inside and outside of her 

academic community. She volunteered at a local high school, where she 

interacted with young people and made cultural presentations. She participated 

in (and eventually ran) a weekly international “coffeehouse,” where native and 

nonnative speakers mixed socially on Friday afternoons. She also met a 

conversation partner twice per month to help improve her communication skills. 

In Yumiko’s case, appearances were deceptive—she was from the very 

beginning an outgoing person, and her outgoingness was a conscious, deliberate 

response to her perceived communicative weakness, a weakness she feared 

might prevent her from attaining her academic goals. 

My initial impression of Yumiko was of a smart, likeable, determined 

young woman, fully ready and eager to engage with the academic and social 

communities around her (observation journal, September 2, 2008). She 

recognized a utilitarian function in these relationships—namely that they were 

important for her academic success, but she also found them meaningful in their 

own right, an immanently enjoyable aspect of her sojourn abroad. 

 

The campus. Yumiko enrolled on the flagship campus of the largest of 

this midwestern state’s universities, which comprises a total of five campuses 

throughout the state and numerous extension offices. The university offers 

undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral degrees in virtually every field. With a 

total of more than 60,000 students, it is one of the largest universities in the 

country. It is ranked among the top research universities in the United States 
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and in the world. It is also a Division 1-A sports powerhouse, with a football 

stadium that seats more than 80,000 spectators. Intercollegiate sports play a 

significant role in the life of both the university and surrounding communities. 

This particular campus is located in the state’s capital city, which has a 

population of about 380,000 and a total metro population of 3.3 million. Thus, it 

is one of the largest metropolitan centers in the Midwest. The campus itself 

straddles a large river in the southeast part of the city and is divided into east 

and west campuses, with the river serving as the dividing line between the two. 

Shuttle busses run between the two campuses every few minutes. This is 

necessary not so much because of the distance between the two campuses, but 

rather because of the bitter cold winters. It is not unusual for the entire region to 

plunge into sub-zero degree-Fahrenheit temperatures for days at a time during 

the long winters. 

Yumiko’s academic and social worlds were largely limited to the larger 

campus on the east side of the river. Throughout the two years of her life there, 

she spent most of her time in one of four locations: the building that housed her 

department, and where most of the classes she took were held; the library, 

where she studied, sometimes in solitude and sometimes in groups; the student 

center, where during her first term she met with her English conversation 

partner and participated in and later hosted a weekly international coffee hour; 

and the International Student and Scholar Services (ISSS) office, where she 

spent much of her second year completing a practicum and internship. She also 

visited the writing center often during her first semester, which she felt was 

extremely helpful early on (YJ1, September, 30, 2008). In addition, she 
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frequented many of the restaurants and coffee shops on or near the east campus, 

usually with classmates or other friends. 

 

The department. Yumiko enrolled in the Department of Educational 

Psychology, one of seven departments within the College of Education and 

Human Development (CEHD). The department comprised five programs, or 

tracks. Yumiko chose the counseling and student personnel psychology (CSPP) 

track. The administrative hierarchy for students in this department comprises 

four levels, in descending order: the graduate school, the department, the track, 

and the advisor. Students are advised to begin queries at the two lower levels, 

and departmental policy states that students are responsible to know the 

requirements of each level (Psychology, 2011). However, while guidelines for 

the top two levels are published in catalogs and handbooks and available online 

to all graduate students in the department, only some of the guidelines are 

available for the third level, and none are available for the fourth (and 

presumably most important) level. Students are directed to obtain “handouts (if 

available) from your advisor” (Psychology, 2011). 

The CSPP track was organized as a cohort system. This meant that 

students who were members of the same cohort took the same courses together 

throughout the first year. The second year of the program was devoted almost 

entirely to a practicum in each student’s specialty and mentoring new first-year 

students. Yumiko’s cohort comprised approximately 30 students, half of whom 

spoke English as a second language. There was no thesis requirement, but  

students had to pass a written comprehensive exam in their final semester. 



 134 

During her first semester, Yumiko took four courses: basic counseling 

skills (also called pre-practicum; 3 credits), statistics (4 credits), counseling 

theory (3 credits), and career development (3 credits). The syllabi for these 

courses were surprisingly similar, each including the mission statement of both 

the college and the department, followed by course descriptions, course 

objectives, and very detailed session-by-session schedules that included the 

page numbers of readings to be discussed in each session. The parallel structure 

of these documents suggests that a single template was used department-wide, 

guaranteeing a consistent level of specificity across all syllabi. With the 

exception of the statistics course, which Yumiko felt to be her weakest subject 

(YJ1, September 30, 2008), all of these courses required group and pair 

discussions, group projects and presentations, in in the pre-practicum course, 

role-play activities. Because of what she perceived as deficiencies in her 

English ability, Yumiko wrote that she “felt sorry for the student who would be 

[her] partner” (YJ1, September 30, 2008) and this caused her some anxiety each 

day before these classes. However, upon receiving positive feedback from 

classmates and her instructor, Yumiko began to feel more at ease. In the theory 

class, active participation was required. Yumiko took this to mean raising her 

hand and asking questions, which also caused her some anxiety. However, the 

instructor for this class created an on-line discussion forum, which provided an 

alternative means of participation that Yumiko felt more comfortable with. The 

instructor explicitly stated that this alternative was available for students who 

had difficulty participating in class discussions, for whatever reason. There was 

also a TA for each class, and Yumiko visited them frequently during office 



 135 

hours for clarification of points from class discussions that she could not grasp 

due to linguistic barriers or the difficulty of particular concepts. The career 

development course was taught by Yumiko’s academic advisor, and she felt the 

most anxiety about her performance in this class because she was more afraid to 

make a mistake in front of her advisor, who she felt held considerable power 

over her academic fortunes (YJ1, September 30, 2008). Overall, however, 

Yumiko felt increasingly comfortable in her classes and with her performance 

as the first semester continued. 

 

Home life. Throughout her first year as a graduate student, Yumiko lived 

in a three-bedroom apartment, assigned by the ISSS office, just north of the east 

campus, within easy walking distance of all of her regular campus destinations. 

She moved in on August 10, 2008, and for the first several weeks shared the 

apartment with only one other roommate, a 20-year-old American 

undergraduate student with whom she had little in common. At first, Yumiko 

was very uncomfortable that her roommate’s boyfriend would spend every 

weekend at the apartment as if he lived there. She attributed her unease to 

cultural differences and decided it was best not to mention how it made her feel 

(YJ1, September 30, 2008). A second American roommate arrived before 

classes began, and relations among the three women were congenial throughout 

the term, if not particularly close (YI3, January 7, 2009). When her lease was up 

in August of 2009, Yumiko moved into another three-bedroom apartment, this 

time with one of her Chinese classmates and another Chinese woman. With all 

three sharing English as a common language, and sharing a common academic 
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subject with one of them, Yumiko felt much more comfortable with her living 

arrangements during the second year. However, throughout the study she never 

mentioned tension with roommates or reliance upon them. It seemed she spent 

very little time in her apartment, and it was not a primary location of her 

academic or social life. 

I came away from our first conversations believing that Yumiko had all 

the tools that I believed were necessary for academic success: intellect, 

determination, focus, a sense of purpose, and an eagerness to engage her 

academic community. What remained to be seen was whether or not her 

concern about her communicative abilities was warranted, and how the 

academic community would engage her. These issues will be examined in 

subsequent chapters. 

 

Mariko 

While studying in the intensive English program in the southern United 

States, Yumiko met another Fulbright scholarship recipient, Mariko, who would 

be studying at a nearby midwestern university; they quickly became friends. 

Yumiko told her about my study, and Mariko emailed me directly to get more 

information. After completing the preliminary questionnaire and exchanging 

several email messages, she agreed to join the study. 

Also from the Kanto region, Mariko grew up in what she described as a 

traditional Japanese family, by which she meant reserved, socially and 

politically conservative, economically middle-class, and modest (MI1, January 

8, 2009). She earned a BS degree in education and humanities at a private 
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international university in Tokyo, which she described as a “liberal arts college, 

which is rare in Japan” (MS1, September 23, 2008). The primary language of 

instruction was Japanese; however, the university had an excellent English 

language program, and Mariko found it very useful for building her own 

English language competence. This university had a reputation for attracting, as 

Mariko jokingly described them, henjin (strange people)—young people who 

do not fit the profile of the “typical” silent, obedient, or subservient Japanese 

undergraduate (MI1, January 8, 2009). Mariko described the student body as an 

eclectic mix of artists, thinkers, and free spirits, with disdain for the traditional 

Japanese university education being the common feature among them. She 

identified closely with these students, and proudly used the term henjin to 

describe herself (MI2, March 9, 2009). Mariko chose to attend this particular 

university in part because of this reputation, but also because she had received a 

letter of recommendation from her high school principal that guaranteed her 

acceptance. When she was a high school student, Mariko dreaded the prospect 

of preparing for the rigorous university entrance exams. “I hated the university 

testing system and didn’t want to do it. This was my way around it” (MI2, 

March 9, 2009). This is not to say that she lacked confidence in her intellectual 

ability, or that she in fact lacked such ability; far from it—she impressed me as 

being intellectually and linguistically sharp within just a few minutes of 

meeting her (observation journal, January 8, 2009). Rather, her intellectual 

interests were not aligned with the knowledge of facts typically tested on 

Japanese university entrance exams. Moreover, she was uninterested in a  
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university’s hensachi (a standardized rank score), and she did not want to spend 

two years studying for a test that she felt was “bullshit” (MI2, March 9, 2009). 

After completing her undergraduate degree, Mariko enrolled in the 

graduate program in education at a large, prestigious private university in the 

Kanto region. She earned her MA there and became interested in the history of 

education. She started working toward her doctorate in Education in the same 

department, under the guidance of Japan’s foremost authority on the history of 

education in Japan. This particular professor had studied in the United States, 

under the guidance of some of the world’s leading authorities on the historical 

relationship between Japan and the United States in terms of education policy 

and pedagogy. Mariko’s Japanese advisor, who continued to advise her 

informally throughout her sojourn to the United States, encouraged her to apply 

for a Fulbright scholarship so she could study under a young American 

professor in the United States who had become a leading authority on the 

subject. Mariko applied for the Fulbright “on a whim,” (MS1, September 23, 

2009) and claimed to have been very surprised when she won it.5 Only then, in 

the spring of 2008, did she form a solid plan to earn her doctorate in the United 

States. She technically remained a doctoral candidate at her Japanese institution, 

where she had already paid tuition for the 2008/09 academic year. However, 

after one semester in the United States, she decided it was a “dead end” (MI2, 

March 9, 2009) to remain enrolled there. At that time, she formally withdrew 

from her Japanese program and committed fully to completing her doctorate in 

                                                   
5 This might or might not be an example of polite, but false, modesty; Mariko 
continually downplayed her own abilities and achievements, laughing as she spoke. 
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the United States. Although she described her path to the United States as “an 

accident,” (MI1, January 8, 2009) she was very glad to be there, noting that 

there are many more resources for her in the United States, and that her 

classmates there are far more serious and interesting than her former classmates 

in Japan (MS1, September 23, 2008). Upon completing her doctorate, she 

planned to return to Japan and look for a permanent position at a Japanese 

university as a scholar and teacher (MS1, September 23, 2008). 

Mariko was quick to point out that she had no particular interest in 

English language or western culture. Being in the United States satisfied her 

primary interest in the history of higher education. “Broadening [her] 

experiences” was never a primary source of motivation for Mariko. In fact, she 

stated directly that she would not be in the United States if not for her interest in 

the history of higher education (MS1, September 23, 2009). English language 

was a secondary concern, a tool she needed to achieve her goals, and she did 

not continue to study English language in any formal or explicit way after she 

arrived in the United States. She seemed satisfied that her English ability was 

sufficient for her studies: “I get most of it,” she said of the lectures she attended. 

She took notes in both English and Japanese, switching between the two 

languages depending on which was most “convenient” in any given context 

(MI2, March 9, 2009). 

In our first interview, Mariko described herself as optimistic, relaxed, and 

lazy (MI1, January 8, 2009). The first two terms corresponded to my own first 

impressions of her (observation Journal, January 8, 2009); the third term 

seemed to me to be an attempt at self-deprecating humor, a method of making 
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herself appear humble that would be repeated often in subsequent interviews. 

Her stellar academic record over the following two years belied any laziness in 

her character. In fact, she was an extremely diligent and conscientious student. 

One of her professors, whom I interviewed after attending his class with Mariko 

during my first campus visit, volunteered his opinion that Mariko is “very good, 

excellent, I have no qualms…[she will do] really well” (instructor interview, 

March 9, 2009), supporting my belief that Mariko was anything but lazy. 

In our initial interviews and consistently thereafter, Mariko spoke openly 

and quickly (if not at length), with a broad smile and an easy laugh (observation 

journal, January 8, 2009). She did not think of herself as an outgoing person, 

however (MSI, September 23, 2008), and indeed she did not make many new 

friends during the two years of data collection. She did not have an active social 

life, but indicated that this was not much different from her life in Japan (MS1, 

September 23, 2008). Mariko seemed to have felt no need for an extensive 

social network. She did not participate in any extra curricular or volunteer 

activities and rarely dined out with friends. She stayed in touch with other 

Fulbright scholars she had met the previous summer who were enrolled in other 

departments on campus, but Mariko did not seem to draw on them for support 

social or academic support. Her primary relationship was with her Japanese 

boyfriend in Japan, who had lived in the United States for a number of years as 

a child. They spoke daily, and he edited her papers for her (although she was 

not satisfied with his corrections). In short, Mariko appeared initially to thrive 

without the support of a strong social or academic network. Instead, she seemed 

to draw on inner strengths—self-confidence and a strong sense of purpose—to 
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keep going from day to day. She struck me from the very beginning as a well-

adjusted, happy young woman with a clear plan for academic success in the 

United States (observation journal, January 8, 2009). Like Yumiko, she seemed 

to possess all the qualities necessary to succeed academically. 

Mariko described her classroom demeanor at the outset of her studies in 

the United States as follows: “I think I am typical Japanese, submissive 

communicator, quiet in the classroom” (MS1, September 23, 2008). During her 

first semester, she said, “Sometimes I want to speak out [in class] but I just 

don't know how to start. But usually people speak so fast so I can't understand 

what was said” (MS1, September 23, 2008). However, by the middle of her 

second term she seemed more at ease, suggesting that her English listening 

ability was sufficient for her classwork: “I get most of it” (MI2, March 9, 2009) 

she said of a lecture we attended together. She took notes in both English and 

Japanese (observation Journal, March 9, 2009), switching between the two 

languages depending on which was most “convenient” (MI2, March 9, 2009) at 

any given moment. 

Mariko was not a natural “storyteller,” and although she answered all of 

my questions freely, elaboration was not part of her communication style. Our 

early interviews were marked by single-word responses or short-answers, and I 

found myself repeating questions in various ways to elicit more details. As the 

study progressed, however, she spoke at greater length and in more detail. 

Increased familiarity with me, or increased comfort conversing in English, 

perhaps both, probably account for the change. 
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The campus. Mariko’s U.S. campus was comparable to Yumiko’s in 

terms of size and scope. Mariko enrolled in the flagship university of the state 

university system, which comprises 13 four-year universities, 13 two-year 

institutions, and a statewide extension program. The flagship campus comprises 

20 colleges, nearly 40,000 undergraduate and graduate students; it offered 107 

doctoral degree programs in 2008. Located in the state capital of this 

agricultural state, the city is best described as medium-sized, with a local 

population of just under 230,000 and a metro population of less than 600,000. 

The taxi drivers are the friendliest and most talkative I have ever encountered, 

and the 30-minute ride from the airport to campus is akin to a guided historical 

tour of the region (observation journal, March 8, 2009). The campus is situated 

on the south shore of a large lake, which freezes over in the winter. The campus 

is expansive, stretching nearly two kilometers from west to east, with a large 

football stadium on the western edge. As on Yumiko’s campus, inter-collegiate 

sports are an important part of community life. The university boasts one of the 

largest research libraries in the United States, with extensive archives that 

would be crucial to Mariko’s academic goals. 

 

The department. Mariko enrolled in the Department of Educational 

Policy Studies within the School of Education. The department offers three 

doctoral concentrations: History and Humanities; Social Sciences and 

Education; and Comparative International Education and Global Studies. The 

department describes itself as interdisciplinary and includes faculty with joint 

appointments in other departments, including Curriculum and Instruction, 
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Philosophy, and Sociology. The department itself comprises 11 full-time faculty 

members and keeps itself small, accepting between 12 and 18 new doctoral 

students each year. Mariko was admitted for the History and Humanities 

concentration, with an even more specific specialization in the History of 

American Higher Education. Only one other graduate student, a NES, was 

admitted with this specialization, and both expected to work with one particular 

professor who specialized in this area. 

Mariko would be required to complete 27 credits, pass a comprehensive 

written exam, and write a dissertation in order to earn her degree. As one might 

expect of a student in this field, Mariko’s reading and writing load were quite 

heavy. She had to read many dense books each semester, write papers of 20 to 

30 pages for each course, and do extensive research in the library’s archives. 

Mariko felt quite overwhelmed by the reading and writing demands placed on 

her but had not formed any concrete plan for overcoming them when our 

conversation began: “Just keep doing assignments and trying to understand” she 

said (MS1, September 23, 2008). 

The small graduate student population in this department was diverse. 

According to Mariko, typically one-third of her classmates in her graduate-level 

classes were NNESs, and these classes were typically very small (ten students). 

Mariko felt most comfortable in classes in which there were several other 

NNES students (MS2, October 10, 2008). She felt she could understand her 

professors and her NNES classmates better than her NES classmates, who 

spoke faster and used idioms and cultural references with which she was not  
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familiar. She found it difficult to keep up with her NES classmates early on 

(MS1, September 23, 2008). 

During her first semester, Mariko took three classes. The first of these 

was History of American Education, a large undergraduate course with 

approximately 150 students. The class met as a whole for lectures then broke 

into smaller discussion sections of approximately 25 students each, led by a 

teaching assistant (TA). Mariko’s TA required active participation in the 

classroom, but many students, including Mariko, were reluctant to speak. 

Although she did not feel comfortable speaking in class, she managed to do so, 

noting that she could meet the TA’s requirements with short statements. The 

texts for this course included primary sources written in the 18th and 19th 

centuries, which she found extremely difficult to read. Nevertheless, Mariko felt 

she was keeping up (MS2, September 10, 2008). Her second class was an 

introduction to Educational Policy Studies, a small seminar-style class that 

featured a guest speaker each week. Mariko found it difficult to understand her 

NES classmates and some of the guest speakers due to the speed at which they 

spoke and the technical terms they used. For this course Mariko wrote short 

informal response papers every week and a final term paper. Her third class, 

Issues in Chinese Education, was very small, with only five other students. 

Notably, only one of her classmates was a NES, and Mariko felt most 

comfortable in this class. Overall, Mariko found all of her courses during her 

first semester interesting and challenging (MS2, October 10, 2008). 

The most striking feature of Mariko’s department was that, in an 

important sense, it did not exist. The department’s main offices were 
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undergoing renovation during Mariko’s first year, so both administrative and 

faculty offices were scattered in temporary offices across campus. Several 

professors’ offices were temporarily relocated to converted dormitories 

scattered across campus. There was no common space for students or faculty to 

meet, mingle, or exchange ideas. A sense of academic community—embodied 

in places and people—was strikingly absent. Mariko’s primary connection to 

the academic community was an email list, which kept her up to date on 

changes in policy, deadlines, and departmental events. After a picnic to 

welcome new graduate students in August of her first year, Mariko had little 

opportunity to form relationships with faculty, students, and the community as a 

whole. 

 

Home life. Mariko lived alone in a studio apartment, rarely went out, and 

said she was most content when she was at home alone, studying or sleeping 

(MS1, September 23, 2008). She also enjoyed cooking for herself. She 

considered moving in her second year because the studio apartment was very 

expensive. She considered the possibility of sharing a place with another 

student to save money, but she jokingly said that she was too lazy to find 

someone. If someone approached her about the possibility of sharing a place, 

however, she would consider it (MI3, March 10, 2009). In August of 2010, at 

the beginning of her third year of coursework, Mariko moved into a two-

bedroom apartment with a classmate from Mongolia (MI7, October 6, 2009). 

Overall, Mariko’s home life was best described as solitary, but she felt this was  
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not unlike her lifestyle in Japan, and she felt most comfortable this way (MI1, 

January 8, 2009). 

As I got to know Mariko over the first year of data collection, I felt 

certain that she would succeed. She possessed what I believed to be the key 

features—intellect, determination, focus, and sense of purpose—that led me to 

believe that Yumiko would succeed, with one potentially significant difference: 

Whereas Yumiko was clearly eager to engage her academic community, Mariko 

seemed content to be an outsider, marching to the beat of a different drummer. 

In the absence of an inviting and supportive academic community, Mariko 

lingered alone on the periphery, confident, independent, content. One of her 

professors expressed confidence that Mariko would succeed, and I shared that 

opinion. The question was, would her independent, go-it-alone attitude be 

enough to overcome the absence of community, or would it make matters 

worse? 

 

Tomomi 

While visiting Yumiko in the United States in September of 2008, I was 

contacted by Tomomi, who had seen my Call for Participants posted in the 

international student services office at her U.S. campus, a large public 

university in the Mountain West. We exchanged email messages in which we 

discussed the project. She completed the preliminary questionnaire, and I 

subsequently invited her to join the study. I had already planned to be in the 

area near the end of my trip, so fitting her into my schedule at the last minute 

was not difficult. 
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Tomomi was born and raised in the Kansai region. Her parents 

encouraged her to pursue her dreams and supported her plans to study abroad, 

despite concerns for her safety. Tomomi described her family as lower middle-

class, and she was very grateful that her parents agreed to help finance her 

studies (TI1, September 15, 2008). Vivacious, talkative, and enthusiastic 

(observation journal, September 15, 2008), Tomomi was keenly interested in 

the focus of my study, and frequently addressed issues of identity and power 

without my prompting (TI2, January 6, 2009). Moreover, she tended to speak 

longer and more reflectively than the other participants, yielding much more 

data. In our first interview, she told me that it was important to her to always 

appear confident, “because that is what American people are trying to be, and 

that is what I like about American people” (TI1, September 15, 2008). She grew 

more confident each semester. 

When we first met, she was working toward two MA degrees 

simultaneously: one in Japanese Literature at the university described below, 

and the second in Japanese Pedagogy in a summer program at an Ivy League 

university. She studied year round, spending the fall and spring terms in the 

Mountain West and the summers of 2008 and 2009 on the east coast, taking 

only short breaks between academic terms. Tomomi had started her graduate 

study in the Spring 2008 term, so she was the only one of the three participants 

who had any experience in U.S. academic institutions before the study began. 

She had also participated in short homestay/intensive English programs in 

Canada and Australia during her undergraduate days. 
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Tomomi earned her undergraduate degree in Japanese Literature from a 

small private university near Osaka, not far from where she grew up. During her 

undergraduate days, she worked diligently on her English independently and 

grew critical of Japanese university English education, which she felt was 

ineffective because “people really didn’t study much” (TI1, September 15, 

2008). She attributed her English competence to her own efforts outside of 

class. She felt that her English ability was up to the task and made no formal or 

explicit effort to improve. She did, however, feel that her English improved 

through her academic and social interactions, and she actively sought out 

interactions as a means of improving her speaking and listening skills. 

Unlike the other two participants, Tomomi had a very strong interest in 

American culture, and studying in the United States had been a dream of hers 

for many years—a dream formed independent of a particular academic interest. 

Like the other participants, she felt that she could have a more fulfilling 

educational experience at a U.S. university than she could at a Japanese one. 

She frequently noted that there were more resources at U.S. institutions, 

approaches to Japanese Literature were more “theory guided,” professors were 

more demanding, and classmates were more active (TI2, January 6, 2009). She 

felt that a graduate program in Japan would be too easy and ultimately 

unsatisfying, believing that simply showing up and mimicking the professor on 

exams was all that would be demanded. Tomomi said that she wanted more out 

of her education, and she identified very strongly as an academic and valued 

western academic methods (e.g., class discussion) over Japanese ones. “I never 

thought about [doing graduate work] in Japan” (TI1, September 15, 2008). 
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Tomomi often discussed the content of the courses she was taking, far more so 

than the other two participants. This might have been because she and I shared 

an academic background and enjoyed discussing Literature together. In any 

case, her academic field was a huge part of her sense of self. 

However, her decision to study in the United States was first motivated by 

a personal relationship with an American man: “I got an American boyfriend…. 

I was thinking of studying in the U.S. so I can see him…” (TI1, September 15, 

2008). Tomomi saw her relationship with a partner and her professional future 

as contingent upon each other. 

Unlike other participants, Tomomi expressed strong resistance to 

traditional notions of Japanese womanhood, and this made her feel uncertain 

about her future: 

I think I am not traditional Japanese. If you are traditional you can see the 
future [of your life]. Get married. Take care of children, wake up first and 
make breakfast. But I cannot see my future. Will I stay in the U.S.? Will I 
return to Japan? I can’t see my future. (TI1, September 15, 2008) 

 
Tomomi sought to distance herself from traditional roles that did not reflect the 

way she saw herself, and this was another factor in her complex decision to 

study in the United States. She wished to have both a career and family, which 

she feared might not be possible in Japan, where she felt these traditional roles 

were strictly enforced: “I think Japan is still a little bit conservative. Some 

people might think a female doesn’t need to get a higher education (TI1, 

September 15, 2008). By coming to the United States to study and by engaging 

in serious relationships with American men, she saw herself as resisting 

traditional Japanese identities that she found to be at odds with her sense of self. 

Her goal at the outset was perfectly clear to her: “I want to be a teacher at the 
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university level in the States. I want to have children and a husband” (TI1, 

September 15, 2008). To these ends, Tomomi focused her attention on both her 

academic work and her romantic relationships, and these two aspects of her life 

in the United States were deeply intertwined. 

At the time of our first interview in mid-September of 2008, Tomomi was 

involved in a volatile, on-again/off-again relationship with Damian, a man 

twelve years her senior. He insisted on meeting me before “allowing” Tomomi 

to participate in this study. He struck me as a very controlling force in her life 

(observation journal, September 15, 2008). In time she confided to me that the 

age difference precluded a serious long-term commitment, but she viewed the 

relationship as an important learning experience. Throughout the study, she 

often turned our conversations back to her romantic relationships, her beliefs 

about relationships, and her desire for a deeper connection with a partner, 

regardless of our initial topic. Consistently throughout the study, Tomomi’s 

favorite topics were love and Literature. 

 

The campus. Tomomi chose to attend the flagship campus of a state 

university system comprising three universities on four campuses because she 

had won a scholarship to attend, easing the financial burden on her parents. The 

faculty includes five Nobel Laureates in Physics and Chemistry and has a strong 

international reputation for science and engineering. A total of nearly 60,000 

students were enrolled in the state system in 2011, about half of them on 

Tomomi’s campus. In that year, nearly 15,000 degrees were awarded, including  
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more than 3,700 master’s degrees and 1,000 doctorates. For the 2012/13 fiscal 

year, the university had an operating budget of $2.9 billion. 

Tomomi’s campus is located in a medium-sized city, with a population of 

just less than 100,000 and with a total metropolitan population of nearly 

300,000 just 25 miles from the state capital, which has a metropolitan 

population of 2.5 million. Nestled in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, the 

city is often listed among the most desirable places to live in the United States. 

Mild winters and a lot of sunshine make it a pleasant place to live year-round. 

Like the other two participants’ campuses, intercollegiate sports are an 

important part of social life, and the university competes in nine Division 1 

sports. It also has a very active ISSS office, which is where Tomomi learned of 

this study. 

Despite the charm of this campus and community, Tomomi felt that she 

was more of a foreigner here than she did on her campus on the east coast. In 

our first interview, she cited two reasons for this. First, she felt that because 

non-whites were a much smaller minority here, she stood out more, whereas on 

the east coast it seemed to her that the majority of people were non-white. 

Second, she found that people in this medium-sized, mostly white city were less 

patient with her accented English. She felt that many people did not try to 

understand her speech, or at times got frustrated with her when she asked them 

to repeat something (TI1, September 15, 2008). The differences between 

Tomomi’s experiences on these two campuses were striking. However, because 

this study is focused on her experiences on the campus where we met and 

conducted our interviews (hereafter the main campus), her experiences on her 
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other campus (hereafter the summer campus) are mentioned infrequently, and 

usually in comparison with her experiences on her main campus. 

 

The department. Tomomi enrolled in the Department of Asian 

Languages and Cultures. Within this department was a Japanese MA program, 

which offered two tracks: Japanese Literature and Cultural History, and 

Japanese Language. Tomomi naturally chose the former, but had a teaching 

assistantship as part of her scholarship in the latter, which proved to be one of 

the most satisfying aspects of her graduate experience in the United States (TI2, 

January 6, 2009). Tomomi was one of 12 (five Japanese and seven NESs) 

graduate teaching assistants (GTAs), and she formed social and academic 

relationships with several of them. Her supervisor, Professor Suzuki, was a 

Japanese woman who taught part-time in the department. She would become a 

central figure in Tomomi’s life. This relationship and its consequences for 

Tomomi’s academic success are discussed at length in subsequent chapters. 

There were three full-time faculty members in the Japanese program, 

among 12 in the broader department. In order to graduate, Tomomi needed to 

complete 24 credits of coursework, pass a comprehensive exam, and write a 

thesis. She planned to graduate after 5 semesters, completing her thesis in the 

spring of 2010. 

During the fall, 2008 term, Tomomi took two courses: Theory and 

Modern Literature, and Japanese Bibliography and Research Methods. Both 

were taught by full-time faculty members. Both courses were small, comprising 

about ten students each, with two or three NNES students in each class. The 
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theory course was composed mostly of other GTAs, with whom Tomomi was 

already familiar and comfortable. Class time was spent primarily on discussion 

among the professor and students, and Tomomi felt very comfortable in this 

context, although she found it difficult to participate in class discussions 

because other students were far more assertive than she was about speaking up. 

The reading load for this class was intense—six novels and a thick anthology of 

theory and criticism, as many as ten separate readings per week. The course 

grade was based on short response papers, a presentation, participation, and a 

final longer paper. 

The research methods class was surprisingly similar to a course I had 

taken during my own MA program in English Literature 17 years earlier. Two 

of the texts were newer editions of books I had used, and the objectives were 

essentially the same: to survey the standard research materials in the field and 

learn its accepted style and conventions for publication. Students were to 

compile an annotated bibliography of on a topic of interest (typically related to 

a potential thesis), participate in class discussions, critically analyze one of the 

main journals publishing articles in their area of interest, and make a final 

presentation. Tomomi found the reading for this course relatively easy (TI1, 

September 15, 2008), and she liked the course because they typically did not 

meet for the entire 3-hour meeting time scheduled for Monday afternoons. She 

also felt more comfortable because the students in this class were relatively 

quiet compared to her other class. This gave her more opportunities to speak up, 

which she enjoyed (TI1, September 15, 2008). 
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Home life. When we first met, Tomomi shared a house near campus with 

three other graduate students, one of whom was a NNES that she seldom saw. 

The other two were American men, and she formed very close friendships with 

them. They went out drinking together every Friday night, and took frequent ski 

trips together. The men, too, were involved in complex and dramatic romantic 

relationships (one of them was going through a divorce, and Tomomi was 

friends with his soon-to-be ex-wife, who was living with Tomomi’s boyfriend). 

Tomomi watched these relationships carefully (TS2, November 26, 2008); 

indeed she was involved in them at some level. Being in and learning about 

relationships was a major component of her experiences in the United States, 

and much of this learning revolved around her living arrangements. Over the 

next two years, Tomomi continued to live in the same house, while different 

roommates came and went. She seemed satisfied with her living arrangements 

throughout the study, and although she did not rely on roommates explicitly for 

help with her academic work, she felt that they helped her succeed by providing 

her with a work-life balance that helped her relieve stress and remain positive 

throughout her studies (TI3, March 19, 2009). 

From the outset, I suspected that Tomomi’s story would prove to be more 

complex, ambiguous, and at times contradictory than those of the other two 

participants. Her determination was clear, but her focuses were multiple; her 

academic interests developed independent of her interest in American culture, 

yet she proved to be more academically oriented than the other two participants. 

Her academic and personal goals were deeply intertwined and would change 

over the course of the study. In fact, it seemed to me that there was only one 
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central thread that held Tomomi’s story together: the desire for deeper 

connections—to ideas as well as to individuals. I felt certain at the outset that 

Tomomi could succeed, possessing the same intellectual and linguistic skills, as 

well as strong motivation that Yumiko and Mariko possessed. However, I 

wondered whether she would be able to manage all of her competing aspirations 

and reconcile apparent contradictions. Toward which community or 

communities would she gravitate? Which community or communities would 

welcome her, or push her away? How Tomomi’s story ultimately formed a 

coherent whole unfolds in the following chapters. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have painted portraits of my participants in context—to 

place them in the foreground and their academic and social milieus in the 

background. In looking at all three portraits side-by-side, I am struck by how 

dissimilar they appear, as if painted by different artists working in different 

styles. Although they shared the same gender, L1, and country of origin, these 

were three very different women; although all were enrolled in a graduate 

program at a very large public university in the United States, the academic and 

social communities they inhabit are were strikingly different. In the following 

chapters, I document how strikingly different their academic trajectories were 

as well. 
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CHAPTER 6 

FINDINGS PART 2: YUMIKO’S CREATIVE PARTICIPATION 

 

In this chapter, I present Yumiko’s story, from her first days of graduate 

study in the United States through graduation four semesters later. I begin by 

describing what she saw as the obstacles that threatened to derail her academic 

progress. Then I explain how she overcame (or, in some instances, did not 

overcome) those obstacles: by building and actively drawing on a network of 

peers, near-peers, and key insiders, and by exploiting available resources. I then 

describe the practices that defined Yumiko’s movement from the periphery of 

the academic community toward fuller participation in it, and recognition as a 

professional counselor. Yumiko’s creative and agentive responses to linguistic 

and cultural barriers to participation, and her ability to leverage key support to 

compensate for uneven institutional support, reveal the complexity and highly 

contextualized nature of her movement from novice to expert. I present her 

story first because it serves as a model of the push of a highly motivated 

graduate student and the pull of a nurturing, if imperfect, academic community. 

I believe that it is this push and pull that makes academic success more likely. 

Yumiko’s case stands in sharp contrast to the dysfunction that marks the other 

two cases that follow. 

 

Hurdles on the Horizon 

Yumiko arrived in the Department of Educational Psychology with clear 

goals, high motivation, and the requisite English language skills as measured by 
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the TOEFL. Even so, she felt early on that she faced certain obstacles that made 

her ultimate success uncertain: a passive character, a lack of confidence in her 

spoken English ability, and difficulty participating in class discussions that 

grew out of these two issues. Additionally, she was concerned about her ability 

to write academic papers in English, not only for her classes but also for 

publication, which she saw as key to her ultimate success in her field and as a 

prerequisite for employment at the university level in Japan. In this section I 

present her views on these obstacles. 

 

I Try to Say Something… 

From the very beginning of her studies, even during a two-week pre-

arrival intensive English program at another U.S. university, Yumiko felt ill at 

ease using English in the classroom, even among other NNES students: “The 

first time [using English in class] was very hard for me because other students 

are very good at speaking and expressing themselves, so I was very shocked. I 

could not interrupt them” (YS1, August 25, 2008). This unease persisted well 

into her third semester of coursework: 

I [am] always thinking that if I can think of anything I should say 
something but sometimes I cannot speak up even though I have something 
in mind, but if it is not clear enough or it might be already told from 
professor or other students. I might miss it, then I wonder, yeah, and I 
couldn't easily ask. (YS7.2, October 6, 2009) 

 
Yumiko feared that her continued inability to speak in class was an obstacle to 

her academic success. She understood that classroom participation was not only 

a general feature of her new academic community, but also an explicit 

requirement in all of her classes. This was in stark contrast to her previous 
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academic communities in Japan: “In the U.S. you need to discuss or express 

[your] opinion in class…. In Japan…the class is more teacher dominated, so the 

participation level is different” (YI1, September 1, 2008). 

Yumiko understood correctly that participation was required in her 

classes. The terms of participation were described in the syllabus for each of the 

three educational psychology courses she took during her first term. In her 

Introduction course, it comprised 28% of the final course grade and was 

described as follows: 

Class Participation – Awarded for your attendance (e.g., arrival on time, 
present for whole class), apparent interest and involvement (e.g., 
involvement in small group discussion; quality is more important than 
quantity), your willingness and ability to give and receive feedback, and 
your overall improvement in counseling skills. (Introduction syllabus, p. 
3) 

 
In her Theory class, attendance and participation comprised 20 of 160 course 

points (12.5%) and was described as follows: 

Active participation is critical and will affect your grade.... Points are 
awarded for participation during in-class discussions, structured exercises, 
group assignments and projects, and your ability to seek out and interact 
with classmates who may be different from yourself, encourage dialogue, 
listen to others, consider different perspectives, demonstrate respect, and 
offer constructive feedback. (Theory syllabus, p. 3) 

 
In her Individual Counseling class, participation accounted for 15% of the 

course grade and was described more briefly: “Class participation is required, 

especially WebVista threaded discussions. Students are expected to attend all 

class sessions. Please inform the instructor and/or TA if you are unable to attend 

class” (Individual Counseling syllabus, p. 4). The terms of participation were 

defined differently for each class and accounted for varying percentages of her 

final course grades. 
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Yumiko remained keenly aware of the need to participate throughout her 

studies, but also remained dubious of her ability to do so. When discussing a 

particular class in her third semester, Yumiko noted that participating in class 

discussion was at times a greater challenge than class assignments: 

This class involves a lot of discussion or interaction and it doesn't require 
much reading so far. So in terms of the amount of assignment I think I can 
kind of handle, but in the class it's still difficult to participate but I try to 
say something. I think…I should participate, and it’s written in the 
syllabus that participation is part of the grade. (YS7.1, October 6, 2009) 

 
Even after one year of coursework, with an awareness of classroom 

participation as both a general feature of her academic community and as a 

specific requirement of her classes, Yumiko saw it as an obstacle that she had 

yet to overcome. 

Yumiko’s difficulty participating in class discussion was not the result of 

a dislike of the practice on her part. On the contrary, she noted that she 

preferred the academic culture of her new community: 

I think it's better to study in the U.S. because [there are] a lot of 
assignments. It made us very overwhelmed, it's very frustrating, but it also 
helped to make us study. But in Japan they don't assign so much reading 
or they don't expect students to speak their opinion, so we are just 
receiving in Japan. (YI4, March 11, 2009) 

 
Nor was it the result of intransigence on her part. I attended a class with her 

during her second semester and was able to observe her classroom demeanor. 

She sat with her back straight, focused on the instructor, listened and nodded 

when other students (primarily but not exclusively NESs) spoke, and took 

notes. Twice during the 75-minute lecture/discussion, she tentatively raised her 

hand less than half way and opened her mouth as if to speak. Both times she 

withdrew her hand and stifled her utterance when a more assertive student 
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interjected (Observation Journal, March 11, 2009). Afterward she told me that 

she felt she understood about 70 percent of the English spoken in class that day. 

Clearly, Yumiko perceived classroom participation as an obstacle, and she 

participated less than she would have liked or felt was required. It might indeed 

have been an obstacle, regardless of her perception of it, if lack of participation 

in class had prevented her from acquiring the knowledge she needed, or if it had 

prevented her professors from recognizing that she had done so. As this chapter 

shows, Yumiko, with the help of others, found a way to succeed despite this 

obstacle, without really overcoming it. But before discussing how she did this, 

it is important to understand why this obstacle was so difficult to overcome. 

 

Identities in Tension 

Yumiko attributed her difficulty participating in class discussions partly to 

her sense of self as a Japanese person. She tended to define herself in terms that 

she felt reflected a “traditional” view of Japanese people: “Japanese people are 

said to be like submissive and I really felt that it was [true] about me” (YS1, 

August 25, 2008). Moreover, she identified positively with this view: 

I think Japanese people are…submissive and not too aggressive. Yes. But 
I think it's good for me. I was very comfortable in that culture, yeah. I was 
used to the culture. If I want to be a good Japanese person, I think I 
should be kind of submissive… (YI1, September 1, 2008) 

 
Yumiko was content with her identity as a Japanese person. She did not come to 

the United States to change that. However, early in her studies in the United 

States she realized that the submissiveness that she viewed so positively in 

Japan might be incongruous with the person she believed she needed to be in 

her new academic community: 
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But if I [am submissive] here, it will be difficult.... Because discussion is 
a culture here, so if I don't [speak], if I just wait for other person's opinion, 
I cannot [make] any contribution to the group, so I should say anything 
aggressively. (YI1, September 1, 2008) 

 
This submissiveness, or passivity, had been reified in the communities in which 

she had spent her entire previous academic life, but she also valued the more 

assertive classroom style she would need to adopt, as suggested in the following 

exchange: 

M: More passive in Japan. 
Y: Passive. 
M: So you prefer this style where it's more difficult, more work, but you 

prefer this style. 
Y: Yeah, if we think about the purpose of studying maybe we can gain 

more. 
M: You feel you gain more from this style. 
Y: Yeah. (YI4, March 11, 2009) 

 
Thus, a complex tension, between preferred and expected identities, and 

between preferred and reified classroom practices, might have contributed to 

Yumiko’s silence in the classroom and might have had a disorienting effect on 

her: 

Every time I speak English, I feel strangeness in myself. I cannot explain 
exactly what I want to say efficiently so I worry about it and [the] person I 
talk to will expect me to speak English like other people so I feel… 
unconfident. (YI1, September 1, 2008) 

 
Yumiko implicitly recognized this tension in a humorous way while suggesting 

a way in which she coped with it: 

I think I have…two personalities [laughs]. Yeah, I have aggressive part 
and submissive part… it depends on the situation, really depends on the 
situation. If I really think about my goal, academic goal, professional 
goal, I can be aggressive sometimes. Yeah, but if I am very relaxed and 
very lazy, I will be shy…. So, not always aggressive...and sometimes be 
shy so...it really depends, and I don't want to be arrogant. (YI1, September 
1, 2008) 
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Yumiko linked the need for a more “aggressive” personality or behavior to the 

academic tasks before her, while retaining a more passive stance in other 

aspects of her life. This view of herself comports with research findings that 

suggest that identity is not singular and static but rather multiple and fluid 

(Morita, 2000, 2004). Yumiko understood that she would need to behave like a 

different sort of person in her new academic community, and was clearly 

willing to do so. However, awareness of the issue and willingness to assume a 

more assertive classroom stance did not make it any easier for her to participate 

in class discussions. By the end of her third semester (effectively the end of her 

coursework, as the fourth semester was a practicum), Yumiko felt her 

participation had not significantly improved: 

M: In class, do you feel like you participate equally with others? 
Y: If it is a small group, I feel more so, but if it’s in a larger group, like 

40 students, I don’t. 
M: How would you describe your participation in the larger group? 
Y: Sometimes if I think of something I can say I can do, but not always. 
M: But in the smaller group you feel like you can participate at the same 

level as everyone else? 
Y: More, but not at the same level. Maybe 70 or 80 percent. (YI7, 

January 6, 2010) 
 
Although she felt more comfortable speaking in small group discussions than in 

class-wide discussions, she never attained a sense that she was participating 

equally with her classmates. Willingness to assume an assertive stance did not 

translate into equal classroom participation for Yumiko. 

 

Identity and Confidence 

Yumiko initially identified herself as a poor speaker and listener of 

English, compared to both NES classmates and to other NNES classmates. As 
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her statement above indicates, she felt that she could not interrupt other 

students, even though she understood that such interruptions were acceptable in 

U.S. classrooms. She said that her perceived inferiority to other students in 

terms of English ability left her feeling “unconfident” (YI1, September 1, 

2009). After her first semester, she cited a lack of confidence and discomfort 

communicating specifically with NES classmates: “If native speakers are 

discussing, I cannot join. I cannot interrupt. So still I don't feel comfortable or 

confident” (YI3, January 7, 2009). She did note some improvement at the 

beginning of her third semester, but only in reference to using English in her 

daily life outside of the classroom: 

I think I became more confident in communicating in English. At first I 
was just afraid of talking to people in English. Yeah, even with person at 
the restaurant or coffee shop. So I tried to avoid going shopping. But now 
I [am not] afraid of talking about daily things… (YI6, September 8, 2009) 

 
Even after she graduated, Yumiko said that she still did not feel comfortable 

joining a conversation with a group of NES Americans, and explained why she 

felt this was so: 

Y: I’m still not comfortable talking with many Americans. 
M: In a group. 
Y: In a group, but maybe one or two people, yeah. 
M: Tell me about the difference, why is that easier. 
Y: I think that if there are many people, people just jump in at any time. 

And if I have something to say, I just miss the timing and so I wait 
and wait, but if it is one to one or one to two, they expect me to say 
my idea. And they also wait or expect me to say something. 

M: Okay, did you see this as a cultural difference because Americans 
jump in and interrupt, or was this primarily a language difference? 

Y: I think both. In Japan maybe people look like oh, this person might 
have an idea maybe, yeah, people give [you a] chance to [join in] but 
in the U.S. people expect that if people have an idea, they will say it, 
so. (YI9, July 23, 2010) 
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Despite a sense of improvement in daily communicative ability, Yumiko still 

felt uncomfortable and hesitant using English with NES classmates in a group 

setting, even after graduating. This discomfort and hesitance seemed to be 

rooted in her sense of herself as a Japanese person and in her sense of herself as 

a less competent speaker of the language, and she never completely overcame 

this feeling. 

Initially, Yumiko’s lack of confidence applied to both her sense of self as 

a NNES and more generally as a graduate student. Although she never really 

overcame her lack of confidence as a NNES, she did overcome her lack of 

confidence as a graduate student: 

Yeah, [I] became maybe more mature? Yeah, so this two years I didn't 
know if I could finish and it was [my] first time to study abroad, so I 
couldn't have confidence to finish my program. So, once I finished this I 
gained confidence. (YI9, July 23, 2010) 

 
That Yumiko was able to graduate and gain confidence as a graduate student 

while not gaining significantly more confidence as a NNES suggests two 

possibilities: either classroom participation was not as crucial to her success as 

she initially suspected, or she found other means of participating to compensate 

for her lack of classroom participation. These possibilities are explored in later 

sections of this chapter. 

 

Leveraging an Identity 

Yumiko also identified herself strongly as an international student. Before 

coming to the United States, she had worked as an advisor for Japanese college 

students planning to study abroad, and one of her main reasons for deciding to 

study in the United States was to gain a deeper understanding of what it was 
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like to be an international student so she could be a better advisor for them. 

Once she arrived, she was in fact an international student, and (as discussed 

below) her closest friends and supporters on campus were other international 

students. Unlike other senses of self (as a Japanese person and as a less-

competent NNES), her sense of self as an international student was one that she 

sought to leverage as a means of compensating for her difficulty participating in 

class: “Yeah, I hope they think, if [the professors] consider me as an 

international student, I will [be] comfortable. Yeah” (YI1, September 1, 2008). 

Implicit in this statement is that she hoped professors would recognize the 

cultural and linguistic obstacles that confront many international students and 

perhaps even accommodate such students who find it difficult to participate at 

the same level as their NES counterparts. The ways in which some professors 

accommodated international students is examined in more detail below. For 

now it is important to note that Yumiko identified strongly as an international 

student and hoped to be recognized as one as a means of overcoming some of 

the barriers to participation she faced. 

 

Improvement Strategies 

By the end of her first semester, Yumiko felt that her listening skills were 

improving, but her speaking and writing skills were not. This was a 

disappointment and a surprise to her, and she identified the cause as a lack of 

interaction with NESs: 

M: Do you think your English has improved a lot since September 
overall? 

Y: I think my listening has been improved, but speaking and writing 
haven't improved as much as I expected. 
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M: You expected to improve more? 
Y: Yeah. 
M: Why do you think it hasn't improved more? What's preventing it from 

improving? 
Y: I think I usually don't have much chance to talk with native people. 

So, I should try speaking more. 
M: Speaking with native speakers in academic contexts or social contexts 

or both? 
Y: Both. (YI3, January 7, 2009) 

 
In response to her perceived weaknesses as a speaker, Yumiko sought out more 

interaction with native speakers. First, she took advantage of a resource 

available through the International Student and Scholar Services (ISSS) office 

and signed up for a language partner: 

I applied for the program of English partner. I got the information at the 
International Student Services office. Yes. I applied in August, and I 
received information about my partner maybe in the middle of September. 
And my partner said that he is a student of English as a second language. 
His major is teaching English, and he joined this program because his 
program required the students to do the volunteer…. I meet him once a 
week and it's about one hour…. Most of the time it is on campus. On a 
bench or [the student] union. (YS2, October 12, 2008) 

 
This is a very common resource for NNES students in the United States. I had 

served as a conversation partner for NNES students at Colorado State 

University many years earlier, so I knew that many NNES students seek out 

such partnerships, and U.S. universities are often helpful in arranging them. 

Second, Yumiko signed up for a free ESL course offered through the church she 

had been attending: “It’s once a week and its from 7 to 9pm Fridays. And it's 

held by people of church I go every Sunday. And the teacher taught English as a 

second language before, maybe at some educational institute” (YS2, October 

12, 2008). 

Unfortunately, Yumiko did not find these resources particularly helpful, 

and by the end of the first semester, she had stopped drawing on them: 
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M: I know you were working with a tutor at one point and you were 
going to language classes. Did you continue that through the semester 
and was that helpful? 

Y: I think a little bit. Not so much. I sometimes thought if I studied by 
myself it might be more efficient. 

M: I see. What was inefficient about the other way, with your tutor? 
Y: I don't prepare for the study for the meeting. So, I just talk with the 

partner about normal conversation, so it's not um, I use on the same 
words or same topics, so it doesn't [help]. 

M: It really wasn't stretching you. 
Y: Yeah, so I really have to think about how to study with them, but I 

didn't. So, I should have done that. (YI3, January 7, 2009) 
 
Two of the most commonly offered resources, language partners and free 

programs offered in the local community, proved ineffective for Yumiko, 

perhaps because of her own lack of preparation, but possibly because these 

particular resources did not address her needs. Still feeling the need to improve 

her speaking skills, Yumiko decided to get creative for the second semester: 

Y: I'm going to start volunteering. 
M: Oh, what kind of volunteer work? 
Y: The public high school and I will go there once a week [to] the career 

center to help that office. 
M: I see. So you'll get a lot of natural interaction with native speakers. 

That's great. Now is that a requirement of your academic program or 
is that something you decided to do completely separate? 

Y: I will do it completely separately. (YI3, January 7, 2009) 
 
Taking the initiative, Yumiko sought out an opportunity to work as a volunteer 

that would give her more interaction with native speakers and more practice 

speaking. Importantly, these interactions would occur in the real world, 

focusing on real issues, as opposed to the institutionalized language learning 

resources that she had found so unhelpful. Later she described the interaction 

this volunteer work produced: 

I don't do much activity there actually. They accept me but [they don’t 
have] so much experience accepting volunteering students there in the 
career center. The person in charge is really caring about me and she 
wants me to have a very good experience there. So she tries actually, it 
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hasn't much started, but she tries to have a group of students, and I am 
supposed [to be] involved in their career search or something. So it's also 
a good experience because I haven't been to an American high school. 
Everyone speaks so fast and I'm really tired after I went there, just 
listening to their talking, and its more difficult than our classmates’ 
talking. (YS4, February 28, 2009) 

 
Although she enjoyed the experience, she still did not feel she was getting the 

speaking opportunities she needed to improve: 

Y: Some of the students come to the office and my person in charge is 
always talking with them and I am listening, and sometimes I ask 
questions [about] what they are doing, so it's kind… I'm not doing 
advising, I'm observing. 

M: Is it satisfying? 
Y: I think maybe in that experience I feel that if I can speak more I can 

do it, something more, so I feel more frustrated. (YI4, March 11, 
2009) 

 
Yumiko’s response to her perceived lack of speaking ability, and the 

ineffectiveness of resources she drew up for improvement, highlights what 

might be a concern for many NNES students: cultural, personal, and linguistic 

differences might make classroom participation quite difficult; at the same time, 

the resources most commonly-offered by host institutions might not be 

sufficient to fill in the gaps. Even creative solutions pursued by particularly 

motivated NNESs might not be sufficient. 

In Yumiko’s case, we now have two avenues to explore to account for her 

ultimate success. First, either she did not need to improve her classroom 

participation because it was better than she perceived, or her professors 

accommodated her as an international student (perhaps both). Second, she 

might have found alternate routes to participation that allowed her to fill the 

gaps in her knowledge. We might find by the end of this chapter that all of this 

was true in her case. 
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To this point, I have focused on Yumiko’s participation in her academic 

community in its most commonly conceived form: classroom participation—

listening and speaking in class. However, participation as a means of moving 

toward deeper engagement with an academic community is a much broader 

term. These other forms of participation are examined below. 

 

Writing as Participation 

Academic writing can be seen as a form of participation in academic 

communities. Students write to display both genre and content knowledge, 

demonstrating to their instructors that they have mastered or are in the process 

of mastering course content and the forms of display deemed appropriate in the 

academic community. The extent to which students learn to write in the way 

that is expected of them in their particular field reflects the extent to which they 

are progressing toward fuller participation in that field. Biologists, for example, 

write like biologists. They structure papers in similar ways with a similar 

vocabulary; they draw on similar writing conventions as seen in the style guides 

they use. In learning to write like a biologist, one is in fact becoming a 

biologist—acquiring the identity that reveals one to be a full member of the 

academic community (Hyland 2012, 2015). In Yumiko’s case, she would need 

to learn to write like a counseling psychologist. 

Yumiko’s lack of confidence participating vocally in the classroom 

extended to her participation through writing. This is not to say that Yumiko did 

not enjoy writing. In our first discussion, she mentioned that she was keeping a 

blog in Japanese to keep her friends in Japan aware of her progress in the 
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United States (YS1, August 25, 2008). However, she also noted early on that 

she was not confident with her ability to write academic texts in English. 

Yumiko ranked writing as her weakest English language skill behind speaking 

(YS1, August 25, 2008). In our first face-to-face interview, she expressed her 

specific concerns: 

For academic writing, I'm not used to using documentation style like 
APA. Before I came to [campus] I participated in a three-week orientation 
in [another] state. At that time I wrote some writing but it was not good. I 
thought I [was] really careful about writing style but the teacher [made] 
many corrections, so [writing is] still difficult. (YI1, September 1, 2008) 

 
It was not just producing academic texts for her classes that concerned her. 

Yumiko saw writing for academic publication as crucial for a future career in 

Japan, where a minimum number of publications are often a prerequisite for 

employment at the university level. When I asked her what she thought would 

be the key to her success, she linked her relationships with her professors to 

future publication: 

M: Your goal is to get your master’s degree. What is the key to your 
success? 

Y: Uh, it’s communication [with] the professor. 
M: You feel like you need a good relationship with your professors to 

succeed. 
Y: Yeah. I think they have the key (laughs). So for me, I need to prepare. 

I need to know their research well first, and then how [to] get into the 
research. That is important. In my program I don't need to write a 
thesis and I will graduate, but if I want to look for the job in Japan, 
writing [for] publication is very important. So…from my coursework 
I need to do it. I need to prepare for it, so it highly depend[s] on my 
professor. 

M: You need a publication. I see. So do you have a thesis choice in this 
program? A lot of programs will have a thesis option, a no thesis 
option. 

Y: They don't. (YI1, September 1, 2008) 
 
Yumiko felt that finding a professor to serve as a writing mentor or perhaps 

even as a collaborator could be a route to scholarly publication. She also felt 
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that in the absence of a thesis option, the papers she would write in her courses 

were potential academic publications. However, after one semester, she felt that 

her writing had not improved: “I think my listening has improved but speaking 

and writing? Haven't improved [as] much as I expected…. I think I have two 

difficulties. One is my speaking and discussion skill. And other the other is my 

writing.” (YI3, January 7, 2009). At this time, she identified more general 

problems with her writing than she had at the outset: 

Y: How should I start or what should I write? So, one problem is 
organization or brainstorming. And after that if I start writing I notice 
I don't have good expressions, many expressions, so I usually write 
the same organization, same thing again and again. And it's really 
simple sentences. So I hope I could write more deep or complicated 
things. 

M: When you were studying in Japan in high school and college, did you 
study writing in Japanese very much, essay-level writing or 
paragraph-level writing? 

Y: I don't think so, just for entrance examination for the university. (YI3, 
January 7, 2009) 

 
In September of 2008, her concern was focused on style and grammar. 

However, by January of 2009, she was concerned about her writing on the 

broader level of ideas and organization. Moreover, she indicated that even in 

her L1 she had not studied discourse-level composition. The lack of experience 

writing paragraphs and essays in her L1 might have contributed to her lack of 

confidence producing longer academic texts in her L2. 

Yumiko continued to worry about her lack of publications in relation to 

her professional goals well into her second academic year: “If I want to be 

a[n]… international student advisor in Japan, usually it is a teaching position, so 

they require publications for their achievement in academic field. So without 

any publications [it is] difficult to [get a job]” (YI6, September 8, 2009). At this 
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time I turned the conversation back to the role one of her professors might play 

in achieving this writing goal: 

M: Would you consider collaborating with one of your professors to 
write a research article? 

Y: I will ask my advisor about yeah how to start. (YI6, September 8, 
2009) 

 
Unfortunately, such an opportunity never arose. However, it is unclear if this 

was a result of her professors’ reluctance or indifference, or of her own 

passivity in her relationships with her professors. The first time she referred to 

her academic advisor, she said, “I haven’t met [my] new advisor yet. He is very 

busy…the problem is he is busy” (YS1, August 25, 2008). This statement might 

be taken two ways: It could reflect the fact that the advisor was indeed very 

busy, and perhaps not making an effort to communicate with his advisees; it 

might also reflect Yumiko’s passive behavior, and a reluctance to trouble an 

authority figure. It is very possible that both were true. In either case, the person 

in the best position to serve as a writing mentor or collaborator played only a 

minimal role in Yumiko’s academic life and provided her with no writing 

support. 

Yumiko did not produce a paper for publication during her two years in 

the program. Lack of a willing collaborator might explain this, as might 

Yumiko’s reluctance to be more assertive in asking for one in light of her lack 

of confidence in her writing ability. However, it is also possible that the goal of 

publishing during her master’s program might have receded as she gradually 

formed a desire to continue her education in the United States at the doctoral 

level. This would defer her need for publications while at the same time offer 

her more opportunities to do original research and publish. This idea first 
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seemed feasible to her after her first semester of master’s-level work: “I 

sometimes feel if I have doctor's degree, I could have…I will have more chance 

to get the position [in Japan]” (YI3, January 7, 2009). The desire to publish for 

career purposes might have played a role in her decision to apply to PhD 

programs the following autumn: “I decided…maybe decided to apply for now, 

and I don't know if it is accepted but yeah try to just apply for now (YS7.2, 

October 6, 2009). This desire grew stronger as time passed, and by the 

beginning of her final semester, she had begun applying to doctoral programs: 

“I feel I want to continue my study more, but not sure if I will be accepted” 

(YI7, January 6, 2010). Her concerns appeared to be unwarranted, as she was 

accepted by an elite doctoral program in the Northeastern United States 

(personal email, April 26, 2010). 

Even after completion of her MA and acceptance by a selective doctoral 

program, she remained doubtful about her abilities: 

Y: I think at the doctoral level I need…to study harder, I need to read 
more books or articles by myself and I really need to prepare for my 
thesis or my paper more than I did in the master’s program. 

M: Do you see that as primarily a difference of the level at which you are 
working or do you feel you need to change your study habits? 

Y: I need to change, I need to read more and I need to keep the reading 
that may be useful for my writing. I haven't [kept] a very good file of 
[my reading and writing]. (YI9, July 23, 2010) 

 
Yumiko had realized that the literacy demands placed on her at the doctoral 

level would be higher than what she experienced in her master’s program. It is 

important to note that in her academic community, very little formal writing 

was required. Most of her written assignments were in the form of short 

responses to readings. Display of knowledge through role-play activities was far 

more consequential. Although Yumiko’s lack of confidence in her writing 
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might have been warranted, the writing demands placed on her in her courses  

was minimal, meaning that less-than-stellar writing ability was not a significant 

barrier to her success. 

 

Drawing on Resources for Writing 

Even though the writing demands placed on her by her program were 

relatively light, Yumiko was determined to improve her writing skills. She 

turned to conventional resources available for NNES students on most large 

U.S. campuses, with mixed results. When these resources proved insufficient or 

inaccessible, she took agentive steps to fill the gaps. 

 

Orientation and a special course. Shortly after arriving on campus in 

August of 2008, Yumiko attended a series of orientation sessions, including one 

for international students and one for new graduate students in her department. 

These helped her feel more at ease and gave her a chance to meet and befriend 

her classmates, who would later play a significant role in her movement from 

the periphery of the academic community toward fuller participation. One 

orientation session was held at the writing center, where NNES students were 

given a one-day intensive session designed to introduce them to academic 

writing at the graduate level and to disseminate information about writing 

resources available to NNES students, including a semester-long course in 

academic writing that was being offered specifically for NNES graduate 

students. Yumiko described the session: 
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Six hours…. From morning to afternoon. And teacher was 
ah…introductory writings seminar. And finally she introduced the writing 
course for nonnative speakers. Yeah. And in that… session, we had a 
chance to talk in a small group [about] what is your difficulty or 
something so it was good, and I wanted to take a nonnative writing course 
but I will be [too] busy… tak[ing] other classes, so I cannot take…I really 
wanted to take but the credit I can take in…one semester is limited, so if I 
surpass [it] I need to pay like 3,000? dollars. (YI1, September 1, 2008) 

 
It was not clear how effective the six-hour orientation was, beyond introducing 

NNES graduate students to available resources, and to each other, in a way that 

might have helped established a sense of community among NNES students 

facing similar challenges. The writing course for NNES students appealed to 

Yumiko, and she felt it might help her overcome her perceived academic 

writing deficit. However, logistical realities put this resource out of her reach: 

She was taking twelve credits (nine in her department and three in a required 

statistics course), the maximum load for a full-time graduate student. Any 

additional credits would have to be paid for out-of-pocket, at the out-of-state 

tuition rate. Even had Yumiko been able to afford the extra credits, it was not 

clear that she could fit the writing course into the rigid schedule dictated by her 

department. In a cohort program, Yumiko had no control over her schedule. 

Effectively, this potentially valuable resource did not exist for Yumiko. 

  

The writing center. The orientation did, however, introduce Yumiko to 

the writing center, and she drew on this resource throughout her first academic 

year, with mixed results. Late in her second semester, Yumiko reflected on her 

experiences at the writing center: 

 

Yeah, I started to use the writing center last semester and [at] first I took 
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several different advisors who are available at the time. But some of them 
are not so helpful because they are undergraduates and they don't really 
know about my field. But somehow I met [a really good advisor]. She is 
usually very popular and difficult to get the appointment [with]. But at 
that time she had some time and I met her by coincidence. Yeah, so after 
that I noticed that she was very helpful so I tried to make an appointment 
with her and started to [think] if I can't have an appointment with her I 
don't meet any other person. (YS5, April 30, 2009) 

 
Yumiko felt that the help she received at the writing center was uneven, and she 

attributed this to the lack of genre knowledge of some of the tutors. However, 

once she identified one particularly effective tutor, Yumiko stuck with her. She 

had described how this particular writing tutor helped her at the end of her first 

semester: 

Y: I found one very helpful consultant. And she is called non-native 
specialist. 

M: I see. Okay. Do you have to make an appointment? 
Y: I have to make an appointment three weeks before. She is really 

popular. 
M: I guess so. So you really have to plan carefully to use that resource. 

And how did she help you? 
Y: If I haven't written the document, I can ask her to brainstorm 

together. And if I [have written] something I will show her and she 
checks my vocabulary or grammar and organization. 

M: Good. And what happens when you come in with a draft of a paper. 
Have you met her to discuss a complete draft? 

Y: Yeah. She... usually… I haven't finished my draft when I go there. 
M: I see. But you probably have at least a few paragraphs? And what 

kinds of things did you look at when you came in with some 
paragraphs? How did she help you? 

Y: She checked the organization and if she thought it is not enough you 
can expand here and if my writing my sentence doesn't make sense to 
her she introduced me [to] other good expressions. 

M: I see. Okay, good. But she wasn't really editing. Would she check 
your grammar? 

Y: Yeah she could. After that I read [that] writing [tutors] cannot do 
editing. But I think she is doing like editing. (YI3, January 7, 2009) 
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Yumiko had found a useful resource at the writing center in the form of a tutor 

specializing in NNES student writing. As one might expect, this specialist was 

in high demand on a campus with several thousand NNES graduate students. 

Yumiko had to schedule appointments with this specialist three weeks in 

advance, which meant she would have to predict her own needs well ahead of 

time. Yumiko strategized to make the most of this limited resource: 

I went to the writing center about twice a week. So even though I didn't 
finish, I write as much as possible [before] I go to the first meeting and 
then show it and then modify and added something and then go to the 
second one. So it was my style to finish one paper. Before I finished all 
the writing, I used this meeting to do my motivation to finish. (YI9, July 
23, 2009) 

 
Yumiko’s ability to anticipate her needs, plan ahead, and even use this valuable 

resource as motivation to stay on task suggests a level of maturity and self-

discipline that likely played a large role in her success. 

However, the writing center was not available during the summer session, 

when Yumiko would be taking classes. She needed to be even more resourceful 

to get the help she needed. She described her strategy during the summer: 

Y: I took a summer course [because] it was less busy… than the spring 
or fall semester… I usually use writing center for writing assignment 
but in the summer time they don't have a service, so at first I asked 
my American friends and classmates to review [and] proofread my 
sentences before I submit, but I felt I it might be too much to ask 
them every time, so I tried to write by myself and I didn't use any 
help and I submitted [as a] kind of kind of experiment [to see what] 
result would come out, and it was not so good. Not so good, and I 
was shocked, not good. 

M: The result was not good the grade was not good. 
Y: Yeah, but it was really good for me to know my real skill ability to 

write in English. So, at that time though I didn't get a very good grade 
for the assignment, I felt that I can finish by myself, yeah. I didn't fail 
so. 

M: Great, so that felt… 
Y: Yeah, I kind of felt, yeah, I could control I could do without any help. 
M: And that feels good? 
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Y: Yeah, yeah. I need more yeah improvement but 
M: Okay, when the professor graded that, did he or she explain the 

reason for the lower grade? 
Y: Uh, there were several grammatical mistakes. I think the professor 

was not [a good one] to do my experiment [with]. Yeah, he was very 
strict about grammatical mistakes. Some people are not strict. (YI5, 
September 7, 2009) 

 
In the absence of a resource that Yumiko had found particularly valuable 

throughout her first year, and reluctant to draw too heavily on the help of either 

NES or NNES friends and classmates, Yumiko decided to use the opportunity 

to write independently, as an experiment to see if she could succeed 

academically without writing support. The results of her private experiment 

were mixed: Although she was disappointed by the grade she earned on the 

assignment, and dismayed by the number of errors that her strict professor had 

pointed out, she felt a degree of satisfaction knowing that she could in fact 

produce a passable (if not completely satisfying) text independently. She also 

felt satisfaction that her experiment had given her a realistic view of her own 

writing abilities. Her summer experiment might have built her confidence and 

gave her a clearer sense of what she could and could not do when faced with 

limited resources. 

In our final interview, weeks after she graduated, Yumiko described how 

her writing had changed over time: 

Y: I think [my] writing ha[s] changed. Before I [left campus], I was 
cleaning my documents and I saw the file I used in the first semester, 
and I saw many drafts of one paper, yeah about five or six… I took so 
many drafts until I got to the final draft, but for the final semester, I 
saw maybe one or two. 

M: Do you think this was because you were becoming more confident or 
a better writer? 

Y: I think so. I had more help in the beginning. (YI9, July 23, 2010) 
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Yumiko’s final statement on the matter is cryptic. Whether she attributed her 

ability to produce texts with fewer drafts to becoming a better writer or a more 

confident one, or both, is unclear. However, it is clear that she became an 

increasingly independent writer as her studies progressed, and she drew on the 

resources of the writing center less frequently. While this might suggest that she 

had become a better and more confident writer, it is important to note that her 

second academic year was dominated by a year-long practicum in counseling, 

and the writing demands placed on her were substantially less than they had 

been in her first year. 

 

Participating by Asserting a Voice 

Yumiko never felt that she was able to participate equally in the 

classroom with her NES classmates. However, she knew that having her voice 

heard was important for two reasons: First, participation was required in her 

classes, and failure to participate on her instructors’ terms might be disastrous; 

second, she recognized that there were gaps in her content knowledge that 

needed to be filled—key points from the readings, lectures, and discussions that 

she needed to know. Participation was more than a course requirement: It was 

crucial to gaining the knowledge she would need to become a professional 

counselor. 

Despite her recognition that she would need to be more assertive in her 

U.S. classes than she had been in Japan, Yumiko recognized early on how 

difficult it would be to compete in the classroom with NES classmates: “They 

are very aggressive and they have their own [opinion] so...they [are not] afraid 
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to say something if they want to say something they just say” (YI1, 1 

September 2008). Even after a full semester of coursework, she had not found a 

way to have her voice heard in the classroom. In the class I attended with her 

mid-way through her second semester, she raised her hand tentatively several 

times, only to pull it back when another (usually NES) classmate interjected 

without raising a hand; several times she tried to do this herself, beginning to 

form an utterance only to stifle it when another classmate proved faster with an 

utterance (Observation journal, March 2009). 

But it was not only competition from NES classmates that kept Yumiko 

silent. It might have been that she did not feel that she had the right as a novice 

graduate student to have her voice heard: “I actually have some questions that I 

wanted to ask but I couldn't...I thought it was not so important or something so I 

didn't want [to speak] so I still have that question in my mind” (YI2, 2 

September 2008). In this instance, Yumiko feared that her question was too 

trivial, that she was unworthy of having it answered, or that it was in reference 

to something that had already been covered. The crucial issue for Yumiko was 

clear: How to get the answers she needed without participating on equal terms 

in the classroom? Early on in her studies, Yumiko developed a very clear 

strategy for having her questions heard and answered: 

I will ask my classmates first, yeah, especially international students … 
yeah then, I will ask a native student and if I really really have serious 
problem, I will ask my professor. After class I will ask something if I 
wanted to say something. (YI1.2, September 1, 2008) 

 
Soon, Yumiko would add teaching assistants (TA) to her strategy: “For 

statistics class, the TA has office hour twice in a week, and I go to see him 

twice in a week. So every office hour I visit” (YS3, November 11, 2008). Thus, 
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Yumiko established a clear, agentive procedure for getting her voice heard and 

her questions answered. It is significant that in raising her voice, she worked 

from the periphery of the community toward its center: First she would turn to 

other international students with whom she shared an affinity—others 

struggling to overcome linguistic and cultural barriers to participation. Next, she 

would turn to NES classmates who were attempting to gain access to the same 

academic community, but who did not struggle with the same linguistic or 

cultural barriers. Third, she would turn to near-peers—TAs who were no longer 

novices in the community but who occupied a space somewhere between the 

periphery and the center. Finally, if all else failed, Yumiko would raise her 

voice to the professor outside of class. Thus, Yumiko had established a 

hierarchy of four levels—from those with whom she had the most affinity to 

those with whom she had the least. In the following sections, I explain how 

Yumiko drew on her relationships with people on all four of these levels to 

ensure that she got the help she needed. I make the argument that her 

interactions with these people comprise her participation in the academic 

community, and that most of it occurred outside of the classroom. 

  

Participating with Others on the Periphery 

Soon after arriving at her U.S. campus, Yumiko underwent orientations 

during which she met the other members of her cohort. She was particularly 

relieved to find that nearly half of them were NNES international students like 

herself: 
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I met graduate students of my course the next day [after] I arrived here, so 
it was very good for me to relax. Yeah, that was also international 
students from China and Korea so we talked about our worry together, 
and we went to orientation I met them again, so we can communicate, so 
it was really good to know them my classmates before we start the course. 
(YI1, September 1, 2008) 

 
Over the following two years, relationships with these NNES peers would prove 

to be a vital source of emotional support, but they would also be a main source 

of information that Yumiko could not receive through ordinary classroom 

participation. In fact, from the very beginning of her coursework, Yumiko 

would turn first to her NNES classmates when she could not get her questions 

answered in class. Just before classes started in her first semester, Yumiko 

envisioned a process for filling the gaps in her knowledge outside of class: “I 

think I will ask my classmates first, yeah, especially international students like 

Chinese. Then, I will ask another native student, and if I really really have 

serious problem, I will ask my professor” (YI1, September 1, 2008). Yumiko 

would start by drawing on support from other international graduate students 

with whom she shared an affinity as NNES and who occupied the same space 

on the periphery of the community, then draw on classmates with whom she 

shared less affinity, and on professors only as a last resort. 

Her NNES classmates were valuable in many ways. Yumiko wanted and 

expected to have an active social life. She explained why she felt this was 

important in a brief exchange shortly after arriving on campus: 

Y: I think [a social life] is important. 
M: Why? 
Y: Sometimes it can reduce my worry and it could relax me…yes. And 

also if I finished my work and go back to my home country or 
something and if I remember my studies here it will be not so much 
about academic program but also the activity I did here. (YI1.2, 
September 1, 2008) 
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The complex and subtle role of social relationships in academic success is 

evident in this brief exchange. Yumiko expects that the relationships that she 

forms and the non-academic activities she engages in will comprise a very 

significant part of her overall experience in the United States. Moreover, she 

expects that her social relationships will help her maintain a mental state that 

she believes is important for her success. 

As her first semester continued, Yumiko reflected in more detail on the 

role of her NNES classmates in her academic success: 

I think that international students of my classmates are really helpful. We 
are sharing information about exams and asking questions each other. So 
it is very good source for me. And also teaching assistants are also good. 
They are very kind so I very bothered them, but they really still offer help 
for me… (YS3, November 10, 2008) 

 
Yumiko began drawing on her NNES classmates not just for emotional support, 

but also for very specific information that would help her succeed in her classes. 

At the same time, she began to draw on individuals closer to the center of the 

academic community—near peers in the form of TAs. This is a significant 

agentive step for Yumiko: If the help of other NNES graduate students on the 

periphery was insufficient, Yumiko would reach out to individuals closer to the 

center of the community. 

In the meantime, Yumiko continued to participate in non-academic 

activities in her broader community as a means of enhancing her overall 

experience in the United States: 

There are other international students at the church. [They] have a service 
for international students so there are Asian students and other and Native 
American people and they sometimes organize events for international 
students. Like go to apple orchard or skating or go to friend's house and 
make some dishes together. So, I joined sometimes. (YI3, January 7, 
2009) 
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However, near the end of her first academic term, Yumiko found herself too 

busy with academics to continue with social activities sponsored by her church. 

She stopped attending in late November (YI3, January 7, 2009). While enjoying 

an active social life, Yumiko was keenly aware of a need for balance between 

her academic and social lives. 

After one semester of coursework, the importance of Yumiko’s NNES 

classmates was perfectly clear to her. When I asked her what she saw as the 

keys to her success, she answered without hesitation: “I think my Asian 

classmates. We studied almost every day before exams or assignment” (YI3, 

January 7, 2009). This is in sharp contrast to how she answered the same 

question at the outset of her studies, when she felt that her professors held the 

keys to her success. Her NNES classmates had become so important to her that 

she decided to move into a new apartment with two of them at the start of her 

second semester: “I think I will live with my classmates, Asian and Chinese” 

(YI3, January 7, 2009). 

As her second semester proceeded, Yumiko’s coordination with other 

NNES classmates grew more intimate: 

I have good friends from my classmates and they are from China. I think I 
have a lot of friends, but especially two Chinese students are very 
important to me, and one of them lives close to my place, so she 
sometimes comes to my place and eats together and studies together. And 
when we study on campus until late at night we could go back together 
because we are living very near [each other]. So, yes she is really very 
close to me so we went to see movie on weekends. She and another 
Chinese girl are also very helpful. She is married but she is very 
responsible person, so she always helped us about assignments and what 
should we do for the next [deadline], so she is really caring about all of us 
other international students. And she sometimes cooks. She cooks for us  
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and her husband. We went shopping and her husband picked us up and 
drove us back, so she is also very good relationship. (YS4, February 28, 
2009) 

 
Yumiko’s close relationship with these two Chinese women and other NNES 

classmates blurred the lines between the personal and the academic. Eating, 

shopping, and studying were interrelated aspects of the same relationship. 

Together, Yumiko, her Chinese classmates, roommates, and other NNES 

classmates had formed a league of foreign women, an affinity group that would 

be their primary source of both emotional and academic support as they worked 

their way toward the center of their academic community together. 

 

Interacting with Second-Year Graduate Students and TAs 

Somewhat less significant was Yumiko’s interaction with a secondary 

circle of support comprised of 2nd year graduate students in her department and 

TAs for her courses. The support she received from these individuals was 

uneven. 

Taking another agentive step, Yumiko sought to take advantage of a 

mentorship program: 

Y: I had more formal help relationship with one of the second year 
senior students. I applied for the mentor system in start of the 
master’s program, so I was assigned one master’s student and we met 
maybe three times during fall semester and once in spring semester to 
talk about what kind of class, professor will do, and what kind of 
assignment she took last year, so I got information from her. 

M: It was a more formal relationship, the department was actually 
thinking about how second year students could help first years. Was 
that helpful? 

Y: Yeah, based on her recommendation I picked the classes. (YI6, 
November 8, 2009) 
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Though moderately helpful, Yumiko did not draw heavily on this formal 

resource. She noted that the relationship between second-year and first-year 

students was not particularly close: “We didn't have many chances to see 

second year master’s students…no not so much. Everybody knows [each] 

others’ names [in my cohort]. We are not sure about second year students” 

(YI6, September 8, 2009). It seemed that for Yumiko, the cohort system offered 

an opportunity to bond with members of here own cohort who occupied the 

same space on the periphery, but not so much with near peers. The very nature 

of the cohort system might have made it more difficult to form bonds with 

second-year students, as they did not take any classes with the first year 

students. This might have been a wasted resource: Their experiences and advice 

as near peers might have been more helpful if stronger bonds were given the 

chance to develop. 

Yumiko drew much more heavily on TAs, but only after her primary 

source of support proved insufficient: 

Usually for the daily assignments I talked with my same year cohorts. 
And if we discussed and we still don't know the answer or don't know 
how to do, we go to the TA to ask [what we] should do (YI6, September 
8, 2009) 

 
As noted above, Yumiko felt comfortable early in her studies turning to TAs for 

help (YS3, November 10, 2008). Moreover, she felt more comfortable 

approaching TAs than her professors. After her very first class as a graduate 

student, we discussed this: 

M: You have a teaching assistant for this class. 
Y: Yeah. I think she is also very kind. So I think I think I can go to her 

office hours. 
M: Right. Do you think you would visit her before you would visit the 

professor with the types of questions you had today? 
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Y: Yeah, I think so because she has more time than professor. (YI2, 
September 2, 2008) 

 
Yumiko’s hierarchy of support was established early on: First NNES 

classmates, then NES classmates, then TAs, and finally, and only as a last 

resort, the professors themselves. Yumiko would draw heavily on her TAs 

throughout her first semester: 

M: You mentioned that you visited TAs quite often. 
Y: Yes, quite often. 
M: And I remember that you felt bad that you were asking too many 

questions. Did that continue to be a good source of support 
throughout the term? 

Y: Yes. 
M: And how often did you visit the TA? 
Y: I visited twice a week. Yes. For statistics class was twice a week, so 

after each class I went there. 
M: Okay, but it wasn't formal. You didn't have to go. 
Y: No. 
M: You went after every class to ask questions. 
Y: I have to go. For me my understanding of the class was not enough. 

(YI3, January 7, 2009) 
 
It is significant that Yumiko sought out the TA so often for this particular 

course. It was a required course, but one taught outside of her department. Her 

usual support group of NNES classmates in her cohort was unavailable. In its 

absence, she took an agentive step inward from the periphery, to the office of 

her TA, in order to get her questions answered. Yumiko was showing signs of 

having established a procedure for getting answers that felt right for her—that 

was in line with the person she perceived herself to be. Balancing her sense of 

self as a passive person in line with her Japanese identity, yet reflecting her 

determination to be more assertive when necessary in her new academic 

community, Yumiko proceeded with her questions from the edge of the 

community inward—reluctant to trouble those near peers and insiders, but 
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willing to do so when necessary. In this way, she maintained her Japanese 

identity as much as possible while deploying a more assertive identity when 

necessary. 

 

Working with Her Advisor 

Yumiko’s relationship with her academic advisor is best described as 

uneven, perhaps the result of her reluctance to trouble someone toward whom 

she felt great deference, or possibly the result of his indifference combined with 

Yumiko’s reluctance. She described her first interaction with her advisor, before 

she had officially been assigned to him: 

It's a little bit complicated. I met my advisor but my concentration was 
different. I don't [know] why but she suggested me to change my advisor 
to another person. It is approved, but after that I haven't met the new 
advisor yet. He is very busy. But, um I actually met him before. He was 
not [my advisor] at that time, but [it] was a nice feeling when I met him. 
The problem is he is busy. (YS1, August 25, 2008) 

 
Yumiko’s references to her advisor are strewn with the word “busy” and she 

recognized early on that she would need to be more assertive with him if she 

were to get the guidance she desired. In our first face-to-face interview, I asked 

Yumiko what she expected of her advisor: 

I expected [him] to inform me more [about] academic schedule or 
research, like schedule or something. But actually my academic advisor is 
really busy. And I cannot expect him to say something [to] me to give 
advice [to] me, so I need to ask. I need to...go there more, I need to ask 
[for] advice aggressively. Then he will notice…he is the coordinator of 
my program so very important person, so he's very busy. (YI1, September 
1, 2008) 

 
Yumiko excused his initial lack of guidance by referring to his status as the 

program coordinator. Nevertheless, she was determined to get the guidance she 

required. To this end she turned to one of her NNES classmates to make a plan: 
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Yeah, I could meet him once, just once…but there is one other Chinese 
student also [has] the same advisor and I talked about it to her, and she 
[said] he is busy and how do we contact him? So, we agreed to go ask 
[him to] talk to him after the class next class. (YI1, September 1, 2008) 

 
It is not clear if this effort was successful, but it is significant that Yumiko 

turned to her primary support network for help. Yumiko would not be turned 

away without an assertion of agency. 

As noted earlier, Yumiko had hoped that her advisor would be able to 

guide her toward publishing, but this never materialized. Yumiko did, however, 

take an assertive stance in order to get involved with her advisor’s research: “I 

asked my advisor if he had some project I [could] join because…I know one 

senior graduate student of the same program…working in Japan and she 

recommended me to ask…my advisor” (YS5, April 30, 2009). Yumiko became 

an unofficial research assistant to her advisor, which she described as follows: 

I usually am working on research on Saturday morning with doctoral 
students, and it was, it takes time but it was interesting process and we 
will have chance to present it at the conference, so it's a very good 
experience and I think I’m very lucky to be involved in. (YS5, April 30, 
2009) 

 
By taking the agentive step of seeking the advice of a Japanese acquaintance 

who had previously graduated from the same program, and then acting on that 

advice, Yumiko was able to get her advisor’s attention and gain valuable 

experience working on a research project in her field, an opportunity that was 

not formally provided through her program. Her participation did in fact lead to 

a conference poster presentation: “It was unofficial. I cannot get paid. But I was 

part of his project, so I had a chance to be involved in poster session at a 

conference” (YI5, September 7, 2009). It is unclear if Yumiko’s advisor agreed 

to Yumiko’s participation in the project as a source of free labor or as an 
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opportunity to mentor her. In either case, Yumiko’s assertiveness led to 

opportunities to participate in the life of the community in ways that were not 

officially offered by the department, and certainly not available to other, less 

assertive students. 

 

Finding a Mentor: The Practicum Supervisor 

Communites of practice holds that novices are brought toward the center 

of a community through legitimate peripheralparticipation, and that insiders, or 

experts, play an important role in facilitating that inbound trajectory. Most 

commonly, and in most academic contexts, it is assumed that this role is filled 

by the new graduate student’s academic advisor. But what happens if, as in 

Yumiko’s case, the academic advisor is “too busy” to fulfill that role? 

Fortunately for Yumiko, her practicum supervisor fulfilled that role 

conscientiously and thoroughly, and in doing so proved to be the most 

important person in Yumiko’s academic life. 

Yumiko’s practicum took place at the International Student and Scholar 

Services (ISSS) office, which was tasked with supporting and guiding the 

university’s large international student population. Yumiko was one of several 

second year students taking part in the practicum. The first semester comprised 

readings, group discussions, and role-play activities. During the second 

semester, participants observed actual counseling sessions as the basis for their 

discussions. Soon they were conducting real counseling sessions with real 

students, under the supervisor’s guidance. They were gradually given more 

autonomy over these sessions until, as Yumiko told me in our final interview, 
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the students thought she was a regular member of the ISSS staff, not a student 

(YI9, July 23, 2010). Yumiko was developing a professional identity 

recognized by others. 

Near the end of the first semester of the practicum, Yumiko described her 

supervisor: 

Supervisor … graduated from the [same] counseling program and she is 
working at the international student services office I think for more than 
twenty years. So she has a lot of experience and yeah a lot of experience 
in counseling itself but also in supervising practicum students. (YS8, 
November 30, 2009) 

 
The supervisor is described as a person at the very center of the academic 

community, with many years of experience guiding novices toward independent 

practice using the apprenticeship model of teaching. This is the person Yumiko 

needed most. Yumiko said she was a very good supervisor, and then explained 

the traits that made her so: 

I think she really cares, is kind, and also a very good person like 
personality. And she is really supportive and understanding my situation 
and she is good at assessing the skill of myself and try to sometimes she is 
good at checking with me and she often confirms with me about I'm doing 
good or I have any problems or questions so that she can help me. (YS8, 
November 30, 2009) 

 
Here Yumiko described her supervisor as in possession of qualities that made 

her feel comfortable and welcome: caring, kind, supportive, understanding. Yet 

she also described the more functional tasks done by her supervisor: checking in 

with her, assessing her skills, asking if Yumiko has any questions, answering 

those questions and helping her. At her practicum, Yumiko found the expert 

who possessed the interpersonal skills, dedication to mentoring, and deep 

content and practical knowledge that would make Yumiko’s movement from  
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the periphery toward the center of the professional community a very smooth 

journey indeed. 

I must note that Yumiko’s department appears to have been designed to 

minimize the role of the academic advisor and maximize the role of the 

practicum supervisor. With no thesis to write, and a pre-determined sequence of 

courses to take, Yumiko had far less need for the type of guidance most 

commonly associated with academic advisors. Given that her goal was to 

become a practicing counselor, the close and extensive guidance provided by 

the practicum supervisor was far more consequential. This was almost certainly 

by design, given the department’s goal of producing professional counselors. In 

this sense, the department might be seen as a highly effective community of 

practice, and very much unlike the other academic communities examined in 

this study. 

 

Conclusion: How Did She Do It? 

Analysis of Yumiko’s experiences revealed a highly effective community 

of practice at the departmental level. Any graduate student would be happy to 

have such a strong socio-academic network and such a conscientious and able 

supervisor. Yet it is important to note that even in such a highly functional 

academic community of practice, Yumiko had to be creative and assertive to 

see that she received all the support that she needed to succeed. A less assertive 

student might not have succeeded, even in a department so invested in its 

students’ success as this one. 
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Yumiko graduated on schedule, in the spring of 2010. We met in a café in 

Tokyo for our final interview later that summer, just before she was to return to 

the United States to begin her doctoral work. The woman sitting across the table 

that day hardly resembled the one who sat across from me at a café in the 

United States almost two years earlier. She spoke more rapidly, leaned in when 

she spoke, did not hesitate to respond, smiled broadly and nodded her head with 

excitement as we talked (Observation journal, 23 July, 2010). She radiated 

confidence, unlike the shy, soft-spoken, hesitant young woman she had been 

two years earlier. She had succeeded, and although she spoke modestly about 

her accomplishments, she very clearly felt satisfied. She had become a 

professional counselor, and her diploma certified that the academic community 

recognized her as one of its own. The mood of our final interview was 

celebratory (observation journal 23 July, 2010). 

However, the content of that final interview was contradictory. Statements 

from this interview quoted above indicate that although she improved somewhat 

in terms of classroom participation, she never gained a sense of equal 

participation. And although she grew somewhat more independent as a writer, 

she was disappointed that her writing had not improved more. Moreover, the 

opportunity to work closely with her advisor and perhaps collaborate with him 

on a publication never materialized. She had not overcome her perceived 

obstacles, but she succeeded nonetheless. How did she do it? She participated in 

other ways. Although it is possible that her deficiencies were not as profound as 

she had perceived, my analysis of the data suggests that through agentive action 

and the help of key people around her, Yumiko participated in the life of her 
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academic community in other ways that helped her achieve her goals. Asserting 

a voice when necessary, forming a strong socio-academic network with other 

NNES graduate students, drawing on the support of near-peers, and finding a 

mentor who would serve as her de facto advisor informed the most significant 

forms of participation that helped Yumiko cross the finish line. 
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CHAPTER 7 

FINDINGS PART 3: MARIKO’S PERFECT STORM 

 

Yumiko’s story was one of success. Hers was not a perfect world—there 

were indeed obstacles, and resources were not always useful or available. 

Nevertheless, she was able to succeed because of her ability to take agentive 

steps and draw on her community of peers and near-peers while being guided 

by a nurturing insider who was invested in her success. In contrast, a confluence 

of critical factors, including personal, academic, and social factors, placed 

Mariko at the center of what is best described as a perfect storm, one which 

would not merely hinder her efforts, but almost guarantee failure despite her 

strong motivation, linguistic competence, and intellectual ability. In this chapter 

I present Mariko’s story. In the first section, I present a view of Mariko’s 

starting point on the periphery of her academic community at the department 

level. Next, I describe the personal traits that might have played a role in 

keeping Mariko isolated on the periphery long after movement toward fuller 

participation in the academic community might have been expected. Third, I 

examine features of her academic community that, when combined with 

Mariko’s solitary lifestyle and approach to academic tasks, might have made 

success even less likely. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, I analyze the 

dysfunctional relationship between Mariko and her advisor, which proved to be 

an insurmountable barrier to Mariko’s academic ambitions. 
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Alone on the Periphery 

Mariko spent the first three weeks of August, 2008 in an intensive 

English program for Fulbright scholars at a university in the southern United 

States. During this program, Mariko developed close friendships with other 

NNES Fulbright scholars (“Fulbrighters,” as Mariko called them) and 

maintained these relationships throughout her academic sojourn. In fact, 

infrequent gatherings with two or three other Fulbrighters on her campus 

comprised most of her social life over a three-year period. As we will see in the 

following sections, lack of a broader social network might have exacerbated 

Mariko’s difficulties. 

Mariko arrived at the Department of Educational Policy Studies in late 

August of 2008. Armed with intrinsic motivation, a positive attitude, and 

sufficient English ability as measured by the TOEFL, Mariko seemed destined 

to succeed (observation journal, September 23, 2008). She, like most other new 

graduate students regardless of their L1, arrived on campus alone and assumed 

a novice position on the periphery of her department. Unfortunately, Mariko 

remained on the periphery or in close proximity to it throughout her course of 

study. 

Mariko’s doctoral cohort comprised just 10 or 11 students. Only one of 

these students shared Mariko’s specialty, the history of US higher education 

(MI1, January 8, 2009). In our first Skype interview, I asked Mariko about the 

relationships she was forming early in her studies: 

I have friends or I can call them classmates. One in the seminar with ten 
classmates, [it] is kind of [an] introductory course for my department and 
new students of my department, so they are all in the same cohort and so 
they are in the same situation, so I think they are my friends or 
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classmates. Some of the classmates are advisees of my same advisor. So, I 
can talk to them about the advisor or studies. And I have other friends 
they are also Fulbrighters, and we were together in Mississippi, so I have 
two Fulbrighters from Mississippi, one is from Chile and one is from 
Libya. They are in different departments. We were together in Mississippi 
so when we meet on the street we just talk and exchange information. 
(MS1, September 23, 2008) 

 
This seemed to be a promising start—Mariko recognized that her classmates 

were in “the same situation,” or novices in the community and that she could 

draw on them for support. The introductory seminar for new graduate students 

in the department seemed designed to introduce new students to the discipline 

and to the department while also fostering relationships among new students 

that might prove to be academically advantageous. The course might be seen as 

an explicit effort on the part of the department to help students move toward 

fuller participation in the academic community. However, Mariko developed 

only limited relationships with two members of her cohort. The first was the 

only other new doctoral student studying the history of US higher education: 

One classmate who is in the same cohort and is taking the same class, 
American History of Education, is helpful because he is [an] advisee of 
the same advisor as me. So, his major is almost [the] same as m[ine], 
history of American higher education, so after the class or before class, 
we talk about for example the courses we are going to take next term so 
now we have to choose the courses for the next term so we exchange 
information. (MI1, January 8, 2009) 

 
This classmate, a male NES named Walter, would prove to be Mariko’s main 

source of support for practical and logistical matters within the department (e.g., 

choosing courses and discussing procedures). However, he withdrew from the 

program in the second year, for reasons that become clear below. Another 

classmate, a female NES, also interacted with Mariko, but their relationship was 

not academically oriented. Jamie was studying Japanese and used opportunities 
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before and after class to practice the language with Mariko (MI1, January 8, 

2009). Beyond these two individuals, Mariko had virtually no interaction with 

other new students in her department: “I know some and I talked sometimes but 

not very much. Probably they don't know my name” (MI1, January 8, 2009). 

Mariko’s social network outside of her immediate cohort was also limited. 

She enjoyed occasionally running into the other two Fulbrighters mentioned 

above, but these encounters were rare and unrelated to her academic life. There 

were two other more advanced Japanese students in her department, but as they 

had different academic majors, their interactions with Mariko were primarily 

social, and infrequent (MS4, February 27, 2009). Aside from these two, Mariko 

had no interaction with the local Japanese community (MS8, November 11, 

2009). In fact, in our first Skype interview, she stated that she was “not 

interested in being a member” (MS1, September 23, 2013) of the local Japanese 

student association. From the outset, both academically and socially, Mariko 

was alone on the periphery. 

 

Solitary 

Mariko seemed content with her limited interactions with others. When I 

asked her if she thought an active social life was important, she replied, “Yes 

but even in Japan I was not that socially active, so I think I am doing the same 

thing in the US” (MS1, September 23, 2008). Indeed, most of the experiences 

Mariko described as positive or enjoyable were done alone. When I asked her 

about an enjoyable experience she had had in daily life, she said, “It’s every day 

I walked the lakeshore park” which she found to be “nice and just relaxing” 
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(MS1, September 23, 2009). She lived alone, and although she was open to the 

possibility of having a roommate if someone asked her, she was also content 

living alone: “I think I like staying alone” (MI1, January 8, 2009). Earlier, when 

I asked her about her personality, she described herself as optimistic and lazy, 

by which she meant, “I like staying in my room and I like sleeping" (MS1, 

September 23, 2008). She also enjoyed cooking at home alone (MS1, 

September 23, 2008), watching TV, and cleaning her room (MI1, January 8, 

2009). Her department held two social activities each year, a picnic or a party, 

in the first week of each semester (MI3, September 10, 2009), which she 

attended and enjoyed. Her interaction with the local non-academic community 

was limited as well. In her third year Mariko volunteered as a tutor of classical 

Japanese for Japanese children residing temporarily in town. She had not sought 

out this volunteer opportunity, but rather had been asked to volunteer by one of 

the more advanced Japanese students in her department (MI9, September 8, 

2010). This was the extent of Mariko’s social life—minimal, steady, and, for 

Mariko, satisfying. 

Mariko used the term “lazy” to describe herself frequently throughout the 

study, so the term deserves closer scrutiny. Early in the study, I believed she 

was using the term as a form of self-deprecation, an almost reflexive, culturally 

informed response to opportunities to boast or self-aggrandize. I had witnessed 

it many times during my years in Japan (e.g., students, friends, and colleagues 

who would refer to themselves as not very smart, talented, or attractive). 

Looking back, I believe she was using the term to describe an issue more 

fundamental to her own character—passivity in social and academic life. She 
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once noted that she would consider having a roommate only in response to 

being asked by another person to share a place. Likewise, in her academic life, 

Mariko hesitated to take action that was not explicitly directed by her 

instructors or her advisor. As I show below, this passivity might have been a 

crucial factor in Mariko’s failure to complete her degree. For now, it is 

important to note that Mariko’s position on the periphery of her academic 

community might have been reinforced by her preferred identity as a passive 

and solitary person. 

 

The Academic Community 

In the preceding chapter I described Yumiko’s academic community as 

nurturing, invested in the success of its graduate students, and structured in a 

way that provided students with ample academic support. The differences 

between that academic community and the one that Mariko attempted to join 

are striking. In the sections below, I describe the features of Mariko’s academic 

community which, when considered in light of her passive character, might 

partly account for her failure to complete her degree. I begin by describing the 

community in its most concrete terms: the people and places that comprise it. 

Next, I describe the terms of classroom participation in the community from 

three different perspectives: Mariko’s, her professors’, and her advisor’s. 

Finally, I examine the workload placed on Mariko by her program in terms of 

quantity and difficulty. What emerges is a picture of an opaque, indifferent 

academic community that would be challenging for the most talented and 

assertive student to fully participate in. 



 201 

A Small Community 

As mentioned above, Mariko sought a doctorate in the History of 

Education, with a specialization in the History of American Higher Education. 

She entered the department of Educational Policy Studies with a cohort of 

approximately ten other doctoral students (MS1, September 23, 2008). 

However, the term “cohort” is somewhat misleading in this instance. Other than 

a first semester 3-credit hour introductory course on educational policy studies, 

there was virtually no coordination or sequencing of courses for members of 

this cohort. In this instance, “cohort” referred simply to the group of students 

that began their doctoral studies at the same time. These students were left to 

select courses based on the recommendations of their advisors, who were 

specialists in particular areas of Educational Policy Studies. 

There were eight full-time faculty members in the department, which 

offered three doctoral degree concentrations: History and Humanities (under 

which Mariko’s specialization in history of American higher education fell), 

Social Sciences and Education, and Comparative International Education and 

Global Studies. Thus, the ratio of full-time faculty to new doctoral students was 

slightly more than one to one, and the ratio of new doctoral students to degree 

concentration was slightly more than three to one. Mariko’s local academic 

community was very small in terms of both experts and novices. Indeed, 

Mariko found only one other new doctoral student who planned to specialize in 

the History of American Higher Education, the previously mentioned NES 

named Walter. Thus, Mariko’s immediate academic community comprised  
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herself, Walter, and an advisor who would be on sabbatical for the first three 

semesters of Mariko’s time on campus. 

 

An Absence of Space 

A community typically includes a physical or virtual space where 

community members come together, get to know one another, and contribute to 

each other’s learning. The classroom is an obvious example, where learning is 

the explicit, concrete goal. However, there are other spaces where learning is 

less explicit but no less important. In my own case when I was pursuing my MA 

in Literature, this was the physical space that comprised the English 

Department. It was the third floor of Eddy Hall, a square building with a 

courtyard in the middle. The forty or so full-time faculty, as well as many of the 

adjunct instructors, had offices there. Administrative offices were in one corner, 

graduate student mailboxes in another, and the “ER” (English Room—a student 

lounge) was in another. I spent time in these spaces every day, and nearly every 

day, I learned something of value from the people I ran into there. I recall long, 

informal chats in the hallways—with fellow grad students, professors, and 

administrators—from which I gained vital knowledge that I did not even know I 

needed. This knowledge included the idiosyncrasies of particular professors, 

tips for passing comprehensive exams, and alternatives to formal requirements 

and procedures. Importantly, much of the knowledge I gained in these 

encounters was not to be found in any new student orientation or student 

handbook. It was in these spaces that I learned to become a successful graduate  
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student. I spent as much time there as I could, even checking my mailbox more 

than once a day just to see who was around. 

There was no such physical space for Mariko. The Department of 

Educational Policy Studies, normally housed on one floor of a particular 

building, was undergoing renovation throughout the first year of Mariko’s 

studies. Administrative and faculty offices were scattered across campus, and 

there was no common physical space for graduate students to meet informally 

(MI2, September 9, 2009). The lack of physical space meant that there were few 

opportunities for the informal learning of unwritten rules, norms, and 

expectations. Without physical space for chance encounters with professors, 

administrators, and other graduate students, Mariko had almost no access to the 

informal “inside” information that might prove critical to her success as a 

graduate student. The only community “space” was virtual, a group email that 

would be sent out periodically to remind students of deadlines, events, and other 

department news (MI9, September 8, 2010). This lack of physical space, 

combined with Mariko’s relatively passive stance, might have contributed to 

her inability to begin an inward trajectory toward the center of the academic 

community, such as it was. 

 

Terms of Participation 

The absence of physical space for informal learning and interaction with 

other members of the academic community meant that the classroom would be 

the primary, perhaps even exclusive, space in which Mariko could interact with 

others, display her knowledge, and participate in the life of the department. 
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However, Mariko’s beliefs about what it meant to participate in class might 

have been at odds with the terms of participation as defined by her professors 

and her advisor. 

 

Participation on her own terms. Mariko’s sense of herself as a Japanese 

woman was reflected in her sense of herself as a student: “I think I am typical 

Japanese…. Submissive communicator, quiet in the classroom” (MS1, 

September 23, 2008). Mariko’s personality might indeed have been marked by 

passivity, in both her personal and academic lives in both Japan and the United 

States: “Oh, I think I'm not that talkative, even in Japanese, or I don't know 

even in school I'm not that talkative in school” (MI9, September 8, 2010). 

However, this is not to say that she was content to remain silent in the 

classroom, nor that she did not understand that participation, however defined, 

was an important aspect of classroom performance in her academic community. 

Yet from the very beginning of her time in the United States, and despite her 

background in Japan at a small liberal arts college where the lecture/discussion 

classroom format was common, Mariko had difficulty getting her voice heard. 

In our first conversation, she noted the difficulty: “Sometimes I want to speak 

out but I just don't know how to start…usually people speak so fast I can't 

understand what was said…. So I was just listening and trying to understand” 

(MS1, September 23, 2008). This dynamic did not change throughout her 

coursework: “I want to speak [in class] but the problem is that nothing comes 

up in my mind during the discussion section because I can't think in English or I 

can't think how do I say in English” (MI9, September 8, 2010). However, this is  
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not to say that Mariko felt that she was not participating, as the following 

exchange suggests: 

Mike: [D]o you feel that you participate on equal terms with your 
classmates? Are you an equal with your classmates in class? 

Mariko: Hm, I think I am listening more than other students…I am 
listening very carefully, but I am not speaking like other 
students. (MI6, January 10, 2010) 

 
Mariko implied that she viewed listening as a form of participation, and that she 

was participating in this mode more than other students, perhaps in a way that 

compensated for her silence in class. If her instructors recognized her active 

listening as a form of participation, she might have been able to meet course 

participation requirements. 

 

Participation on her instructors’ terms. Analysis of the syllabi for 

Mariko’s first semester courses indicates that “participation” was indeed 

required in all of her courses, but the terms of participation were defined in 

various ways. The syllabus for her History of American Education class, which 

had both lecture and discussion sections, stated that, “The instructor reserves 

the right to alter this standard [of grading] in cases of irregular attendance” 

(EPS 412 syllabus), implying that attendance comprised participation without 

elaborating. In Introduction to Educational Policy Studies, the syllabus stated 

that students “Must participate actively in weekly discussions” (EPS 701 

Syllabus) without explaining what constitutes active participation or how it 

would be evaluated. The syllabus for Contemporary Issues in Chinese 

Education stated that participation comprised 10% of the grade and contained  
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the following paragraph explaining in detail what constituted participation and 

how it would be evaluated: 

Classroom discussions are most productive when many voices shape the 
dialogue. Each class member brings different experiences and academic 
trainings to class discussions. It is the responsibility of all class members 
to make room for, and learn from, individuals with different views and 
ways of engaging in the classroom. Class members are expected to 
connect and build on the ideas of those who have spoken before them. 
Participation will be evaluated on the basis of 1) quality, not quantity, of 
one’s contribution to the class discussion and 2) clarity and originality of 
one’s contribution. (EPS 780 Syllabus) 

 
This was the most detailed and concrete explanation of participation that 

Mariko would receive during her first three semesters of coursework, and the 

only one that would suggest that there were different “ways of engaging in the 

classroom.” Significantly, the instructor for this course was a NNES, whom 

Mariko regarded very highly and with whom she developed a positive academic 

relationship. Unfortunately, this potential mentor was a visiting professor who 

left the university after Mariko’s first year. 

Mariko managed to satisfy course requirements and earn decent grades 

(As, A/Bs, and Bs) throughout her first three semesters, suggesting that in her 

professors’ eyes, she was doing adequate work and participating sufficiently. 

Whether they accommodated Mariko’s preferred mode of participation or not is 

unclear, but it is clear that taken as a whole, Mariko’s academic performance 

was deemed satisfactory. That would change when her advisor returned to 

campus at the beginning of Mariko’s fourth semester. 

 

Participation on her advisor’s terms. In the Spring, 2010 term, Mariko 

took two courses taught by her advisor, who had just returned from an 18-
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month sabbatical: History of the Federal Role in Education (EPS 655), and 

History of Higher Education in Europe (EPS 713). In these courses, 

“Discussion Participation/Leadership Role” comprised 30 and 35% of the 

course grade respectively. This requirement was defined identically on both 

syllabi, in part as follows: 

To gain experience in the art of discussion leadership, you will be 
responsible for co-leading (with Professor N. and one other classmate) at 
least one discussion this semester. Before the discussion you are to co-
lead, you should arrange to meet with Professor N. to prepare a short list 
of questions to guide your fellow students into the important issues in the 
assigned text(s). (EPS 655 Syllabus) 

 
The remainder of this long paragraph described the purpose and features of the 

questions discussion leaders were expected to write for class discussion. 

Nowhere else on these syllabi were weekly class participation requirements 

defined. 

Mariko noted that spoken participation in these classes was problematic, 

not just for her, but for her classmates as well. She described the possible 

sources of silence in EPS 713: 

Mariko: [Professor N.] was complaining because we are so quiet and for 
his class it's unusual. He said usually my class is so active and 
people are always talking but this time people are so quiet. So I 
think he was also trying to make the class more active. 

Mike: Why do you think it was so quiet? 
Mariko: There were no students who had a history background or there 

was one student but most of the students are master’s degree 
students and students from other departments…Also [Professor 
N.] is from liberal arts college and he has been reading [the] 
western canon so he thinks people have already known these 
things, but we [didn’t]. (MI7, March 7, 2010) 

 
Mariko attributed the overall classroom silence in this course to students’ lack 

of background knowledge and the professor’s failure to recognize or 

compensate for it. 
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Several weeks into the course, Professor N. attempted to provide more 

background information at the beginning of each class as a means of generating 

more discussion. It is unclear if his efforts led to greater spoken participation 

among students in the course. However, at the beginning of the following 

semester, Professor N. devised a new strategy to encourage spoken 

participation. On the syllabus for EPS/History 622, History of Radical and 

Experimental Education in the U.S. and U.K. since 1800, Mariko’s third course 

with Professor N., he included a page-long grading rubric for participation. The 

criteria for earning an “A” for participation were written as follows: 

A: This student never misses class, always completes assigned readings, 
and comes to class prepared to think carefully, making connections 
between readings and across topics. He or she is willing to take the lead in 
discussion periodically, posing interesting questions or taking risks by 
answering tough questions. He or she avoids dominating discussion, 
instead participating mindfully in discussion with other students, 
considering their ideas and responding thoughtfully. He or she helps to 
create a sense of a shared conversation in the group as a whole. This 
student shows passion for the work of the class and is committed fully to 
our work while in the classroom. (EPS/History 622 syllabus) 

 
This is perhaps the most detailed explanation of what constitutes class 

participation to be found among the syllabi for all of Mariko’s courses. It also 

defined a standard that she had difficulty meeting: 

Mariko: Yeah, He was trying to help me. I met him in September or in the 
middle of the semester when we talked about the final paper 
topic. He said that I should have something to say… 

Mike: So you did talk to him about that class participation issue. 
Mariko: Hm, but I didn't improve so that's why I got B/C…My paper was 

A/B and he said that I should speak more in the class but I didn't 
so I think that's understandable. (MI10, February 10, 2011) 

 
In terms of classroom participation, it seemed that Mariko was meeting 

expectations until she started taking courses from her advisor, from whom she 

earned a B and an A/B in the Spring of 2010 and a B/C (the equivalent of a B-
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/C+) in the Fall of 2010. Mariko did not indicate that she had adjusted her 

classroom participatory practices since the beginning of her studies. Therefore, 

it would seem that her lower grades were in part the result of her limited 

abilities, but her advisor’s the heightened standards and lack of accommodation 

made participation nearly impossible. By the early Spring of 2011, Mariko’s 

inability to meet her advisor’s standards of classroom participation had put her 

ultimate academic success in serious doubt. 

 

A Difficult Field, a Brutal Workload 

Every academic field is different in many ways, but perhaps most 

significantly so in terms of the reading and writing load placed on students. 

Yumiko’s reading load was relatively light compared to Mariko’s, both in terms 

of quantity and difficulty. Moreover, Yumiko had to produce far fewer written 

texts than Mariko and did not need to write a long thesis in order to graduate. 

Mariko’s reading and writing load was far more similar to my own during my 

master’s program in English Literature long ago. In this section, I compare 

Mariko’s literacy practices to my own as a means of placing her experiences 

into context. 

 

Reading. As I did many years ago, Mariko had to read many difficult, 

theoretical texts. In History of Moral Education, she read Plato, Durkheim, and 

Dewey (EPS 550 Syllabus). In History of Education, she had to read Foucault’s 

Discipline and Punish (History/EPS 906 Syllabus). In History of Books and 

Print Culture, she had to conduct archival research and read primary texts from 
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the early 17th century, written in an archaic English that would challenge most 

NES students (LIS 570 syllabus). The content knowledge Mariko needed to 

master would be daunting to any student, perhaps more so than in many other 

fields (e.g., counseling psychology). During her first semester, Mariko felt she 

was coping with the reading load: 

Mike: How's the reading going, are you doing a lot of reading? 
Mariko: The amount of reading is actually smaller than I expected. 
Mike: Oh really? Good. 
Mariko: No, it's not good. I have so much reading but so far I can finish 

reading before the class…. It's hard but it's okay. (MS2, October 
10, 2008) 

 
Mariko seemed to be off to a good start, keeping up with the heavy reading 

load. Even in History of American Education, for which she had to read 

antiquated primary texts, she felt that she was coping: “Yeah, reading primary 

sources is difficult, from 19th century or 18th century, right now we are 

studying about 20th century so it is getting better I think” (MS3, November 6, 

2008). After one semester, Mariko noted that although antiquated English was 

still quite difficult, she felt that she had succeeded because she had read almost 

all of the assigned readings and completed all of the written assignments (MI1, 

January 8, 2009). Her grades for the first semester (A, A/B, and Pass) suggested 

that she was meeting her professors’ expectations. 

By the middle of her second semester, Mariko had become a more 

strategic reader, discerning what she needed to read and what could be skipped 

without putting herself in peril. On the syllabus for World War II in the Pacific, 

Professor M. had written that, “ALL STUDENTS WILL BE EXPECTED TO 

KEEP UP WITH THE READING AND PARTICIPATE IN DISCUSSION 

SECTION” (H456 Syllabus) in capital letters for emphasis. However, Mariko 
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felt that it was not really necessary to read everything in order to succeed in the 

class: “I don't do readings before the class. If he mentions some readings in the 

lecture I will do those readings. Because my final paper will be different from 

the contents of the lecture…” (MI2, March 9, 2009). Professor M., whom I 

interviewed after attending a class session with Mariko, stated without being 

prompted, “I can tell you in regards to Mariko, my experience with her is she is 

really good, she’s excellent. I have no qualms about her doing well” (Interview 

with Professor M., March 9, 2009). Clearly Mariko’s selective reading had not 

affected Professor M.’s estimation of her abilities. 

At the beginning of her third semester, Mariko suggested that she would 

like to be able to read everything assigned but did not feel she could do so: 

Mike: You have a lot of reading assignments. Do you read everything? 
Mariko: No. It depends for example for philosophy of moral education 

the requirement of reading is not so much so I can finish reading 
everything but for pro seminar I have already checked the 
syllabus and it is an incredible amount of reading is required. 

Mike: Okay, a year ago, did you feel that you had to read everything to 
succeed? 

Mariko: Uh, yeah I think so. I knew that other classmates didn't read 
everything, but I think it is nice if I could finish reading 
everything. (MI3, September 9, 2009) 

 
Later in the same interview, she expressed more anxiety about the reading load 

than she had during her first two semesters: “I checked the syllabus for Pro 

Seminar in history I heard that the professor requires a lot of reading, but I am 

already terrified by that amount of reading on the syllabus” (MI3, September 9, 

2009). It appeared that Mariko’s anxiety over her reading load increased in her 

third semester. However, by the end of the semester, it was clear that Mariko 

had developed a strategy for coping with the reading load: 
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Mike: That was your biggest concern in August was all the reading for 
one of the classes. Did you develop a reading strategy over the 
course of the semester to make it easier? 

Mariko: I read book reviews, I read the conclusion parts, I skipped some 
chapters, I read Japanese translations. (MI4, January 3, 2010) 

 
Even though Mariko was reading strategically, she saw her grades slip in her 

third semester and was unable to pinpoint the cause: 

Mariko: I think my study is getting more difficult. 
Mike: More difficult. How so? 
Mariko: I don't know. I [was] doing good last semester, I didn't think it's 

hard, I just thought I was having another hard semester, but I 
now got…grades, and I was taking three courses and I got one A 
and two A/Bs, and I thought the difficulty was the same, but the 
grades got worse, so I haven't figured out what happened. (MI4, 
January 3, 2010) 

 
Lower grades in her third semester had shaken Mariko’s confidence. Her fourth 

semester presented her with even more reading, most notably in the two classes 

taught by her recently-returned advisor: 

Mike: How is the reading load. Are you doing a lot of reading in the 
class? 

Mariko: Yeah, like 250 pages per week. And for another class we have 
the same amount of reading load like 250 or 300 pages [per 
week]. I can't finish reading. 

Mike: So what do you do? I think most students don't read everything, 
but 

Mariko: I think they read everything. 
Mike: You think they do? 
Mariko: Yeah, because he [her advisor-instructor] writes quotations, I 

mean he encourages students to cite from the readings, so we are 
usually required to take way more what pages they are 
discussing. And when we say something we have to cite from the 
reading. 

Mike: Wow, that's pretty tough. 
Mariko: Yeah! 
Mike: So what are you doing are you just reading as much as you can? 
Mariko: Yeah. 
Mike: Or deciding selectively what is most important? 
Mariko: I'm trying to read as much as I can. 
Mike: About what percentage are you reading? 
Mariko: It depends. The class is on Thursdays and I have been working 

Monday through Wednesday for other classes, it's so difficult to 
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finish. So if other classes are not that busy, I can read maybe 
80%, but last two weeks I have been sick and couldn't read, like 
maybe I read 20% for the last week. 

Mike: I see. Okay. How do you feel? It's a difficult class but do you 
enjoy it? 

Mariko: Yeah, sometimes reading is interesting, I don't know if I am 
enjoying. (MI5, March 12, 2010) 

 
This interview marked a discernible shift in Mariko’s attitude. Throughout her 

first two semesters, Mariko consistently experienced success, expressed 

confidence, and enjoyed her studies. Lower grades in her third semester shook 

her confidence. By the middle of her fourth semester, her enthusiasm and 

confidence had been replaced with anxiety and doubt. Illness, a very heavy 

reading load, and the return of her advisor, who proved to be very demanding 

both as an instructor and as an advisor, might have played a large role in this 

change in attitude. 

 

Writing. Mariko’s writing load was very similar to my own when I 

studied Literature as a graduate student: typically several short response papers 

that received minimal feedback, and a final paper of approximately 30 pages in 

length for each class, a long thesis. Upon arriving on campus, Mariko was 

aware that there was a writing center and expected to exploit this resource: “I 

am thinking about going there because I was assigned [my] first essay today, so 

the TA said you should go, not only for international students but also 

American students should go there (MS1, September 23, 2008). The next time 

we spoke, she described her first and second visits to the writing center:  

Mariko: Actually when I made an appointment, the receptionist speaks so 
fast spoke so fast so I was confused, but I went to writing center 
for the instruction session but it was great. It was helpful. 

Mike: It was helpful. Have you gone there with a paper yet? 
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Mariko: I went there for my midterm paper and I submitted it yesterday. 
Mike: I see. They were very helpful with your midterm paper? 
Mariko: Yes. 
Mike: Okay, tell me about the process, what happened? So you arrived 

at the writing center with your draft, and what did they do? 
Mariko: Our session was only for 30 minutes so we have to decide what 

to do within the 30 minutes and I wrote ten pages but my 
assignment was to write speech or guest editorial of the 19th 
century in New England. It's a class of for history of American 
education, so we have to write like the people in that period. So, 
I was not sure if my draft sounds like guest editorial so I wanted 
to check it, so we read the introduction and conclusion together 
and checked the coherence and voice of the guest editorial. 

Mike: Okay, your tutor, was your tutor a foreign student or an 
American student? 

Mariko: I think it's someone from English department. [This university] 
has department of creative writing and English writing so I think 
that my instructor wasn't [an undergraduate] student, probably a 
doctor student or teacher. 

Mike: And he was helpful. 
Mariko: Yep. 
Mike: How long did that session last? 
Mariko: It's 30 minutes. We can't book more than 30 minutes. One 

session is always 30 minutes. 
Mike: And you have to make an appointment, right? 
Mariko: Yes. 
Mike: And I think you mentioned this before but please remind me. 

Was the tutor especially trained for a second language student 
like yourself? 

Mariko: I don't think so. They are trained in writing and helping writing 
but they are not specialists in second language learning. 

Mike: Okay, good. And you went there just once for that paper? 
Mariko: Yeah. 
Mike: Were you happy with the help you received? 
Mariko: Yeah, I think so. I wanted to go there earlier, but I couldn't get an 

appointment. It was crowded. (MS3, November 6, 2008) 
 
Several features of her writing center experience left Mariko feeling ambivalent 

about the writing center’s utility in relation to her needs. The specificity of the 

assignment (i.e., writing in a 19th century editorial voice) meant that she would 

be unlikely to find a tutor who understood it. There was no ESL specialist who 

might better understand Mariko’s L2 writing needs. Furthermore, the limited 

duration of the session (30 minutes, regardless of the length of the paper) and 
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the need to schedule appointments weeks in advance left Mariko feeling that 

although the session was useful, the writing center might not be a practical 

resource. 

Mariko considered taking an ESL course in academic writing, but as in 

Yumiko’s case, the available course was not logistically practical: 

Mike: Are you going to take any ESL courses? Do you think you need 
to? 

Mariko: Yeah, I need to and I wanted to take but the number of courses I 
can take is limited, so if I take ESL course my coursework will 
be longer, so I'm still thinking. 

Mike: The courses you took this term, were they 3-hour classes so you 
took 9 hours? 

Mariko: Yep. 
Mike: And what is the maximum you can take? 
Mariko: Ten. (MI1, January 8, 2009) 

 
Again, a valuable institutional resource was out of reach for Mariko. 

Throughout her six semesters of coursework, Mariko would not draw on 

institutional resources to aid her writing after that initial visits to the writing 

center. 

The only resource Mariko consistently drew upon for help with her 

writing was far removed from her academic community: her Japanese boyfriend 

in Japan. Although he was a NNES, he had lived in the United States for a 

number of years, and Mariko had confidence in his English writing abilities. 

She regularly sent drafts of her papers to him to check. However, this resource’s 

effectiveness was limited: 

Mike: When we met in Tokyo you mentioned that your boyfriend spoke 
English very well and he sometimes helped you with your 
papers. Is that continuing now? 

Mariko: Yeah, actually he proofread my memo, which is related to 
assignment from Professor K's course. It's only two pages but he 
read that paper. 

Mike: Okay, did he have a lot of corrections for you or was it okay? 
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Mariko: No, he made [corrections]. Yeah, he didn't check the contents he 
just checked the grammatical mistakes, but even if I got 
proofread by him, my paper from the last semester, I got the last 
semester back from Professor K., but she said that you have to 
proofread more carefully I think. Now, I'm kind of suspicious 
about his proofreading. (MS4, February 27, 2009) 

 
Even though Mariko was aware that her boyfriend’s proofreading was 

insufficient, she continued to rely on him exclusively for help with her writing 

one year later: 

Mike: Okay, your boyfriend is very helpful with your drafts you spend 
a lot of time talking about them? 

Mariko: Not talking, but he usually reads my papers and then corrects 
some mistakes. 

Mike: I see. So you send them to him by email does he usually type the 
corrections using track changes or comments or something like 
that? 

Mariko: Yeah. 
Mike: And that's really the main kind of help you are getting right now. 
Mariko: Yeah, for my writing. (MI7, March 12, 2010) 

 
Mariko seemed to believe that proofreading was the only form of writing 

support she needed, and even though she knew that her boyfriend was not an 

effective proofreader, she never took agentive steps to find better support. In her 

fourth semester, her advisor reinforced her belief that sentence-level errors were 

the primary concern in her writing: 

Mike: So you are going to have to do some writing at the end of the 
semester. So you think you won't visit the writing center for help 
with those papers? 

Mariko: If I can finish writing my draft 2 weeks before the final due date 
maybe I will visit. But they don't proofread so. 

Mike: Right, and that's what you feel you need more? 
Mariko: Yeah. Proofread or I have a very subtle impressions about 

English grammar for example what is everyone and everybody? 
Like it’s not that convenient to make an appointment to ask those 
small questions. 

Mike: I understand. Is there anyone other than your boyfriend that you 
can ask about things like that? 

Mariko: Maybe my advisor is great because he corrects all the grammar 
mistakes and typos. For everyone, not just me but for American 
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students. And they were kind of shocked because they were 
corrected. Some students are from English department and they 
were confident with their English writing but he corrected all the 
mistakes and typos and I think he is so [strict]. (MI7, March 12, 
2010) 

 
Indeed, nearly all of Professor N’s written comments on Mariko’s papers were 

grammar corrections, indicating that he was not at all accommodating of what 

might have been considered minor or inconsequential L2 errors. In fact, 

Professor K., the NNES visiting lecturer whom Mariko admired greatly, while 

noting that Mariko needed to proofread her papers more carefully, made 

primarily substantive comments in the margins of Mariko’s papers. It can be 

argued that Professor N. was overly concerned with grammatical correctness. In 

the end that is not what matters. What did matter was that Mariko recognized 

that her advisor-instructor demanded grammatical perfection but failed to take 

agentive steps to meet his demands. Having rejected the writing center and 

recognizing that her boyfriend’s proofreading was insufficient, Mariko was 

unable to see any way to overcome this barrier. Mariko went from receiving 

A/B grades on her early papers (MI1, January 8, 2009) to getting B/C grades on 

the papers she wrote for her advisor’s classes in her fourth and fifth semesters. 

 

The Advisor 

He is going to be a good mentor but I think at this time I haven't 

built that relationship with him. (MI7, March 12, 2010) 

In most academic fields, a graduate student’s advisor is the most 

consequential person in her academic life. More than any other individual, the 

advisor is tasked with guiding the advisee toward fuller participation in the life 



 218 

of the community, helping her get back on track when she faces obstacles, 

ensuring that her work meets the standards of the academic community, and 

helping her find necessary resources. Advisors, usually tenured faculty 

members, are the ultimate gatekeepers of the community. Advisors are never 

more consequential than when the degree program requires the production of a 

thesis or dissertation. The quality and extent of the guidance they offer a 

graduate student might be the single most important external factor in a 

graduate student’s success or failure. 

Mariko, like Yumiko, was well aware of the importance of her 

relationship with her advisor when she arrived on campus and spoke of the key 

to her success in similar terms: 

Mike: One big question: What do you think is the key to your academic 
success in the US? 

Mariko: Hm,...hm...hm...it's difficult, I want to know it. So far probably 
studying hard and keep a good relationship with advisors and 
professors and the department. 

Mike: Good. You have met your advisor now. And is your advisor 
helpful? 

Mariko: Yes, I think so, but he is taking sabbatical this year so I have met 
once and he will be back in January for a short period and he will 
away and probably next year he will back to this [campus]. 

Mike: Okay, are they offering you a different advisor while he is away? 
Mariko: No. (MS1, September 23, 2008) 

 
This should have raised red flags immediately. The most consequential person 

in Mariko’s academic community would be away for the first three semesters of 

her coursework. Equally disconcerting was the fact that she would not be 

assigned a temporary advisor in the absence of her official advisor. This 

suggests that the department might not have been doing as well as it could have 

to keep its students advised and moving forward. However, it also confirms 

Mariko’s passive character: She never asked for a temporary advisor. Despite 
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the absence of an official advisor, Mariko felt that she could ask other 

professors if she had questions (MS2, October 10, 2008). It is not clear that she 

ever did so. 

Nevertheless, Mariko managed to survive her first three semesters of 

doctoral coursework with very little guidance and acceptable grades. She did 

not visit any professors or TAs during her first term, and she felt that she had 

too much freedom in choosing her own classes (MI1, January 8, 2009), 

suggesting that she really could have used an advisor’s guidance but did not 

take agentive steps in response. By the middle of her second semester, Mariko 

felt that she had mastered the survival skills (i.e., using the post office and 

public transportation) that had vexed her during her first semester (MS4, 

February 27, 2009). Also in her second semester, she appeared to become more 

academically and socially involved in her community. She attended a party 

thrown by Professor K., as well as open lectures that were not required but that 

suited her intellectual interests (MS4, February 27, 2009). By the beginning of 

her third semester, Mariko had withdrawn from her Japanese university (MS6, 

August 27, 2009), suggesting that she felt confident in her ability to finish her 

doctorate at her U.S. campus. After one year, despite the absence of an advisor, 

Mariko seemed to be making good progress, although she noted that she was 

not growing more confident with her English abilities in the classroom despite 

spending two semesters in doctoral level classes (MI5, September 10, 2009). 

The first signs of trouble emerged early in her third semester. At this time, 

Mariko had to be very careful about which courses she chose in order to meet 

her core requirements, and this seemed to shake her confidence: 



 220 

Mike: How do you feel now at the beginning of the school year and 
how does that compare to your feeling one year ago? 

Mariko: I think it is easier and more difficult at the same time because I 
got used to the environment so I can find textbooks in the 
bookstore and I can register for the class easily, but at the same 
time it is difficult because I had to find classes that I have to take 
or because I have to choose classes almost all the departments I 
have to take everything and I have to talk to my advisor who is 
still on sabbatical. (MI5, September 10, 2009) 

 
Although she exchanged email messages with her advisor about which courses 

she should take, she seemed anxious and doubtful about her choices 

(observation journal, September 10, 2009). Also during this term, Walter, her 

primary academic informant, dropped out of the program, citing a lack of 

funding and the continued absence of his advisor (MI6, January 3, 2010). 

Combined with a reading load that “terrified” her (MI5, September 10, 2009), 

Mariko’s third semester would prove to be her most difficult so far. She 

believed that the work was getting more difficult, not less, as time went by 

(MI6, January 3, 2010). 

It was upon the return of Mariko’s advisor in January of 2010, however, 

that the real trouble began. When we met near the middle of her fourth 

semester, Mariko looked thin and tired (observation journal, March 12, 2010). 

She was just recovering from a viral infection (MS7, March 12, 2010). Our 

discussion focused on her unfolding relationship with her advisor. By the time 

we held our final face-to-face interview on campus in the February of 2011, it 

was clear that several of her advisor’s characteristics, when viewed in light of 

Mariko’s personality and learning style, made their relationship quite rocky. 
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An Inexperienced Advisor 

When it comes to advising, experience matters. Although there are 

handbooks for academic advising (see Paltridge & Starfield, 2007) and 

departmental guidelines, no step-by-step, prescriptive guidelines for advising 

doctoral students that any advisor can follow to ensure quality advising exist. 

Instead, young advisors likely follow the models they have seen (i.e., their own 

advisors or senior faculty in their departments). They might learn from 

experience; they might or might not in time become excellent advisors, and 

recognized as such. This would not be so troubling if the consequences for their 

first advisees were not so significant. Mariko’s advisor, Professor N., was a 

young man, perhaps under 40 years of age by Mariko’s estimation and had just 

become a full professor (MI10, February 10, 2011). In addition to his having 

limited experience as an advisor, Mariko believed that she was the first NNES 

doctoral student he would advise: 

Mike: Because you could be one of [his] first [advisees]. 
Mariko: Yeah, I think there is no one who has graduated from PhD 

program with him. But there is one guy who is doing history of 
higher education in Africa, and he is writing dissertation right 
now. So I think he will be the first PhD who worked with my 
advisor. And there are several students who just finished master’s 
thesis and proceeded to PhD, almost on the same schedule with 
me. And their advisor is not my advisor, but my advisor is on 
their committee. 

Mike: Okay, so he is getting experience but this is kind of important, if 
he hasn't advised many, he's learning to be an advisor now too. 

Mariko: I hope so, and also I think I am the first international student for 
advisee. (MI7, February 10, 2011) 

 
Professor N’s lack of experience as a doctoral-level advisor did not bode well 

for Mariko, whose needs might have been different from those of her NES 

counterparts. 
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Unusually High Standards 

Professor N. earned his doctorate from an Ivy League university while 

still in his early thirties and quickly found a tenure track job. He was promoted 

to full professor by the age of 40. His considerable achievements at such an 

early age suggest that Professor N. was an unusually talented and driven 

scholar; Mariko’s experiences with him indicated that he expected the same 

level of performance from his advisees. As I indicated in previous sections, in 

Professor N.'s absence through Mariko’s first three semesters, she performed 

quite well, at least in the estimation of her professors, from whom she received 

high grades. That changed when Professor N. returned to campus and Mariko 

took a total of three courses from him. They proved to be the most challenging. 

First, the reading load for Professor Ns’ courses was considerably higher than 

for other courses Mariko had taken. Mariko noted that she had to read about 

250 pages per week, and she struggled to keep up (MI7, March 12, 2010). 

Mariko quickly recognized that Professor N. was unlike the professors she had 

studied under in the previous three semesters: “His expectation toward students 

is very high, I think the highest” (MI7, March 12, 2010). Mariko and her 

classmates struggled with the reading load in his classes—not just because of its 

quantity, but because of the background knowledge Professor N. expected all of 

his students to possess (as noted earlier). Professor N. also demanded vocal 

participation from his students, including Mariko. He went so far as to bring up 

the matter in a meeting with Mariko early in her fifth semester: 
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Mike: So did you feel pressure to say something in that class? 
Mariko: Yeah, not from the classmates but from my advisor. 
Mike: That's a hard situation to be in I think. 
Mariko: Yeah. 
Mike: You almost feel like you have to say something even if you don't 

have anything to say. 
Mariko: Yeah, He was trying to help me like, when I met [him] in 

September or in the middle of the semester when we talked about 
the final paper topic, he said that I should have something to say. 
Maybe I didn't read very carefully or I didn't think enough, so I 
should have developed some strategies to keep what I thought, 
take a memo. 

Mike: Maybe making a list of questions before class or something like 
that? So you did talk to him about that class participation issue? 

Mariko: Hm, but I didn't improve so that's why I got B/C. (MI10, 
February 10, 2011) 

 
Professor N. would not accommodate Mariko’s linguistic barrier. Unable to 

overcome the barrier or negotiate with Professor N. to participate by other 

means, her grades suffered. Mariko attributed her lower grades to her continued 

difficulties participating vocally in class. 

 

Hands-Off 

Professor N. clearly took a “hands-off” approach to advising doctoral 

students. Given Mariko’s passive approach to her academic work, this was a 

recipe for disaster. This did not become clearly evident until Mariko’s sixth 

semester, during our final on-campus interview: 

Mike: Does [Professor N.] tell you specifically what you need to do or 
does he kind of give you general direction and let you figure it 
out yourself? 

Mariko: Um, about the content, in general? 
Mike: In general. 
Mariko: I don't know. It depends. For example, when we prepare for the 

[class] discussion he sometimes tells very specific things, like 
how many questions you have to develop as a discussion leader, 
or how to develop or what kind of questions you have to develop 
as a discussion leader, but about my dissertation topic he... 

Mike: Hands off. 
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Mariko: Yeah, as long as I don't know. If you don't have any possible 
topic or if you don't have any ideas on about your dissertation, he 
won't say anything. 

Mike: Oh really, okay. 
Mariko: If student brings something to talk about he will advise you but 
Mike: I see, okay. What about the very practical parts of advising, 

making sure that you know about deadlines for different things, 
courses you must take, the requirements for your preliminary 
exams for example. Does he advise you about that stuff? 

Mariko: No. 
Mike: Where do you get that information? 
Mariko: Um, if I ask him he will have an answer, but it is written in the 

handbook of my department so basically I get information from 
the departmental handbook. But yeah he always says you can 
take any courses from any department it depends on your topic it 
depends on your interests…. Although he was not [on campus] 
during the first year and a half three semesters, so I think I didn't 
ask him which courses to take, maybe I should have asked him. 
(MI8, September 7, 2010) 

 
This exchange illustrates the dysfunctional relationship between Mariko and her 

advisor: He would help Mariko if she came to him with specific questions or 

ideas. The problem was, Mariko did not know what questions to ask, or how to 

turn her academic interest in the history of American education into a concrete 

topic for a dissertation. This exchange also suggests that Mariko was aware of 

the dysfunction but blamed her own passivity for it. Not once in our six 

semesters of interviews did she utter a negative word about her advisor or his 

method of advising. On the contrary, she admired him greatly, noting that he 

was very knowledgeable and encouraging (MI9, September 8, 2010). Moreover, 

she often criticized herself for failing to meet his expectations: “I think I have 

been disappointing him for [my dissertation]” (MI10, February 10, 2010). 

Although it is difficult to pinpoint precisely how much of the trouble was 

a result of Professor N.’s hands-off approach or Mariko’s passivity, the 

dysfunctional nature of the relationship reached a critical point during Mariko’s 
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third year. At that time, Mariko was required to form a committee of three 

professors who would write one essay-type question each to comprise her 

preliminary exam, a take-home exam to be completed at the end of her sixth 

semester. Ideally, these committee members would write questions related to 

Mariko’s dissertation topic, then serve on her dissertation committee once the 

exam was completed. This is the point at which Mariko’s progress stalled 

completely. Part of the problem was that Mariko simply had no idea how to turn 

her area of interest, a comparative view of the history of Japanese and American 

higher education, into a concrete topic. This critical step had to be taken before 

Mariko could form a committee. Professor N. suggested that she develop her 

idea concretely during the summer between her fourth and fifth semesters: 

Mariko: I met him in September because I was supposed to have 
dissertation idea during the summer, but I [had] a vague idea so 
he asked me to write like three pages, I have several ideas so he 
asked me to write two papers, each three pages, like that about 
two topics because I have several, in order to narrow down at 
least, so I met him in September and he [said] this is good, so he 
kind of he wrote a working tentative outline for twenty page 
paper so I could develop my ideas. 

Mike: I see. So you turned in two papers. 
Mariko: Actually, I wrote only one because I could [not] narrow. 
Mike: You had made your decision a little bit. Okay, and he helped you 

develop the outline. 
Mariko: Yeah, because I heard him say he was working in the writing 

center when he was in graduate school so he is very good at 
organizing paper and he is always correcting mistakes so. (MI10, 
February 10, 2010) 

 
At first glance, this exchange suggests that Professor N. was trying to help 

Mariko develop a dissertation topic in small steps after struggling to define one 

during the summer. However, Mariko’s final comment illuminates another 

crucial aspect of Professor N.’s advising style: He tended to focus on structural  
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and grammatical aspects of written English before considering the ideas his 

students were trying to express: 

Mariko: Yeah. …I think he has a faith in good writing and always says 
that even if you have a good idea, if your writing is not good 
enough or if your writing is not perfect, it's a waste, it's not good. 
It's useless. 

Mike: So he is correcting it. 
Mariko: Or suggesting other word choice. (MI7, March 12, 2010) 

 
The written comments on the papers Mariko wrote for Professor N. reveals that 

he felt the English had to be perfect before he would consider the ideas Mariko 

was trying to communicate. On one particular paper, all of the marks made by 

Professor N. were grammatical corrections, with none of the marginal, 

substantive, or summative comments that one might expect. This contrasts 

sharply with the dialogue Professor K. had with Mariko in the margins of the 

papers she wrote for her. Professor N.’s idea of what is important stood in sharp 

contrast with that of Professor M., who, while expressing confidence in 

Mariko’s intellectual abilities, spoke at length about accommodating NNES 

students, holding them to a different standard of sentence-level accuracy in their 

papers than NES students: “What concerns me about students from [a NNES] 

background is more the content of their ideas and their grasp of the material, 

and not the way in which they are able to express it” (Interview with Professor 

M., March 9, 2009). I am left to wonder if, had Professor M. (an adjunct faculty 

member) or Professor K. (a visiting scholar) been Mariko’s advisor, she might 

have succeeded. 
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Conclusion 

The answer to that question will remain unknowable. Mariko struggled to 

put a committee together for her preliminary exams—partly because the only 

person on faculty with a background in the history of Japanese education was 

on sabbatical, but also because she continued to struggle with her topic. By the 

middle of her sixth semester, she was avoiding her advisor (MI10, February 10, 

2010). By the following autumn, she had “failed” her preliminary exam and was 

writing a thesis and salvaging a master’s degree out of the three years of her life 

invested in doctoral coursework. 

If the features of Yumiko’s department and her own assertiveness are seen 

as a highly functioning community of practice, the features of Mariko’s 

department and her passivity created a perfect storm. In hindsight, Mariko never 

had a chance. This is most disturbing because Mariko clearly had the intellect, 

motivation, and language ability to succeed. Should that not have been enough? 
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CHAPTER 8 

FINDINGS PART 4: TOMOMI NEGOTIATES A MINEFIELD 

 

It was snowing on the evening of March 15, 2010. After dinner and our 

interview, I walked Tomomi to the bus stop with her bicycle. It had been sunny 

that morning when she cycled to campus from the house she shared with three 

American men several miles away. She had planned to cycle back home that 

evening, but the unexpected snowfall made that impossible. I was not sure what 

Tomomi was going to do with the bicycle until the bus rolled up. Before the bus 

had come to a complete stop, she stood with her bicycle directly in front of it. 

She made eye contact with driver, who nodded. I offered to help, but she waved 

me off. Then in one quick motion she heaved the bicycle upward and into the 

rack on the front of the bus, slipped the latch in place, nodded to the bus driver, 

and then to me. She climbed onto the bus and quickly waved her student ID at 

the driver as I fumbled for exact change. “Do you have a quarter?” I asked 

sheepishly. We were in her world now, not mine. “I’ll pay you back” 

(observation journal, March 15, 2010). 

Tomomi seemed not at all the same woman I had first met 18 months 

prior. At that time, she met me at the student center, accompanied by her 

American boyfriend, Damian, who had insisted on meeting me. I sensed very 

strongly that her participation in this study was contingent upon his approval. 

As I explained the study and her role as a participant, she seemed to take her 

cues from Damian, who would nod his understanding and approval to her, 

which she would then relay to me. Satisfied after 30 minutes of this, he nodded 
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one last time and left. Tomomi and I were free to begin our first interview 

(observation journal, September 15, 2008). 

These two observations serve as bookends for the changes Tomomi 

underwent from the time of our first meeting through my last campus visit 18 

months later, from (in her own words) a dependent, unconfident foreign student 

in the beginning, to an independent, confident, and successful graduate student 

two years later. These changes would prove to be critical to her ability to 

graduate in August of 2010. In this chapter, I present Tomomi’s story of change 

and success. I begin by describing her starting point, including her reasons for 

studying abroad, her personal and professional ambitions, and the state of 

dependency she found herself in at the outset. Next, I describe the two vastly 

different academic communities Tomomi sought to join simultaneously, tracing 

the evolution of Tomomi’s participatory practices in each community. Next, I 

examine the key relationships that Tomomi built and drew upon for support 

throughout her sojourn in the United States. After taking a closer look at the 

changes Tomomi underwent over time, I describe the trouble she endured with 

her advisor at the thesis-writing stage, which nearly derailed her academic 

career. 

 

Personal and Academic Intertwined 

Tomomi’s motivation to seek an advanced academic degree in the United 

States was simultaneously personal and academic, both motivations arising out 

of a distaste for certain aspects of personal and professional life in Japan. 

Tomomi could not conceive of a life in Japan as a traditional housewife, which 
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she saw as following a predetermined path that would include marriage, 

children, and the assumption of narrowly defined gender roles: “Wake up in the 

morning, make a breakfast for a husband. I can’t say that I am one of [those 

women]” (TI1, September 15, 2008). Tomomi could, however, imagine a more 

fulfilling personal life in the United States after completing her studies. When 

asked how she saw herself ten years in the future, she responded: 

I want to be a university teacher in the States now. And then I want to 
have children and husband, and I would like to keep my body [in 
shape]…. I want to [live on] the east coast…because I like cities more 
than mountains. (TI1, September 15, 2008) 

 
This preferred future was contingent on finding a suitable life partner in the 

United States and attaining advanced academic qualification, leaving her 

personal and professional goals deeply intertwined. In fact, Tomomi already 

had a boyfriend in the United States when she decided to pursue an advanced 

degree there: 

I chose to study abroad here in the US because I had a boyfriend. A 
different one, and he was American and I met him when I was 23, so like 
six years ago, and we called each daily, and I dated with him [for] two 
years…so I wanted to be back to the States…. I was kind of like thinking 
to study abroad in the States because I can see him, but also when I 
applied I got a scholarship, so I didn't need to pay any tuition, I got a 
tuition waver and I got $1000 or a little more stipend each month, so I 
thought it was cheaper to come to study here than staying in Japan and 
going to the university in Japan. (TI1, September 15, 2008) 

 
Clearly a romantic relationship played a significant role in Tomomi’s decision 

to study in the United States. However, this is not to say that Tomomi was 

exclusively or even primarily interested in finding a suitable life partner in 

America. She also had a very strong academic orientation, and going to 

graduate school in Japan never really appealed to her: 



 231 

I never thought about [going to graduate school in Japan], because in 
Japan, I think Japan is a little bit conservative. Still some people might 
think that a female doesn’t really need to get a higher education in Japan, 
so I never really thought about it. (TI1, September 15, 2008) 

 
In the same interview, Tomomi explained one reason she preferred graduate 

school in the United States: “For university level, I think [the United States] is 

much better because…people talk a lot in class, which means people are more 

interested in studying” (TI1, September 15, 2008). Tomomi found the more 

interactive U.S. university classroom appealing, even though she knew it would 

entail more work on her part: 

I liked [Japanese university] but sometimes I didn't like it. When I first 
went to [university in Japan] … people didn’t really study much, so I was 
influenced by other people, and also I wanted to hang out with people 
more [at Japanese university]. I thought that's the university life. But now 
here I have to study a lot…. Now finally I feel like studying is very 
interesting. (TI1, September 15, 2008) 

 
Thus, Tomomi clearly had an intrinsic academic motivation as well as personal 

motivation for seeking an advanced degree in the United States. In fact, her 

academic orientation was so strong that she would attempt what many might 

deem overly-ambitious, if not impossible for most people, regardless of L1, 

intelligence, or motivation: She sought two advanced degrees simultaneously: a 

master’s in Japanese Literature during the academic year and a master’s in 

Japanese Pedagogy in an intensive summer program at an elite university in the 

north eastern United States. She would be a graduate student year-round, taking 

only very short breaks between semesters, for three years. Tomomi had set out 

upon a very ambitious personal and academic path. 

At the beginning of this study, Tomomi’s personal and academic goals 

were inseparable from one another, and they seemed to be leading her toward a 
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life and career in the United States. More than the other participants in this 

study, Tomomi articulated a clear, if ambitious, path for herself that connected 

the person she saw herself as in the present and the life she wanted to have in 

the future. This made the profound changes in herself and her goals over the 

two years of her participation in this study all the more striking. Those changes 

coincided with, and were perhaps at least partly in consequence of, the 

participatory practices she developed and refined over the course of two years. 

 

The First Semester 

During her first semester of participation in this study (Fall, 2008), 

Tomomi’s actions and attitudes toward the complex social and academic worlds 

in which she participated reveal a woman aware of her limitations but 

determined to overcome them. In this section, I examine the terms Tomomi 

used to describe herself and the strategies she developed to cope with difficulty 

early on in her studies. 

 

Lacking Confidence, but Diligent 

When we first met, I asked Tomomi to describe how she viewed herself in 

the United States. She chose two adjectives that would prove to be very 

revealing, both in terms of the challenges she faced and in her ability to 

overcome them: 

T: I am a little bit scared, maybe. Not like I am scared, I would say ...a 
little bit quiet, I don't know. And diligent. 

M: Diligent, okay. You used the word scared a minute ago. Are you 
trying to say that you feel less confident in the US? 

T: Yes, exactly. I feel less confident in the US because of the English, 
yeah. (TS1, October 15, 2008) 
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However, her attitudes toward her lack of confidence, and the silence it 

engendered, were complex and culturally informed: 

T: In Japan, people like conformity. [It] is more important than each 
individual, so people try to hide their confidence and they try to be 
modest, and in the States individual is so independent, and we have to 
have confidence to make a good competition. 

M: I see. How would you feel about that if you were back in Japan, 
would that same confidence be good for you there? 

T: I think I shouldn't be confident much in Japan. So I would change my 
personality a little bit. 

M: I see. So you would be less confident or less outgoing in Japan? 
T: Yeah, less. Yeah, I think I am still outgoing but I would try to not 

show my confidence much. (YS2, November 26, 2008) 
 
Tomomi felt that a confident demeanor was important to her success in the 

United States, and that confidence was a prerequisite to more active classroom 

participation. Moreover, she felt that she would have to change in order to be a 

competitive student in the United States, similar to the way Yumiko felt she 

needed to assume a different, more assertive classroom personality if her voice 

was to be heard. 

Tomomi was determined to overcome her perceived lack of spoken 

English ability and related lack of confidence by making a commitment to 

speak more in the classroom: 

I decided to speak out in the class more from next time, because I do not 
want to give up my academic success. I do want to study English more, 
and for that I should speak out in the class more. So let’s see how I go 
next week. (Tomomi Journal, September 21, 2008) 

 
Tomomi clearly perceived a connection between vocal classroom participation 

and academic success, but she was also aware that she would need to participate 

vocally outside of the classroom if she were to join the broader academic 

community of Japanese Literature. Thus, in addition to making a commitment 
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to speak more often in class, Tomomi sought opportunities to make 

presentations at academic conferences: 

If I [want] to succeed my academic life in the states, I have to be in a 
conference, I have to speak or I have to do the presentation in front of 
everyone, and after answer the questions from scholars, so yeah I just 
want to practice more about my speaking, like public speaking in the class 
first. (TS1, October 15, 2008) 

 
This was not idle talk. During that fall semester Tomomi made a presentation at 

a small conference on Japanese pedagogy held in a nearby city. Although her 

presentation was primarily in Japanese for an audience of native- and non-

native speakers of Japanese, she saw this as an opportunity to join the 

community of scholars and to gain experience, and perhaps confidence, 

speaking in front of a large group: 

Okay [the] purpose of [my] presentation was, I just wanted to show what I 
researched this summer and then you know if I present something in a 
conference I can write down what I present on my resume, so that's why I 
presented. … And then one of the professors from [summer campus] 
actually she [criticized my topic] and there was one other Japanese 
teacher [who] said like ‘oh have you ever thought about like researching 
or analyzing dialogue using real conversation not from the dictionaries?’ 
Those kinds of things. I studied social linguistics so I knew that there 
[are] of course ways to research about linguistics from the natural 
conversation, but…I just wanted to show the difference between two 
words, so I didn't really focus on like how I should research the language 
itself. And so I got kind of criticized. (TS1, October 15, 2008) 

 
Tomomi appeared slightly unsettled by the criticism she received (observation 

journal, October 15, 2008) but was satisfied that she had done her best and 

achieved her objective. Significantly, a near-peer, Professor Suzuki, provided 

validation and encouragement to Tomomi in the face of criticism: 

One of my teachers, Suzuki sensei, she is a teacher at [main campus]. She 
has a PhD, and she actually is a really nice teacher, and she was at the 
conference. She [defended] me from the criticizing from other teachers at 
the conference. She was like, ‘oh Tomomi did this job, she did a good job 
because of blah blah blah.’ She helped me at the conference, and she said 



 235 

some Japanese people like to criticize the…beginners in the academic 
field and knock out them, and she said that is what she doesn't like about 
Japanese culture. So it might be true. (TS1, October 15, 2008) 

 
Professor Suzuki’s significant role in both Tomomi’s personal and academic 

life is examined in more detail below. Important for now is that Tomomi 

demonstrated in the very first semester that she understood the relationship 

between making presentations and joining the community of the profession and 

was willing and courageous enough to stand up and speak in front of an 

audience that might be seen as very intimidating. Perhaps equally important, 

Tomomi had found a person closer to the center of the academic community 

who would defend and encourage her. In short, Tomomi was already 

demonstrating the assertiveness and agentive action she would need to succeed 

while simultaneously finding insider support that would also prove crucial to 

her ultimate academic success. 

 

Courses 

In the fall of 2008, Tomomi took three courses: Readings in Modern and 

Contemporary Japanese Thought and Culture (three credit hours, hereafter 

Thought and Culture), which was taught by Professor B., the department chair; 

Japanese Bibliography and Research Methods (three credit hours, hereafter 

Research Methods), which was taught by Professor R., who would eventually 

become Tomomi’s thesis advisor; and a one credit Independent Study course 

supervised by Professor J., a Taiwanese visiting professor who was Tomomi’s 

first advisor in the program. 
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Thought and culture. This course was by far the most demanding of the 

three for Tomomi, but also the most interesting to her (TS2, November 16, 

2008). There were eight required textbooks, including a mix of Japanese 

Literature, including authors such as Kawabata and Murakami, and dense 

literary theory, including Barthes and Derrida (JPNS 5830 Syllabus, 2008). The 

course grade comprised short response papers to the readings (20%, every two 

or three weeks), a presentation and discussion leadership on a selected reading 

(20%), a final 20-page paper (30%), and attendance and participation (30%) 

which was defined as follows: “The course will be in seminar format, requiring 

reading and consideration of all assigned materials before class. Full 

participation in class discussion is expected. Attendance is mandatory” (JPNS 

5830 Syllabus, 2008, p. 2). No further explanation of what constitutes full 

participation was given, but Tomomi took it to mean joining in the discussions. 

However, despite feeling confident with her content knowledge (Tomomi had 

been a Japanese Literature major as an undergraduate student in Japan), her 

efforts to join the conversation were frustrated by dominant NES classmates: 

“[In the] culture and thought class they are very talkative, so I don't really have 

chance to talk much” (TS2, November 16, 2008). In her journal Tomomi 

described in more detail the difficulty of joining class discussions but also her 

determination to keep trying: 

I had Culture and Thought class today. It was ok. I could not really 
speak first half in the class, because what people talked about are not 
really interesting enough to discuss. I would like to talk about more 
theoretical issues related to contemporary Japanese writer, but what we 
usually discuss is not really related to the literature theory. But after 
having a break between the class, I thought I should not give up talking 
about in class, so I did talk whatever I can in the class. I should read 
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more theoretical books about Literature so I might be able to speak out 
in the class more. (Tomomi Journal, October 30, 2008) 

 
When I asked her more specifically about what her classmates talked about, 

Tomomi elaborated: 

When they are talking about something not related to the text, I really 
have nothing to say in the class. Because they talk about American 
commercials, American TV drama or something and I don't really know 
so I am kind of quiet…. Those [NESs] in the class are really good at 
showing their idea and they are very smart what they are saying, so even 
though I might know more about Japanese books and stuff, about 
Japanese contemporary Literature because I studied it when I was in 
Japan at the university, I think they sound much more smarter than me. 
(TS2, November 16, 2008) 

 
Despite feeling that she possessed superior content knowledge, Tomomi 

struggled to have her voice heard for two reasons. First, discussions often 

digressed from the content issues she had prepared to discuss, to cultural 

references that she could not understand. Second, her NES classmates were able 

to quickly articulate their ideas and move on before Tomomi had a chance to 

speak. Tomomi felt that in order to overcome her disadvantage at verbally 

displaying her knowledge in class, she would need to perform better on her 

course papers than her classmates: “So I feel like maybe I might know about 

western philosophy and what they are talking about in the article, but I think 

yeah writing paper might be better for me [than speaking in class]” (TS2, 

November 16, 2008). At the same time, Tomomi decided to try to improve her 

cultural knowledge by watching some of the American television dramas that 

her classmates were talking about in class, including The O.C. and House, both 

of which were very popular at the time. She described what she liked about one 

of these shows: 
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T: What I like about the O.C. is I am kind of learning American kind of 
strongness. Toughness from each character…. Yeah, but they are still 
very optimistic. 

M: Is that what you mean by strong? 
T: Yeah, they have confidence about themselves…. I think I am a little 

bit different because I think if I want to be happy in the States I have 
to have more confidence in the States. (TS2, November 26, 2008) 

 
Tomomi elaborated on the benefit of watching these shows in her journal: 

What’s good about the O.C. is not only I can study young people’s speech 
in English, but also learn American culture. The drama signifies the 
ideology which many Americans are wishing about…good looking and 
rich…high self confidence, which is necessary to succeed for people in 
the United States…. What’s good about this drama is most of the time, the 
drama finished with a happy ending. This makes me feel that in the States, 
having confidence, not care about past relationships, and being happy is 
the goal of general people. This is very different from Japanese people’s 
goal how people live. (Tomomi Journal, October 30, 2008) 

 
It is unclear if watching television dramas improved Tomomi’s understanding 

of off-topic classroom discussions, but the fact that she decided to watch these 

shows with the explicit intent of improving her cultural knowledge suggests that 

Tomomi was willing to make significant and creative efforts to overcome a 

barrier to fuller classroom participation, and her enthusiastic response to the 

shows suggests that she was willing to embrace features of American culture 

that were new to her. 

 

Research methods. The syllabus for this course offered just a one 

paragraph course description: “This course addresses the use of reference 

materials in research in Japanese humanities; the standards and conventions of 

producing research about Japan and of reporting that research in English; and 

other topics related to graduate study and professional employment” (JPNS 

5010 Syllabus, 2008). Course grades comprised an analysis and presentation of 
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“one or more chapters from a book on literary, cultural, or applied 

linguistics/pedagogy research” (1/3 of grade), “general class preparation and 

participation in all class discussions” (1/3 of grade) and “compilation of an 

annotated bibliography on a topic of your choice with an oral presentation…at 

the end of the semester” (1/3 of grade). Two of the three assigned textbooks for 

this class were very familiar to me; I had read them for my own research 

methods class in English Literature 15 years earlier. The course requirements 

and objectives were nearly identical as well, so I felt I had a good understanding 

of what forms of participation might be expected. However, the syllabus 

mentioned nothing more specific than “general preparation and class 

participation.” I wondered if Tomomi would be able to discern what Professor 

R. expected. We discussed her participation in the class after the first semester: 

M: What about the research methods class? Do you feel comfortable 
there? 

T: Yeah, I feel comfortable there because students there are pretty quiet. 
I can talk better, I can talk more and than in the Culture and Thought 
class…. Yeah, so I like research methods class. 

M: You made a presentation in your research methods class. 
T: Oh, yes. 
M: Do you enjoy making presentations? 
T: Yeah, I do enjoy it. First I was very nervous, but recently I am getting 

used to making a presentation and yeah I really do like it. 
M: Do you think you are a good presenter? 
T: I think so, if I prepare a lot. If I don't prepare, I'm gonna be very bad 

presenter. (TI2, January 6, 2009) 
 
 The classroom dynamic for this course was very different from the fast-paced, 

talk-heavy dynamic of the Culture and Thought course, and this gave Tomomi 

more opportunities to speak in class, leading to a greater sense of satisfaction. 

Moreover, Tomomi continued to embrace opportunities to make presentations, 

already keenly aware of their importance for a future career. 
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Independent study. The purpose of this one-hour weekly course was to 

prepare for thesis writing, which Tomoko planned to do in the spring of 2010. It 

counted toward a total of seven thesis credits that Tomomi would have to 

complete to earn her degree, with the remaining six to be taken during the term 

in which she would write and defend her thesis. There was no syllabus for the 

independent study, and no formal written statement about expectations or 

requirements for its satisfactory completion. The instructor for this course was 

Professor T., who was Tomomi’s initial advisor and a role model whom 

Tomomi greatly admired: 

She is the one I said I can learn many things [from]. She is Taiwanese, but 
she speaks Japanese and Chinese of course, and she speaks very good 
English. And she just became my advisor recently…. We haven't really 
talked much yet, but I really respect her because she speaks really good 
Japanese and she is very smart and moreover she is very kind and 
friendly. [Her] class is so interesting because she makes a lot of jokes, so 
that is what I respect about her. I would like to be like her someday, but it 
will be very difficult. (TI1, September 15, 2008) 

 
Tomomi met with Professor T. twice a month and discussed Japanese 

Literature, usually in Japanese, without getting very specific about a thesis 

topic. Tomomi expected Professor T. to be her advisor for the duration of her 

course of study (TI1, September 15, 2008). 

In addition to her coursework, Tomomi worked part-time at the library as 

a cataloger and held an assistantship teaching Japanese language. In the library, 

she had very little interaction with others; as a TA, she observed Suzuki sensei 

and graded tests, in preparation for teaching her own sections of lower-level 

Japanese the following term. Recalling my own studies at the master’s level in 

English Literature, this seemed to me like a typical, challenging, and exciting 
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workload (observation journal, September 15, 2008). My primary question was: 

How would she manage it all in her second language and in an academic culture 

that she was still just getting to know? 

Balance 

For Tomomi, state of mind was as important as any specific strategy for 

coping with life in a foreign country and the demands of a new academic 

culture. For her, this meant maintaining balance between not only her academic 

and social lives, but also between her use of English and Japanese. First, 

Tomomi described the importance of maintaining a balance of Japanese and 

American friends: 

I think the balance is most important for everything…. Sometimes I really 
need Japanese friends to understand each other and to help each other to 
live in the States, but also I really need American friends because 
American people also have a really good characters, and I really want to 
learn, and then if I go back to Japan, I might not have any great 
opportunities to learn about Americans anymore. (TI1, September 15, 
2008) 

 
Tomomi also referred to the need for balance between academic and non-

academic activities: “If I study too much I'm going to be crazy. If I speak 

English too much I'm gonna be crazy so I need sleep” (TI2, January 6, 2009). 

Tomomi’s emphasis on balance continued throughout her course of study. In 

one of our final interviews, when I asked her what advice she would offer to 

young Japanese learners thinking about embarking on an academic life in the 

United States, she offered, “They should have a balance, they should have a 

really good balance of studying and hanging out, they should have friends and 

they should have good teachers, they should be comfortable being there” (TI8,  
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March 15, 2010). In the following sections, I present the various ways Tomomi 

sought to achieve balance in her life. 

 

Study Groups 

Tomomi valued the social and academic aspects of studying with others. 

However, she found it difficult to form study groups on her main campus, 

compared with the relative ease with which she did so on her summer campus. 

During the summers in the intensive program on the east coast, Tomomi had no 

time for a social life outside of academics. She was in class from 8am until 2pm 

five days per week, had a heavy daily reading load, and an exam every Friday 

afternoon (TS4, August 28, 2009). However, in this academic context Tomomi 

had no difficulty forming study groups with classmates, the majority of whom 

were young Japanese women like herself, and these study groups were 

simultaneously academic and social: 

T: While I was [in the summer program] I learned that studying with a 
lot of other people is really helpful because I learned that studying by 
myself was not enough to get more information and then it's just 
better to study together to know many people's ideas. 

M: Was it easy to form such groups to study? 
T: It was, because everybody is really good friends. (TI1, September 15, 

2008) 
 
These study groups were beneficial in a number of ways. First, because the 

other members were native speakers of Japanese, they afforded Tomomi 

opportunities to use her L1, which alleviated the pressure to speak English at all 

times and perhaps made it easier to comprehend some difficult concepts. 

Second, the study groups were social as well as academic. Tomomi became 

close friends with a number of members of her study group, and went on social 
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outings with them during her brief breaks between terms (TS3, May 25, 2009; 

TI8, March 15, 2010). Thus, it seemed Tomomi found a way to balance her 

academic and social lives, as well as her use of her L1 and L2, during her 

intensive summer program. However, on her main campus, where she spent 

most of the academic year, Tomomi found it difficult to form such groups: 

At [main campus] I don't really study with my other friends because I 
asked my friends, ‘how about if we make a study group?’ and then my 
friends said, ‘Ah, I think for Literature I think I will just study by myself.’ 
… I would love to have a group but I don't have one. Because studying at 
[summer campus] this summer was my second summer, and in the first 
summer I pretty much studied by myself. And in the second summer we 
studied together until late and then you know like sometimes we really 
wanted to give up, like it is impossible to do this, but if we do it together 
we don't give up easily because we are together, and if I don't know this 
answer people just give me the answer without looking at the book, so it 
is faster. (TI1, September 15, 2008) 

 
This excerpt reveals that Tomomi’s was able, in time, to form a study groups, in 

much the same way as Yumiko had, to fill gaps in her knowledge and to gain 

social support. The fact that she was not able to do so on her main campus 

indicates that context, more than willingness, might be the more important 

factor in the formation of socio-academic networks. For Tomomi it seems that a 

personal relationship or at least familiarity with others is prerequisite to forming 

study groups. And the benefits of forming study groups were affective as well 

as instrumental. She found studying in a group more enjoyable than studying 

alone, and other group members encouraged her to keep going when the work 

was difficult. All the while, group members filled gaps in Tomomi’s and in 

each other’s knowledge, making study time more efficient. This might have 

been a key element of Tomomi’s success in the intensive summer program. The 

lack of familiarity with classmates, as well as the slower pace of learning during 
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the fall and spring semesters, might have made it less likely and less imperative 

for Tomomi to form study groups on the main campus. 

Tomomi did manage to form a study group as she prepared for her 

comprehensive examination later in her program: 

T: We actually had a study group a little bit for the test. 
M: For the comprehensive exams? 
T: Hm. 
M: All graduate students? 
T: All Japanese. 
M: All Japanese. 
T: And it really helped me. (TI9, March 6, 2013) 

 
This was the extent of Tomomi’s experience studying with others during her 

two years on the main campus. To maintain the balance she needed to survive at 

the main campus, she would need to find other ways to achieve balance. She 

accomplished this primarily through a group of key friends and insiders, with 

whom she formed relationships. Some of these relationships blurred the lines 

between the social and the academic. Others were purely social. All of them 

were important for Tomomi’s sense of balance. 

 

Drawing on Key Relationships 

The following individuals and groups provided both direct and indirect 

support for Tomomi, both socially and academically, helping her achieve the 

sense of balance she believed necessary for her success. 

 

Professor Suzuki. Professor Suzuki, a full-time but non-tenured member 

of the faculty, ran the Japanese language program and served officially as 

supervisor for Tomomi’s teaching assistantship. The two very quickly 
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developed a close, multi-faceted relationship, perhaps as a result of their shared 

L1 and cultural background, gender, and academic goals and interests. Tomomi 

described this relationship early on: 

She and I are really really good, kind of have a friendship even though she 
is my professor because we talk about the love relationship, she gives me 
snack fruit, so I think even if she is a professor I feel like she is my 
mother… (MI1, September 15, 2008) 

 
Throughout the first semester, Tomomi met with Professor Suzuki almost daily, 

and occasionally had dinner with her as well (TS2, November 26, 2008). Their 

conversations ranged over every aspect of their lives, from Tomomi’s work as a 

graduate assistant (ostensibly their primary relationship), academic life in the 

United States in general, and their respective love relationships. Tomomi drew 

no line between the professional and the personal with Professor Suzuki: 

M: So with Suzuki sensei would you describe your relationship as 
primarily personal but also academic? 

T: Yeah, both. 
M: Equally? 
T: Equally. (TI2, January 6, 2009) 

 
Their relationship was not only equally personal and academic, but these two 

aspects of their relationship were also deeply intertwined. Daily conversations 

ranged over a wide variety of topics, both personal and academic. Professor 

Suzuki took on an unofficial role as a mentor, co-authoring and submitting a 

conference proposal with Tomomi (TS2, November 28, 2008), and as an 

informal advisor, providing Tomomi with insider information on department 

politics and the quirks of particular faculty members (TI4, September 15, 2009). 

This information was not contained in the graduate student handbook but would 

prove crucial to Tomomi’s ultimate success. 
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Damian. Although their relationship was primarily personal, Tomomi’s 

American boyfriend also played a significant role in her academic life by 

editing her papers and presentation slides (TI2, January 6, 2009). However, 

Tomomi did not like feeling dependent on him, and by late in the fall/2008 

semester they were quarrelling frequently (TS2, November 28, 2008). Before 

the start of the following term, they had broken up for good but maintained a 

friendship (TI2, January 6, 2009). However, Tomomi no longer asked him for 

help with her writing. 

Perhaps the most significant role Damian played in Tomomi’s academic 

success was the subtle personal changes in Tomomi triggered by their breakup. 

Tomomi had felt very dependent upon Damian, for both emotional and 

academic support: 

When I was dating with Damian, I relied on him a lot. What should I do, 
what do you think? Now I don't have anyone to ask, so I feel more 
independent, I figure out what I should do by myself. I talk with my 
friends a lot, and they are really helpful. (TI3, March 19, 2009) 

 
This statement might seem contradictory (I don’t have anyone to ask…I talk 

with my friends), but I believe that what Tomomi meant was that she felt 

controlled by Damian, and their breakup left her free to hear other points of 

view and interact with more people in a way that left her feeling more in control 

of her own life. Tomomi described the differences triggered by the breakup: 

T: Now I am single, no one helps me much, so I really have to believe in 
myself. 

M: And how do you feel about that? 
T: I feel great, because I can think about things logically. It is really 

good training to think logically by myself. (TI3, March 19, 2009) 
 
Tomomi was gaining confidence in her ability to think and make decisions for 

herself. Tomomi also felt that the end of the romantic relationship freed her to 
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spend more time on academics, which she felt was not getting enough of her 

time because of her relationship with Damian (TS2, November 28, 2008). In 

Damian’s absence, other key relationships became more important. 

 

Yurie and Sachi. These two Japanese women were more advanced 

students in Tomomi’s department. Tomomi described them to me after the first 

semester: 

M: Is there anyone in particular that you find yourself very close to that 
is very supportive of you? 

T: Yeah, two Japanese women, who are TAs. Yurie and Sachi they are 
my favorite friends and they are really really wonderful people. And 
then Yurie is my age and a woman and so we are very close and 
Sachi is 26 and we all have kind of same background from Japan, 
studying in the states and we are all TAs and we are around the same 
age so, I really enjoy them. They are really nice people. (TSI2, 
January 6, 2009) 

 
Yurie and Sachi helped Tomomi in two ways. First, they provided opportunities 

to speak deeply in Japanese about both personal life and academic matters, 

which provided emotional support and alleviated stress: “Yurie and Sachi, they 

understand how I feel, so [I] don't worry. I just take a deep breath and don't 

worry too much, just let it go” (TI2, January 6, 2009). Second, although their 

majors were different from Tomomi’s, the department was small, and Yurie and 

Sachi were able to provide Tomomi with insider information about particular 

professors and the thesis writing stage of the program: 

Yurie and Sachi were kind of my mentors because they graduated a little 
earlier than me and they always said Professor R. helped their thesis a 
lot… [They] had Professor R. as an advisor and she they said yeah I think 
they said their papers were all red, because she changed a lot. (TI9, March 
6, 2013) 
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Ultimately, Tomomi settled on Professor R. as her thesis director, perhaps 

because of guidance and insider information offered by these two near-peers. 

 

Housemates. From the beginning to the end of her academic program 

Tomomi lived in the same off-campus house, which she shared with an ever-

changing cast of housemates. Most of these housemates were NESs, and they 

played three distinct roles in Tomomi’s life. First and foremost, they provided 

the balance between academic and social life that Tomomi believed to be so 

important. Nearly every Friday after classes, Tomomi checked her academic 

self at the door and did not pick it up again until Monday morning. She and her 

housemates went to the bars or to the movies together (TS2, November 28, 

2008). Second, they served as cultural informants. Tomomi felt that she learned 

a great deal about Americans and their attitudes by living with them (TS2, 

November 28, 2008). Third, on occasion Tomomi asked one of her NES 

housemates to check the English grammar on her papers (TI4, March 20, 2009). 

 

Other TAs. Tomomi shared a large office within the department with 

approximately a dozen other TAs (observation journal, March 19, 2009). This 

provided a space for informal interaction to occur, and for insider information 

to be communicated. Tomomi spent at least some time there every day. Here 

she interacted with Yurie and Sachi, as well as NES TAs. Professor Suzuki’s 

office was down the hall, and the classrooms where Japanese language courses 

were taught were in the same building. Other professors’ offices were also in 

the same building (observation journal, March 19, 2009). Tomomi described 
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her interaction with other TAs as friendly and helpful, a mix of the personal and 

the academic. However, her relationships with them were primarily professional 

(TI2, January 6, 2009). With the exception of formal beginning- and end-of-

year parties, Tomomi did not socialize with the other TAs (TI9, March 6, 2013). 

Nevertheless, the TAs’ office was the center of the physical space in which 

members of the local academic community met and interacted, and Tomomi 

spent considerable time there. 

 

Reading and Writing Strategies 

Early in her studies, Tomomi lacked specific strategies for completing 

reading and writing tasks for her classes. When I first asked her about her 

reading load, she spoke only in generalities: 

M: Tell me about your reading style. 
T: Reading style, okay. That's interesting. For example, research 

methods class, I can read easily because what she is writing is easy 
and also she is my teacher's wife, so I feel familiar to her. But the 
other [classes] like I can read the novel like Japanese Literature 
stories in English and sometimes I can really get into it, but it's 
critiques or methodology or linguistics or semiology, I have no idea 
what is going on, but my bad thing is I don't really read [until] the last 
minute, so I read kind of scanning. 

M: Getting the main ideas? 
T: Yeah, but this semester I try to read more carefully using dictionaries. 

(TI1, September 15, 2008). 
 
The theme of procrastination, both in reading and writing, would recur often 

over the following two years, and Tomomi’s ability to develop a strategy for 

overcoming this general weakness as a student would play a key role later on. 

But in the early days of her studies, Tomomi sometimes went to class without a 

firm grasp of the concepts she was expected to know. 
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Tomomi was able to articulate more specific strategies for approaching 

writing tasks: 

M: Let's switch to writing. Let's say one of your teachers gives you a 
writing assignment in one of your Literature classes. How do you get 
started, what do you do? 

T: Okay, I just write down what I want to write, first, and then I just 
from memory write. 

M: Free writing? 
T: Yeah, free writing and then connect like I make the categories and 

this idea is similar content and I made categories and then I will just 
decide what is the main theme among them, what is common. 

M: Okay so you are thinking about the ideas while you are writing? The 
ideas are coming up while you are reading? 

T: Yeah, then first I write really randomly and categorize it and after 
that I will show one of my friends who is my English speaking friend 
because if I don't do it I really don't know what I want to write. Even 
though I am writing in English and I might think in English, I need 
someone to correct my English after that and then after that I think 
more carefully and then Damian will check it. 

M: So you usually go to a native English speaking friend a couple of 
times. 

T: A couple of times. Different people. 
M: Have you ever gone to the writing center here? 
T: Not yet, but I plan to go there this semester. (TI1, September 15, 

2008) 
 
From the beginning Tomomi used free writing and clustering strategies, 

followed by extensive revision, for which drew heavily on her relationships 

with NES friends. She lamented the inadequacy of two institutional resources 

that might have been helpful for writing. First, she had been told by other 

NNES friends that the writing center only checked grammar, whereas she felt 

that she needed more help organizing and developing content (TI1, September 

15, 2008). Second, Tomomi was very interested in taking a writing course for 

NNES students. Unfortunately, the course was cancelled due to low enrollment 

(TI1, September 15, 2008). In light of the shortcomings of these institutional  
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resources, Tomomi’s ability to nurture personal relationships and then draw on 

them for writing support was crucial. 

 

Making the Grade 

Tomomi earned an “A” in her Thought and Culture class but was 

disappointed to get an “A-” in her research methods class (TI2, January 6, 

2009). It was not until the following spring that Tomomi told me she received 

an “incomplete” for her independent study course. Our conversation about the 

reasons for the incomplete left me with a feeling of foreboding regarding the 

quality of advising Tomomi was receiving (observation journal, May 25, 2009). 

It also marked the first, and, I believe in hindsight, only time I had given a 

participant direct academic advice: 

M: Did you talk to your advisor about the thesis yet? 
T: Uh, yes I did and she was like oh, uh yeah, but she doesn't really give 

me a hm…um the thing is at that time I didn't really have any specific 
plans yet, so we couldn't really talk much about my thesis. 

M: Okay. Um, was your relationship with her official I mean did you 
have to sign papers naming her as your advisor? 

T: No, but I got a credit from her. 
M: Oh, you took a class with her an independent study? 
T: Right, but somehow in the end I got an incomplete. Somehow, I don't 

know why but it seems somehow I didn't get the credit in the last 
semester. 

M: Did you talk to her about it? 
T: No, but it's not really important because I can take other credits next 

semester and it's only like thesis credit and I have to have like six 
credits and then in the last semester I have to get a credit as much as I 
need. So I can choose the number of the credits. So it's not really 
important. So I think it is okay. 

M: My only concern would be you know an incomplete turns into a 
failing point after one year. 

T: Oh you think so? The thing is it's not failing it seems like my GPA is 
still the same. 

M: Right, but generally the rule in the US is that the I is turned into an F 
after one year. 

T: Really? 
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M: Yeah, and I don't think you want that on your record if you are going 
to be applying to doctoral programs. 

T: No. 
M: So, my advice, you didn't ask for it but I'm passing along my advice, 

talk to that professor about that. 
T: Okay. 
M: Because it is either an error or she needs you to do something to 

finish up the independent study. But that would be important I think, 
okay? 

T: Yeah it seems like it. Okay, I will ask her. (TS3, May 5, 2009) 
 
As noted earlier, the Professor T. never made her expectations clear to Tomomi, 

and Tomomi was surprised to find the “incomplete” on her transcript. At the 

very least, this suggests poor communication between the two, but it might also 

suggest lack of concern or planning on Professor T.’s part. In any case, 

Professor T. left the university at the end of the semester and was no longer 

Tomomi’s advisor going into the second semester. 

At the beginning of the study, I had asked Tomomi what she expected to 

be the key to her success. She stated, “The key is just having fun to study and 

then just not really give up and just try to do my best all the time for the 

assignment” (TI1, September 15, 2008). For Tomomi attitude, rather than 

specific strategies, would be key, at least until the need to develop more specific 

strategies became clear to her later in her studies. Regardless, Tomomi’s first 

semester as a participant can be seen as largely successful, with some concerns 

being raised about the quality of advising she was receiving. It appeared that 

Tomomi had built a strong and diverse social and academic network that could 

help her fill in her gaps in knowledge and meet most of her professors’ 

expectations. Tomomi seemed to be on solid ground heading into the spring of 

2009. 
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Changes: The Second and Third Semesters 

I’m a better person in Japan than I am in the U.S. 

(Tomomi Journal, January 4, 2009) 

I met Tomomi in Osaka shortly before she was to return to the United 

States to begin the new academic term after enjoying the winter holidays at 

home. Within minutes it was clear that her time at home had had a profound 

effect on her sense of self and her long-term goals. These changes would be 

reflected in the choices she would make and the strategies she would develop 

during her second and third semesters of participation in the study. 

 

Independence and Attachment 

As noted earlier, Tomomi felt liberated after the breakup with Damian, 

upon whom she had relied quite heavily in the early days of her studies. She 

admired the strong, independent women she saw around her and on TV and 

sought to emulate them. As I show throughout the following sections, Tomomi 

did become more independent and confident in both her academic and private 

life, and this change would serve her well in the turbulent times to come. 

At first her sudden change of academic and life goals was quite surprising 

to me. Despite appearing more confident and relaxed (observation journal, 

January 6, 2009), her enthusiasm for going on for doctoral work had waned 

considerably, and she no longer seemed to envision a life and family in the 

United States: 

I'm not sure I am going to apply for the PhD program. If I get a 
scholarship I think I will go, but if I cannot get a scholarship or if I cannot 
get admission to a great university, I don't think I am going to, but I'm not 
sure. I haven't really decided yet. But my life it seems likely to come back 
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to Japan, like my thoughts changed little bit and I feel more like Japanese 
oriented in my life. (TI2, January 6, 2009) 

 
Her change of heart regarding the PhD was influenced by conversations with 

professors on both campuses: 

I talked with many professors, and those professors they are Japanese 
professors in the States and they graduated from the not really famous 
universities and they are saying “oh if you really want to be a professor 
you really should go to the good university,” and then I think I might be 
able to go for PhD like at [summer campus], you know like a middle class 
school, but I don't think for my level right now, I really have to study hard 
more and more to go to a really if I want to go to the really good 
university, so if I get accepted from really good university, I think I'm 
going. (TI4, March 20, 2009) 

 
Although she still considered the possibility of pursuing a PhD in the United 

States, she described her commitment to returning to Japan later in life: 

I still want to get my degree, maybe PhD, but I am not sure, but I want to 
be back to Japan in the end of my life, after 60, and then I change my life 
this way. And I feel comfortable with my change because I think I can't 
really be happy completely [in the United States] maybe…. (TI2, January 
6, 2009) 

 
Tomomi still admired strong and independent American women, and she would 

continue to grow more independent as a student. But she came to the conclusion 

that a long-term independent lifestyle might not suit her well: 

I always feel like I am a little bit isolated. I always feel like this is not the 
place where really I can immerse myself completely in the States. 
Because United States is a different country obviously and the language is 
different from my native language. And then my friends, I have a lot of 
nice friends but they are all from different countries and we have different 
cultural background, so I feel being in the US and also like America the 
country itself is like something not really related to me. (TI2, January 6, 
2009) 

 
This conclusion likely arose from her experiences during the previous semester, 

when her relationship with Damian came to an end and she received the most 

comfort from Professor Suzuki, Yurie, and Sachi, who shared Tomomi’s native 
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culture and language, and with whom she could converse deeply in Japanese 

and feel understood. Tomomi described the importance of these three 

relationships: 

I really like talking with Japanese friends because they understand what I 
think more than American friends. I don't like to speak in Japanese I can 
really say what I think very nicely in Japanese. I can't tell what I really 
think in English. (TI3, March 19, 2009) 

 
Tomomi used the term “attachment” to describe this deeper connection that she 

craved and found in her Japanese friends and family. In fact, the presentation 

proposal she wrote the previous term with Professor Suzuki was on the very 

topic of “attachment” (TS2, November 28, 2008), which she defined in 

opposition to American-style independence: 

I've learned that American people are very independent. And in Japan we 
have attachment feeling. Friends and family, we feel like in charge of 
each other. And then I can really rely on my dad and my mom and I really 
help them too. We are not really independent we are tied to each other. 
And it is the same with friends. We are always tied together. If we have 
problem we can face the problem together. In the U.S. you are all more 
independent. No attachment. (TI2, January 6, 2009) 

 
It was becoming clear that Tomomi wanted to develop independence as a means 

of academic success in the United States, but not as a core aspect of her 

identity: 

I got the sense that I really have to live by myself not really rely on others 
in the States…. (TI3, March 19, 2009) …Now I feel it is not good to rely 
on others [here], and it's no good for myself because I never improve and 
I lose confidence…. (TI6, September 17, 2009) 

 
Tomomi’s academic life over the following year would be marked by instances 

of agency and independence, even as developments in her personal life drew 

her closer to a more desired future in Japan. 
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Working Her Way into the Department and the Profession 

During her third and fourth semesters of participation, Tomomi took 

concrete and independent action to work her way into both the local academic 

community and the broader community of Japanese Literature scholars. 

 

Presenting. Although the proposal Tomomi authored with Professor 

Suzuki was not accepted, she still sought out every opportunity to make 

presentations in English on her academic interests. In the early spring of 2009, 

Tomomi was preparing for a presentation at a local conference on Japanese 

Literature, where she intended to apply the literary theory she had learned in the 

previous semester to a Japanese author (TI2, January 6, 2009). Early on, 

Tomomi clearly saw the connection between making presentations and joining 

the profession: 

If I would like to succeed my academic life in the states, I have to be in a 
conference, I have to speak or I have to do the presentation in front of 
everyone, and after answer the questions from scholars if I am in the 
conference, so yeah I just want to practice more about my speaking, like 
public speaking in the class first. (TS1, October 15, 2008) 

 
After only one semester, Tomomi had made several presentations in class and 

one at an academic conference. Later, she spoke more specifically about how 

presenting could affect her career in practical ways: 

M: It seems like you have some confidence about presenting. And you 
mentioned earlier that you think it is important for your career. 

T: Yeah, I do…because I feel I am active and when I was [at the 
summer campus] there were so many people from different 
universities and some of them are really famous so I can get the 
recommendation letter from one of the really famous teachers, so I'm 
really happy about it and then I really think connections help to look 
for a job. (TI2, January 6, 2009) 
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Tomomi made the presentation in early March and felt it was successful and 

was writing a proceedings paper at the time of my second campus visit (TI3, 

March 19, 2009). The following autumn, she would make a presentation at the 

same conference she had presented at a year earlier. At that time, Tomomi was 

criticized by one audience member and defended by Professor Suzuki. 

Tomomi’s growing confidence was reflected in our discussion about this: 

M: So you have a conference coming up…. 
T: Right…. And there is one woman who is kind of mean to everyone. 
M: Oh really? You've told me about her before. 
T: And I'm sure she will say something about my research. But this time 

I am more confident. Like I got used to present my paper in a 
conference. Maybe I can say something, I can respond, maybe nicely 
there. (TI5, September 15, 2009) 

 
In her second year, with two conference presentations under her belt, Tomomi 

clearly felt more confident engaging other members of the academic community 

at a conference. She was clearly becoming a recognized member of the 

professional community. 

 

Organizing. At the same time, Tomomi was getting more involved, and 

more comfortable, with the local academic community by becoming a member 

of the organizing committee for a conference to be held the follow May: 

T: I entered the group member of conference, for a conference held in 
May [here], and I think I'm gonna be a group member to like support, 
to organize the contents. 

M: I see, you are an organizer. 
T: Yeah, I'm an organizer and I'm in charge of food. Because I can't be 

important thing because of my English, but still I feel like I can 
finally do something for organizing or something not for myself but 
for others in institutions for other people. 

M: But you couldn't do that before? 
T: Right, except for like helping Japanese. 



 258 

M: I see, so you feel like you are more a full member of the community 
then? 

T: Definitely. (TI6, September 17, 2009) 
 
Although she felt her English ability limited the contributions she could make to 

the organizing committee, she was taking active steps to engage the local 

academic community outside of the classroom, something she would not have 

felt sufficiently confident to do the previous year. 

 

Writing for publication. Although she had not yet published a research 

article or proceedings paper, Tomomi was well aware of the importance of 

publishing for a future academic career and was planning to do so: “Because I 

want to apply for the PhD. And I think I have to do a lot of research about the 

universities and also I would like to write or rewrite one of the papers for 

publishing” (TI4, March 20, 2009). She was frustrated that the small 

conferences at which she presented decided not to publish proceedings due to 

lack of funds (TI5, September 15, 2009). At no point in her studies did one of 

her advisors encourage her to publish or offer guidance for doing so. Despite 

her awareness of the importance of publishing and her eagerness to do so, 

Tomomi was unable publish anything before graduating. 

 

Talking like a professional. Perhaps the strongest indication that 

Tomomi was becoming a professional in her field was that she often spoke as 

one might expect a member of her profession to speak. Far more than the other 

participants, Tomomi was eager to talk about what she was learning, in both 

Japanese Literature and pedagogy. The following explanation of one of her 
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presentation topics illustrates this point: 

My main purpose was I analyzed the text called Outto written by Natsuo 
Soseki. She is a contemporary Japanese writer. And then do you know 
Kogin? He is a Japanese philosopher and one of his famous books is his 
theory of landscape. And after unification of spoken and written 
languages, landscapes changed and appeared and then according to 
Kogin, the landscape is depicted by abstract language. And it's reflected in 
the self in the feelings or rather it's the feeling itself or something. And 
then I applied that theory to the text Outto, and I analyzed how the 
protagonist Masako sees the world…. By the landscape. And I found that 
there are a lot of descriptions that she is saying like "my husband is in a 
cocoon. I am a bug" or something. So I found that she described, like her 
landscapes are depicted by visual images. Compared with Kogin who said 
that the landscapes are depicted by abstract language. (TI3, March 19, 
2009) 

 
Having studied literature myself, I found Tomomi’s talk about the content of 

her work familiar, authentic, and fascinating. She spoke freely and 

enthusiastically about her research, which is what people in the profession do. 

Moreover, Tomomi became aware early on that literature is discussed 

differently in Japan and the United States: “Yeah, because American literature 

we analyze literature in the States I had to apply western theory to literature, 

Derrida and many philosophers, and in Japan I don't think we do it much, we 

don't really apply theory” (TS1, October 15, 2008). Perhaps without even 

realizing it, Tomomi was developing an academic identity, and she understood 

that an academic identity is different in the United States and Japan. 

It seemed that Tomoko was doing everything right. She was presenting, 

getting involved, attempting to publish, and talking like a member of the 

community. When I asked her if she felt she was in fact becoming part of the 

academic community, she gave a surprising and ominous reply: 

M: Your department of Japanese literature is a little community. 
Compare how you felt when you first started to how you feel now. 
Do you feel like a member of this community? 
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T: Um, no. Not much. 
M: Not much difference or... 
T: We don't have a community. They are fighting. 
M: They fight all the time. 
T: If I say there is a community, yes, I think I am [a member] of the 

community. Because now I am have been here for a year…. I am 
kind of old, older. 

M: You are a senpai. 
T: Right, senpai, who stayed there. My teachers know me. I feel yeah, I 

should be like a community member, people know me, I know them. 
(TI6, September 17, 2009) 

 
Tomomi defined her membership in the department community in terms of 

knowing others’ names and being known to others. However, Tomomi was 

beginning to see the department as hostile, incongruous with her notion of 

community as friendly and helpful, where infighting among key insiders would 

not only make the community less congenial, but would also imperil her own 

academic success the following spring. 

 

Developing Strategies 

At the same time Tomomi was making all the right moves to become a 

member of the academic community outside of the classroom, she was also 

refining her strategies to improve her understanding of reading assignments and 

to produce better papers for her classes. In the first semester, Tomomi relied 

heavily on Damian and other NES friends to help her with her writing. Early in 

the second semester, Tomomi realized that she would need to develop better 

strategies for writing after turning to NES friends proved ineffective: 

Yesterday was good and bad day. First I was looking for someone who 
can help correct my English for the presentation coming on Friday. I 
asked David to help but he refuses. It's because he is busy. When he 
refused, I was very sad because in Japan we learn that we have to help 
each other if someone is in trouble. But here in the States sometimes  
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people say no if they really don't want to do it. (Tomomi Journal, 
February 13, 2009) 

 
Tomomi had grown determined not to rely too much on any individual and still 

find new sources of support when necessary. She developed a very clear and 

consistent procedure for writing better papers: 

I started to go to the writing center twice a week, since Damian is not 
here, I have to find someone who can really correct my English. And then 
it is really good because I can learn English writing for free, and actually 
my teacher is Hideki, and he is Japanese and he is American. He doesn't 
know any Japanese, but he is really nice, my tutor for writing. (TI3, 
March 19, 2009) 

 
In the first semester Tomomi avoided the writing center because of her concern 

that tutors there were only concerned with grammar. However, without 

Damian’s support and feeling let down by David, Tomomi decided to give the 

writing center a try, perhaps as a last resort. She was fortunate to find a tutor 

with whom she could connect, and he became a permanent part of her writing 

procedure during the second and third semesters. Tomomi described how 

working with Hideki was more effective than relying on Damian: 

T: [Damian] corrected my English before I [started going] to the writing 
center. I always asked Damian to correct and he corrected it without 
me knowing. 

M: Oh, he didn't go over with you. He just 
T: Right. 
M: He edited really. 
T: Right, right, so I never learned much. But here Hideki corrects 

mistakes together. 
M: And he explains them to you. 
T: Right, so it is very helpful. So I learn a lot. (MI3, March 19, 2009) 

 
By turning to the writing center, Tomomi was making a break from those upon 

whom she had grown dependent, and from whom she sought to break free and 

grow more independent. She also received better support from the writing 

center than she had from NES friends. By the end of the spring/2009 semester, 
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Tomomi was visiting the writing center four times per week (TS3, May 25, 

2009). But even this did not satisfy her. By the fall of 2009, she had found two 

additional forms of writing support to ensure that her papers were excellent: 

T: And also I have another English writing editor. His name is Joe. He is 
working at the international student center. 

M: I see. 
T: Yeah, kind of like for the editing international students. 
M: I see. Do you have to pay him? 
T: No, it's free. 
M: Wow. 
T: But it's still not enough. So I ask my friend to be my editor, and I paid 

a hundred dollars for a semester, which is not that bad at all. (TI5, 
September 15, 2009) 

 
Tomomi had developed a three-layered support strategy. Two of the layers 

involved services provided for free by the university. Tomomi was leveraging 

institutional resources for maximum effect. The third layer was an outside 

source, identified as a friend, but paid as a professional, which guaranteed 

Tomomi help that might have been less thorough by a more casual friend. After 

the third semester, I asked Tomomi if she felt her writing was improving: 

T: Yeah, maybe, I think so. Like the other day I needed to write a 
paragraph for the class to write what I'm gonna write in the final 
paper, and usually I think it takes like maybe at least 20 minutes to 
write a paragraph. This time I could write in five minutes or 
something. 

M: So you are getting faster, more fluent. 
T: Yeah, so I'm not sure if it is good or not, but I'm sure I'm getting 

faster to write a paper in English. (TI7, January 5, 2010) 
 
It is unclear if Tomomi’s writing did in fact improve as a result of this strategy, 

but the fact that she felt that it improved at all speaks to her creativity and 

determination to get the help she needed. 

Tomomi did not reflect to the same extent on her reading practices. At the 

beginning of the study, she described her reading as solving a puzzle (TI1, 
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September 15, 2008). After the first semester, she stated that she felt her reading 

was improving but did not elaborate and had not revised her strategy: 

I just read I check all the words I don't know and then explain, like some 
people said that we shouldn't look up in dictionary all the time, we should 
learn from context, and if we really want to be academically successful I 
don't think it is really enough. We have to really understand what is going 
on. So I tried to pick up, look up all the words I don't mind. It really 
works well. (TI2, January 6, 2009) 

 
Tomomi was still trying to comprehend every word of dense texts and felt 

comfortable with this strategy, and believed that understanding every word was 

necessary. At the beginning of the fall/2009 term, Tomomi noted that repeated 

readings were useful, and that she was completing about 90% of the assigned 

readings (TI5, September 17, 2009). 

 

Going Strong 

In the spring/2009 term, Tomomi earned “As” in both of her classes (TS5, 

May 25, 2009), and maintained “good” grades in the fall (TI7, January 5, 2010). 

During my third campus visit, she seemed to me more confident and happy than 

she had a year earlier (observation journal, September 17, 2009). She had also 

started dating a Japanese man whom she had met when he was a visiting scholar 

on her main campus the previous spring (TS3, May 25, 2009). They would be 

engaged by the coming winter break (TI7, January 5, 2010) and planned to 

marry soon after graduation in the May of 2010. There were challenges ahead, 

including writing two master’s theses in the coming year, but with a satisfying 

personal life, three semesters of academic success under her belt, and a 

noticeable increase in confidence and independence, Tomomi appeared to be 

well-equipped to cope with whatever difficulties she might face. As it would 
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turn out, she would need all the determination and confidence she could muster 

to survive the turbulent semester to come. 

 

Turmoil: The Fourth Semester 

For more than two years, Tomomi had been a full-time student, taking 

only a handful of days off at winter break and between summer terms. She had 

earned grades of “A” or “A-” in all of her classes in two master’s programs. As 

the spring/2010 term began, Tomomi faced the greatest challenge of her 

academic life: simultaneously writing two master’s theses. She described what 

she would need to do: 

[The thesis for the summer program] is not long, like 30 pages, so it's not 
that bad. But for [main campus] I have to write like 70 pages, and I have a 
lot of things still to do in this semester, and also I have to take a 
comprehensive exam, so…. I’m thinking to take it at the end of this 
month. (TI7, January 5th, 2010) 

 
In terms of length, the thesis for her Japanese pedagogy program seemed more 

like a term paper than a thesis, and the one for Japanese literature seemed short 

to me (my own master’s thesis was over 150 pages). It seemed to me that 

Tomomi’s tasks were challenging, but manageable. She had used the winter 

holidays to write the first draft of each thesis: 

I turned in kind of first draft for my thesis for [Japanese literature] to my 
advisor, and she said oh you did a good job you researched a lot already. 
So I was satisfied with what I did. And now I am like five days ago I 
turned in my first draft to the advisor at [summer campus] and I'm still 
waiting. But I think I did my best. If I did more I will be crazy. (TI7, 
January 5, 2010) 

 
I left our first interview of 2010 feeling that Tomomi was off to a very good 

start on a daunting task that I would never attempt (observation journal, January 

5, 2010). But trouble was brewing. 
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The Trouble with Advisors 

I first suspected that Tomomi might not be getting the best advising when 

she told me about her “incomplete” the previous spring (TS3, May 25, 2009). 

There had clearly been miscommunication between Tomomi and Professor T., 

and I wondered if Tomomi was getting clear direction, or if her advisor was in 

fact advising at all. As it turned out, the woman whom Tomomi admired and 

looked forward to working with on her thesis would not be around to advise 

her: “Did I tell you, my advisor, she got a Fulbright, and she is studying literacy 

at Tokyo University, and she says I can't be your advisor anymore. So I have to 

find another advisor” (TI5, September 15, 2009). This struck me as unfortunate 

but not unusual (observation journal, September 15, 2009). I thought surely the 

department would see to it that Tomomi would have an advisor. I was wrong. 

Tomomi set about the task of finding a new advisor in a department with 

only a handful of full-time faculty, and even fewer specializing in literature. 

Tomomi described the difficulty she faced: 

I feel a little bit not satisfied but my thesis advisor she decided to go to 
Japan for a year to research, so I need to change my advisor, I need to ask 
other advisor to be, and I asked one advisor to be my advisor and then she 
is really busy, she is the [department chair] and she said, “Oh, if you like 
if you spend time with my previous advisor I have to stick to her. [The 
professors in] my department doesn't really have a good relationship each 
other, always they are kind of fighting. It's really interesting if I see from 
outside. They…don't really have good relationship. And then she said I 
have to ask my previous advisor to be my advisor and I asked about her 
and she said, “Oh, I am sorry I don't know what to do maybe you can find 
another advisor.” So now I have to find another professor. But I feel like 
maybe [at] a good university and like maybe [at] Japanese universities, I 
don't know, it might be not that difficult to find an advisor like in my 
department…. Just sort of like teacher and advisor things make me a little 
bit nervous. (TS3, May 25, 2009) 
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Tomomi’s concern only grew as time passed. She described her frustration in 

the fall of 2009, just as she needed to start getting busy on her thesis: 

I asked one professor, Professor B., if she can be my advisor, and she 
said, “Oh you should stick with the previous advisor since you finished 
some of the coursework.” I went back to my previous advisor and asked 
her to be my advisor and she said no. And she even looked at the rules of 
advisor and she said, “Oh there is no rule like you cannot change the 
advisor, so Professor B. should have allowed you to.” And then, the thing 
is, there are like six tenure track professors [here], but three of them this 
year are gone because they are fighting. (TI5, September 15, 2009) 

 
Departmental infighting was beginning to affect Tomomi in a negative way. 

She described the dynamic in the department, which made her extremely 

cautious in choosing which professor to align herself with: 

There is a group. Professor B. or Professor R. And then secretly Professor 
B. is one group and the others are the group of Professor R. And then 
yeah, I am not really sure about the problem, but they like, they don't 
really hate each other. If we have like a speech contest or something, they 
sit together, they are talking. And we are like, oh they are talking. They 
are like professionally okay to be together, but somehow, I don't know 
why, but we all heard they are fighting. (TI5, September 15, 2009) 

 
With Professor T. and others away, and Professor B. (the department chair) 

refusing to take her on as an advisee, Tomomi really had no choice in the 

matter: The only remaining Japanese literature specialist was Professor R., who 

finally agreed to take Tomomi on as an advisee: 

T: I finally found one person, and now I'm really happy with her. 
M: And tell me a little bit more about that. How is your relationship with 

her? 
T: We haven't really talked much yet. She is Professor R. She is very 

famous in Japanese literature, so I'm really happy that I can work 
with her. 

M: And she seems happy to work with you? 
T: Hm hm. 
M: Good, good. 
T: She is very smart and talented person. Yeah. (TI5, September 15, 

2009) 
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With an advisor finally in place at the beginning of the fall/2009 term, Tomomi 

was poised to dive into thesis writing. However, in the same interview it 

became clear that the guidance and contact provided by Professor R. was going 

to be minimal: 

M: How often do you meet your advisor? 
T: I never meet her. But I send email to her. Sometimes. 
M: What are her expectations of you for this semester? Does she very 

clearly tell you what she wants you to do? 
T: Not really…. She is the one who doesn't really explain much, so I 

have to work on it by myself. 
M: I see. Does she expect to see a finished paper or an outline by the end 

of the semester? 
T: Yes, definitely. (TI5, September 15, 2009) 

 
Tomomi was in a difficult spot: The only advisor available to her was feuding 

with the department chair, and at the same time offering Tomomi very little 

guidance. Tomomi was feeling unsupported at this crucial point in her studies: 

M: Who is, if you had to point to one person, who is the single most 
important source of support for you, who is it? 

T: This is very sad but I don't think I have any. (TI6, September 17, 
2009) 

 
However, it was only mid-September, and I hoped the situation would improve 

in time for Tomomi to get the guidance she needed to finish her thesis and 

graduate. 

 

Alone 

I checked in with Tomomi via Skype later in the semester, hoping that the 

situation had improved. It had not: 

M: When I was [on campus] last time we talked about your ronbun, your 
thesis. How's it going? 

T: Pretty good. I'm writing about Yasuno Akiko's kampa for [the thesis 
for the summer program] and I'm writing [about] Akiko's poem, free  
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verse poetry for [Japanese literature]. And my teacher, my advisor 
[here], she has a brain tumor. 

M: Oh no, oh my goodness. 
T: Pretty bad. She was hospitalized for a while, and she came back to 

school yesterday with a bandage on her head. And she is a little 
miserable, and then I haven't really talked with her much about my 
thesis yet because you know she is a little, I think she has a little 
difficult time to just move around. She seems fine on the email, so 
I'm trying to write my thesis for [summer campus]. (TS6, November 
11, 2009) 

 
Ever the optimist, and with empathy toward her advisor, Tomomi turned her 

attention to the shorter thesis for her summer program while Professor R. 

recovered. Unfortunately, her advisor for that program was equally remote: 

My advisor she is now teaching at [two east coast universities], and she 
never really answered me. But she is really well known as the teacher 
who doesn't really respond to students much, so I'm not really worried too 
much. But she doesn't really respond to me. So I'm trying to research by 
myself mostly. (TS6, November 12, 2009) 

 
Throughout the fall/2009 term, Tomomi toiled alone. Nevertheless, she 

produced a first draft of each thesis before the beginning of the following term 

(TI7, January 5, 2010). She was keeping pace. But Tomomi would need 

feedback on her drafts in order to make revisions. The next few weeks would be 

critical. 

 

An Absence of Feedback 

Feedback, for a graduate student, is critical. It is perhaps the most 

important means of identifying mistakes or omissions, correcting them, and 

revising the texts that will reveal them to be competent members of the 

academic community. Tomomi received very little useful feedback in her final 

semester, neither from her advisors nor from other members of her committee at 

her main campus. This included Professor B., the department chair, who 
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seemed to Tomomi to be preoccupied with establishing a new PhD program for 

the department: 

T: Yes, [Professor B.] is excellent. She is very very smart. But I think 
maybe she is concentrating on establishing the PhD program, because 
she is the chair. For example, the good example is that she doesn't 
really care much about the students. She forgot the comprehensive 
exam of my friend. 

M: She forgot? 
T: She forgot. She completely forgot. The other thing is she 
M: Wait, wait. She forgot that a student needed to take it? 
T: Yeah. She was supposed to bring the test. She forgot to go. 
M: Oh man. (TI8, March 15, 2008) 

 
Tomomi passed her own comprehensive exam in late January, but Professor B. 

did not provide the feedback Tomomi had reasonably expected: 

T: And there's another thing too. I took the comprehensive exam and 
usually all teachers check the answers, depending on their specialty. 
And for my test, [Professor B.] corrected all of the answers by herself 
really easily. Like check, question mark, check, something like that. 
It was very easy. 

M: So you don't think she did a thorough job of 
T: No, and usually people would discuss about the comprehensive 

exams for at least 20 minutes. For me it was a minute. (TI8, March 
15, 2010) 

 
The feedback on the first drafts of her two theses was lacking as well. We 

discussed her thesis for the summer program first: 

M: How many drafts did you submit? Two drafts. First and final. 
T: Right. Usually people turn in a little more, but my advisor, she is a 

little too relaxed. But she doesn't care much. 
M: So after you turned in the first draft, did she give you some good 

feedback on the first draft? 
T: Not really. She was really busy I think, so she just corrected my 

English and then actually I saw her here because we had a 
conference, and I asked her, I didn't even ask, I said oh thank you for 
being my advisor. And then she said, “Oh yeah, when is the final 
draft due?” And I said, oh it's gonna be this week, Friday. And then 
she said “Oh okay,” and she said, “Can you rewrite after I read your 
final draft?” And I said yes, and she said, “Oh that's great.” So I have 
to revise, but yeah she only did that but I think it is okay. 

M: Okay, what kind of revisions did she ask you to do? 
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T: Hm, she didn't ask anything. So I did it by myself. I revised it…. I am 
trying to make it better by myself without asking any help. But I 
asked her, but I think it is not that good [to ask a] busy professor to 
ask too much. (TI8, March 15, 2010) 

 
Tomomi’s reluctance to ask questions of either of her advisors was strategic: 

She was trying not to be a burden or a nuisance to her advisors because she felt 

that doing so would risk alienating them, which would make it difficult for her 

to ask for letters of recommendation when (and if) it came time to ask them for 

letters of recommendation for PhD programs: “I would like to ask them to write 

a recommendation letter, so I don't want to bother them, so I just do that by 

myself” (TI8, March 15, 2010). With virtually no feedback on either the first or 

the final draft of her thesis for her program in Japanese pedagogy, and no 

formal defense, Tomomi was awarded her first master’s degree in May of 2010 

(TI9, March 6, 2013). 

Feedback on the first draft of her thesis in Japanese literature was only 

slightly better: 

M: Okay, and did you get good feedback on that? 
T: Yes, my teacher said you did a good job. I'm so good at recycling. I'm 

recycling everything. It was based on my paper which I wrote two 
years ago, and I combined with another paper and so and I just turned 
in, and she likes it so I'm just developing from there. 

M: Good. Did she give you advice for specific areas to develop? 
T: Yes, like, yeah not areas but she commented that, “Oh you need to 

write to write the date here, you have to explore here more, this is a 
good quote, you have to explain more, what is your idea,” like she 
wrote those kinds of comments. 

M: Okay, good. And did she did she notice anything about your English 
usage, sentence level corrections or something like that? 

T: Yes, she always corrects. (TI8, March 15, 2010) 
 
Tomomi was getting some feedback on her work from Professor R. and felt that 

she was making progress when we parted at the end of my fourth campus visit. 

After that, Tomomi became very busy with her thesis in Japanese literature, and 
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her participation in this study was limited thereafter. It was not until March of 

2013, when I visited her on Shikoku for a follow-up interview, that I learned 

what happened in the second half of the spring/2010 term as Tomomi attempted 

to complete and defend her thesis. 

 

Negligence 

When I met Tomomi at a café on Shikoku, I made the assumption that she 

had graduated in May of 2010. She quickly corrected me: 

M: Now you graduated in May of 2010. 
T: Yes. Well, I graduated from [the summer program] in May 2010, and 

I graduated [from main campus] in August of 2010 because I couldn't 
graduate. 

M: Why couldn't you graduate? 
T: Because I couldn't finish writing my thesis. I needed more time, so 

extended like four months more. (TI9, March 6, 2013) 
 
As we delved into the reasons she could not graduate on schedule, it became 

clear to me that Tomomi had been a victim of negligent advising at the hands of 

Professors B. and R. 

Part of a thesis advisor’s job is to ensure that his or her advisee’s thesis is 

ready for defense. The thesis defense is the final gate between the learner and 

the academic community he or she has worked so hard to join. In my own case, 

the master's thesis defense was a victory lap. I had done the work, my advisor 

had ensured that it was done well, and my committee read and concurred before 

the defense was even scheduled. The defense itself was a 45-minute discussion 

of ideas among, not exactly peers, but near-peers. I was in; I was doing the 

work of a professional in the field. I would not have been in that conference 

room with three very knowledgeable insiders otherwise. 
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Tomomi’s experience could not have been more different. In the 

following long excerpt from our final interview, Tomomi described negligence 

on the part of her advisor and committee: 

T: I wanted to have a defense on the first of April. [Originally] I was 
hoping to have my defense the end of the April, but I found my 
advisor was leaving to Japan around that time. So I needed to do my 
defense earlier, so that's why I couldn't do well. I didn't know that she 
was leaving at the end of April because I didn't contact her, which I 
should have done. But many other [students were surprised too]. So 
anyway, I had a defense on the first of April, but my thesis draft was 
not really completed, so I needed to rewrite. 

M: Okay, so they let you defend...an early draft of your thesis, it wasn't 
finished yet? 

T: Yeah. But actually, so actually I didn't do the defense. Just before, 
just at the beginning of the defense I was told this thesis is not really 
finished, so we won't have a defense today. 

M: They just told you that day? 
T: On that day. So I was really shocked. 
M: Yeah, of course you were. I'm kind of stunned by that. Because your 

advisor shouldn't schedule the defense until the thesis is ready. So 
how did that happen? Did she just not read your draft before then? 

T: Hm. She read my draft but there were, I…it was kind of complicated. 
M: Take your time, this is important. 
T: Okay, so uh there are some people who are in my situation and could 

do the defense, even though their thesis was not really completed yet. 
We have to really rewrite the thesis after the defense. And my friend 
she could do it, she is really smart, so that's why I think [I can do it 
too]. But my thesis was a little too far...from completion. So that's 
why, so my friend she could pass the defense anyway, and she could 
finish her defense and she could finish the school in April and she 
could graduate in May, but my thesis was a little too not so 
completed. So, just before the defense they told me, and I was so 
shocked, because I was planning to meet up with my parents and my 
husband's parents in June because that was when I thought I was 
going back to Japan, at the end of May. So all things I had to 
rearrange. So I was really shocked and I really cried in front of them. 
In front of the committee, but I knew it was a good decision. I cried 
because I thought I could do it. And I couldn't, so that's why. And 
yeah I cried because I wanted [them] to let me know the defense is 
not good enough, but my thesis is not good enough for the defense. 
(TI9, March 6, 2013) 

 
I tried to get Tomomi to tell me exactly what sort of advice Professor R. had 

given her, and how this travesty could have happened: 
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M: So I'm really confused on how she advised you. I remember you had 
difficulty in getting an advisor because of conflicts among professors 
and people leaving at different times, but at some point you hooked 
up with this advisor she agreed to be your advisor, right? 

T: Right. 
M: And she approved your idea for a thesis…. Did she look at drafts and 

give you advice? 
T: Yes yes yes. She actually did a wonderful job, but still it was too far 

away from completion, so that's why I needed to extend. 
M: Okay when you say she did a wonderful job, how so? 
T: She corrected many parts of my draft, so it got better. 
M: Okay. What kind of corrections? 
T: All the English corrections. (TI9, March 6, 2013) 

 
At no point did Tomomi mention any guidance on content or revision beyond 

sentence-level corrections. And she had developed a three-layered strategy for 

correcting grammar mistakes and improving content. It seemed to me that the 

problems must have run deeper than Tomomi’s grammar: 

M: When you scheduled the defense for April 1st, you agreed to that date 
with this advisor? 

T: Right. 
M: And… 
T: So, I think if [Professor R.] is the only one in the committee maybe I 

could graduate in May, but there is another professor, Professor B. 
she doesn't [accept that] I sent her the draft, maybe like two days 
before. 

M: Two days before the defense? 
T: Right. And she said it was too short for her. And she said please give 

me the hard paper of the thesis draft a week before or something, so 
that's the main reason why I needed to extend. (TI9, March 6, 2010) 

 
Tomomi had been given bad advice by Professor R., who told her it was fine to 

submit the draft to Professor B. electronically, just days before the scheduled 

defense. It is unclear if Professor B’s complaint about the length reflected a lack 

of development. It is unclear if Professor B. had even read the draft. It occurred 

to me that Tomomi might have been caught in the middle of a conflict between 

Professors B. and R.: 
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M: Is there a conflict between professor R. and professor B.? 
T: Yes. That's what I heard, they are fighting. 
M: Okay, so your advisor Professor R., she scheduled the defense and… 

she must have felt, I'm assuming now, she must have felt confident 
that you would pass. 

T: I think so. 
M: Or she wouldn't have scheduled the defense. 
T: Right. My friend, who could pass the defense, she is smart, she did a 

great job. Plus, she had Professor R. plus another two professors, and 
they are not professor B. 

M: They are not in conflict. 
T: Yeah, so that's why maybe she could pass the defense. 
M: Let me put it this way. If you had the same two other professors that 

your friend had, would you have passed the first defense? 
T: I don't know. That's a good question. (TI9, March 6, 2013) 

 
There is insufficient data to show precisely why Tomomi’s draft was rejected. It 

is possible that she was an innocent bystander in a feud between two professors. 

It is also possible that her draft truly was not up to master’s-level academic 

standards. Both possibilities might be true. What the data do show clearly is that 

she received very poor advising, and it nearly cost Tomomi her academic 

career. 

 

A Happy, Expensive Ending 

At a cost of several thousand dollars (her TA-ship ended in May, 2010), 

Tomomi stayed on campus for four more months, enrolled in additional thesis 

credits at the non-resident rate, and completed her thesis (TI9, March 6, 2013). 

She returned to Japan in September of 2010, married, and settled with her 

husband in his hometown on Shikoku. At the time of our last meeting, she was 

teaching English part-time at a Japanese university and volunteering to teach 

Japanese to foreigners at the local community center. She was very happy to be 

married, back in Japan, and finished with her studies. Always an optimist, 
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Tomomi continued to praise her former professors and reflect positively on her 

sojourn. She expressed no regrets about her experiences abroad; never again did 

she voice an interest in pursuing a PhD in the United States. Her goals had 

changed, and she achieved her new goals. 
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CHAPTER 9 

DISCUSSION: WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED? 

 

I set out on this study with the aim of documenting the lived experience 

(Leki, 2006; van Manen, 1990) of three Japanese women studying in graduate 

schools in the United States, drawing on the concepts of communities of 

practice and legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Wenger, 1998) as a theoretical framework and activity theory as a tool for 

understanding specific experiences and dynamics. I had hoped to better 

understand their journeys from the periphery of their academic communities 

where they began as novices toward fuller participation within them as 

recognized members of the community, and ultimately through to graduation. I 

wanted to shed light upon the factors that made that journey smooth or rough 

(Maher et al., 2004). I wanted to examine their journeys individually, as 

singular phenomena and not make generalizations about the study abroad 

experience, but in rich enough detail so that others could connect with their 

experiences. I wanted to examine their experiences within the contexts (cultural, 

linguistic, and disciplinary) in which those experiences were situated (Chang & 

Kanno, 2010). 

This is what I have attempted to do, and indeed, I found that the extent to 

which the participants succeeded or failed was contingent upon myriad and 

unique contextual and personal factors. Some of these factors were within their 

power to control; others were not. How these factors played out in each 

participant’s journey is best understood in light of both the theoretical 
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framework upon which this study is grounded and other empirical research that 

has examined the same or similar issues. That is the focus of this chapter. In the 

sections below, I explain what my analysis suggests the participants’ 

experiences mean across two thematic categories: forms of participation and 

patterns of interaction. Taken together, my participants’ experiences force us to 

confront the disparity between the reasonable expectations informed by the 

theoretical concepts on which this study is grounded and the oftentimes 

troubling reality of what the participants experienced: treacherous academic 

journeys marked by institutional dysfunction, indifferent or inept advising, and 

the struggle to exercise agency in light of personal and contextual factors 

unique to each participant. 

 

Forms of Participation 

As discussed in Chapter 2, a central concept in the theoretical framework 

of CoP is legitimate peripheral participation, which holds that novices move 

from the periphery of the target community toward a more central location and 

role within it by participating with more experienced community members 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991). It is through the very act of participating that students 

learn. More precisely, learning how to participate, to understand and perform 

the participatory practices unique to the target community and demanded of its 

members, means that students participate to learn (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Prior 

(1998) noted that the depth of participation is more important than learners’ 

nativeness or non-nativeness in the process of academic socialization. 
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There are many forms of participation. They range from interactions with 

texts, including both the ones students read and the ones they produce, to “the 

oral interactions that graduate students have in classes, seminars, meetings with 

advisors, and consultations with classmates and colleagues….” (Casanave, 

2008). It also occurs in multiple spaces (Seloni, 2012). Participation, in other 

words, involves much more than asking and answering questions in class. To 

supplement the analysis drawing on CoP and LPP, in order to better understand 

power relations in classrooms and departments, it is useful to view participation 

as action, a response to an identified need (Leontiev, 1978) as part of a complex 

activity system (Engeström, 1999). In these cases, the participants were 

motivated by self-identified culturally constructed needs for literacy and 

membership in their respective academic communities. Through goal-oriented 

action carried out within those communities they sought to satisfy those needs, 

in hopes of realizing the vision of a future self that motivated their journeys in 

the first place. The texts and ideas that comprised their academic disciplines 

were the mediating artifacts participants were required to interact with in order 

to participate on terms set by the community. Rules for participation, for what 

would be recognized as appropriate action toward those goals are set by the 

community. A division of labor between the participants, more experienced 

graduate students, professors, advisors, and committee members would also 

define the actions that could and could not be taken in pursuit of their goals. 

When participation is viewed as action, previously obscured power dynamics 

are laid bare. In the sections below, I use activity theory to supplement CoP and 

LPP to better understand the various forms of participation these women 
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experienced, what actions they could take, could not take, and were required to 

take to achieve their goals. In doing so, I hope to illustrate how activity theory 

might shed light on a potential blind spot in the concepts of CoP and LPP: 

Unequal power relationships might hinder participation. 

 

 Participating in Class 

The most obvious and explicit form of participation, the one that most 

instructors require and attempt to evaluate, is classroom participation. However, 

instructors are known to grade classroom participation in an impressionistic 

way, or as a “fudge factor in computing final course grades” (Bean & Peterson, 

1998, p. 33). Classroom participation requirements were described to varying 

degrees and in various ways on all of the participants’ course syllabi and 

accounted for between ten and 30% of course grades. Analysis of those syllabi 

revealed that by “participation” most professors meant talking in class: joining 

the discussion by speaking in class, which is how class participation is most 

commonly conceptualized (Vandrick, 2000). However, although classroom talk 

is usually an effective means by which a teacher might understand students’ 

needs and abilities, verbal communication is not a successful strategy for all 

students (Schultz, 2009). Certain personality traits, such as introversion, might 

make the verbal mode of classroom participation all but impossible. Moreover, 

such students can find themselves penalized by their teachers for what amounts 

not to a lack of understanding, interest, or desire to participate, but rather for 

immutable individual personality differences (Schultz, 2013). For some  
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students, the reasons for and purposes of silence in the classroom are complex 

and unique to the individual (Morita, 2004). 

New graduate students who use English as a second language are 

particularly vulnerable to pressures to participate actively in class. They might 

struggle to articulate complex thoughts quickly (Kuwahara, 2008). They could 

be silenced by unequal power relationships with their instructors (Morita, 2004, 

2009). L2 students can also struggle with a classroom culture that is new to 

them. Liu (2001) noted that Asian students in particular might use silence in the 

classroom for a number of culturally-informed reasons. It can be used to show 

conformity and harmony; it might be used to express attentiveness, satisfaction, 

and agreement; and facial expressions can be used to express agreement or 

disagreement indirectly, without risking a loss of face. Asian students might 

also remain silent, even when they disagree, out of respect, and they might 

refrain from asking questions for fear of wasting their teachers’ and classmates’ 

time with their own opinions and questions, reasons Tomomi cited for being 

reluctant to ask questions in class. Liu (2001) also noted that there could be 

negative repercussions for silence in U.S. classrooms, where it can be seen as “a 

lack of involvement with others” (p. 195). Thus, it might have been difficult for 

the participants to engage others verbally in class for reasons unrelated to their 

English competence, intellectual curiosity, or need to know. Many NNES 

students might be penalized if instructors fail to recognize the possible 

meanings and causes of silence in the classroom and if they do not provide 

alternative modes of classroom participation for those who, for whatever 

reason, find it difficult to talk in class. When a classroom is viewed as as a 
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complex activity system (Engeström, 1999), the participants are the subjects 

and the instructor and other classmates are the community. The instructors set 

rules for the transactions among and between them all. It is possible that 

without accommodation or awareness of the needs of NNES students, 

instructors and NES classmates run the risk of limiting the transactions that are 

so crucial for mediation. 

All three participants were well aware of the participation requirements, 

and took them to mean that they must talk in class. Moreover, all three preferred 

the lecture/discussion format common in U.S. university classrooms, in which 

talk is generally expected, to the straight lecture format that they had 

experienced throughout most of their academic lives in Japan. However, 

awareness and preference did not guarantee success. All three participants 

struggled to have their voices heard in the classroom and to participate on equal 

terms with NES classmates who had been steeped in U.S. classroom culture 

their entire lives. All three wanted to join classroom conversations but did not 

know how to do so, suggesting that their academic histories in Japan might have 

set classroom interaction patterns that were difficult to break (Liu, 2001), 

despite their willingness and desire to do so. All three noted that a small number 

of NES classmates tended to dominate class discussions, speak too fast, and use 

idioms and cultural references that made participation in classroom discussions 

particularly difficult if not impossible. This is an obstacle Duff (2002) 

suggested might deny newcomers “access to the narratives and social networks 

of their local peers” (p. 482). These findings indicate that the participants’ 

difficulty speaking up in class was both cultural and linguistic (Morita, 2004, 



 282 

2009). Yet even this does not completely account for their silence in the 

classroom. Other factors might have been at play, including an identity as a less 

competent member of the community, identity as a newcomer, and conflict with 

particular instructors’ teaching style. These perceived barriers are similar to 

those found by Morita (2004), whose participants seem to have felt very much 

the same as the participants in this study. Given these substantial barriers, one is 

not at all surprised that the participants struggled to talk in class. However, in 

this study, all three participants took steps to overcome these barriers, with 

varying results depending not only upon their own level of assertiveness but 

also upon their instructors’ willingness to accommodate NNESs in their 

classrooms. 

Activity theory can help explain why Yumiko and Tomomi were able to 

satisfy their instructors’ class participation requirements and Mariko was not. In 

all three cases, the classroom instructors set the terms of class participation, as 

spelled out in course syllabi. In all three cases, the participants were motivated 

to take goal-directed action, specifically to display knowledge, fill gaps in their 

knowledge, and satisfy a specific course requirement. In instances where 

classroom instructors graded classroom participation subjectively, provided 

alternative modes of participation, or otherwise accommodated those who were 

for whatever reason unable to participate on prescribed terms, goal-directed 

action was successful. When terms of classroom participation were narrowly-

defined and inflexibly applied, motivation to participate was insufficient to 

drive goal-directed action. In other words, it was the classroom instructors’ 

power to set and enforce the terms of participation that determined if goal-
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directed action would be successful, not the participants’ motivation. This 

imbalance of power and its consequences for academic success, so clearly 

evident in Mariko’s case, draws attention to a problem with the over-simplified 

view of communities of practice: When experts do not create the conditions for 

participation within an activity system, the progress of even the most motivated 

novice can stall if the novice unable to exercise agency to change the 

conditions. More importantly, the novice has virtually no agency to negotiate 

the terms of participation. Power is in the hands of the experts, who might not 

even be aware of the barriers faced by NNES novices, or care. 

 

Asserting a voice. Aware that classroom participation as defined by their 

instructors was important, all three participants attempted to assert their voices 

in class, to varying degrees and with varying levels of success. They attempted 

to claim the right to speak in class (Norton, 2000). However, speaking in class 

is enmeshed with issues of identity (i.e., is one the sort of person who has the 

right to speak?), power (i.e., does one occupy a subject position from which to 

claim that right?), and agency (i.e., is one willing to actively assert that right?). 

Yumiko’s determination to prepare questions and comments before class speaks 

to her agentive action to overcome this challenge. Mariko deployed the same 

strategy, preparing short summative statements about her understanding of 

assigned readings and tried to share them in class. However, her 

instructor/advisor warned her that despite her efforts she was not speaking 

enough in class. As Tomomi gained confidence, she participated in class 

discussions more vocally as time passed without deploying a clear strategy. Her 
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evolving identity as a competent graduate student propelled her. Interestingly, 

all three women felt more at ease speaking in classes in which there were a 

number of other NNES classmates. The ease encountered in such situations is 

best understood as the result of affinity identity (Gee, 2000) among NNES 

students who empathized with and encouraged each other as they found 

themselves struggling with similar obstacles. 

In the end none of the participants felt that they had improved 

significantly in terms of comprehension of discussions or speaking up in class. 

Nevertheless, all three participants earned acceptable grades (As and Bs) 

throughout their courses of study. This supports the notion, mentioned earlier, 

that instructors might measure class participation “impressionistically” (Bean & 

Peterson, 1998, p. 33). The participants’ instructors might have given the 

participants a break, or perhaps even a pass, on class participation. There is 

another possibility to consider: Had the participants underestimated their own 

contributions to classroom discussions, or had their instructors recognized their 

needs as NNES students and provided them with alternative modes of 

participation? 

 

Accommodation. The acceptable course grades earned by all three 

participants might be explained by instructor accommodation of L2 learners 

(Leki, 2006). Yumiko’s successful efforts to join the conversation were often in 

classes where the instructor made clear efforts to make space in discussions for 

NNES students. Two of Yumiko’s instructors clearly accommodated students. 

One did this by reining in overzealous NES students to create space for their 
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NNES classmates. Another accomplished the same ends by creating an online 

forum where students who, for whatever reason, had difficulty speaking up in 

class. These forms of accommodation might have given Yumiko opportunities 

to participate in discussions that would otherwise have been denied to her. 

Mariko was not so fortunate. She felt that she was participating in her 

classes through active listening, note taking, body language, and facial 

expressions, what Shultz (2009) called silence as participation. In one class, the 

instructor (who happened to be her advisor) would not accept, or perhaps failed 

to recognize, the alternative form of class participation that Mariko tried to 

assert. This instructor admonished her for what he perceived as a lack of 

participation and warned that her final grade would suffer if she did not start 

speaking up. In this instance, an instructor clearly offered no accommodation to 

a learner who could not meet his strict and unwavering standards. Moreover, he 

refused to negotiate the terms of participation. Given the unequal power 

relationship (Norton, 2000) between the two, Mariko was in no position to 

argue. Despite her belief that she had participated in this class, Mariko received 

a B- from the instructor, the lowest grade of her academic career in the United 

States. 

The fact that Mariko received higher grades in all of her other classes, in 

which her instructors clearly evaluated her classroom participation more 

favorably, supports the notion that instructors might have graded her classroom 

participation impressionistically (Bean & Peterson, 1998). More than that, it 

indicates that luck might play an uncomfortably large role in a student’s success 

or failure, in particular, which instructor ends up teaching the student's classes. 
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It is clear that because of the unequal power relationship between students and 

their instructors, students can only negotiate the terms of participation if the 

instructor is willing to negotiate. Thus, the evaluation of a student’s classroom 

participation might not reflect performance; rather, it might reflect the 

instructor’s highly subjective notion of what constitutes class participation and 

his or her willingness to negotiate the terms of participation or provide some 

sort of accommodation (Benesch, 1999). It is entirely possible for a student to 

be evaluated completely differently by three different instructors based on 

performance that might be essentially the same in those three courses. 

In Tomomi’s case, contextual and personal factors made it relatively easy 

for her to participate in class, and increasingly so during her second year of 

coursework. First, most of her classes comprised a balance of NNES and NES 

classmates. Like Yumiko, Tomomi felt most comfortable in such classes, where 

she shared both an affinity-identity (i.e., the study abroad and L2 experience) 

and an institution-identity with NNES students positioned on the periphery of 

the academic community, but not quite in the same space as their NES 

classmates (Gee, 2000). This balance helped Tomomi feel more comfortable 

Second, Tomomi was very confident in her content knowledge. Morita (2004) 

noted that lack of confidence in content knowledge was one of the most 

common reasons her participants had difficulty speaking in class. But Tomomi 

had studied Japanese literature as an undergraduate student in Japan and felt 

that she knew more about the subject than most of her classmates. Confidence 

in her content knowledge placed Tomomi in a central, empowered position 

from which she felt she had the right to speak more freely (Chang & Kanno, 
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2010). Third, with an outgoing, assertive personality, and armed with 

confidence and a sense of empowerment, Tomomi was able to exercise agency 

to ensure that her voice would be heard. She very actively sought out 

opportunities to speak. She viewed the class presentations she was required to 

make as great opportunities to improve her speaking skills. She saw this skill as 

vital to a future career in academia and as a means of displaying her content 

knowledge. In doing so, Tomomi illustrated the relationship between identity 

and agency: identity lived through agency and developed in social worlds 

(Holland et al., 2008). Tomomi’s exercise of agency (i.e., seeking out 

opportunities to speak) was made possible by her sense of herself as one with a 

high level of content knowledge. Her acts of agency in turn reinforced her 

budding sense of herself as a scholar of Japanese literature. It is no coincidence 

that Tomomi’s study of Japanese literature was often the focus of our 

discussions. Unlike Yumiko and Mariko, Tomomi loved to discuss her field. 

Tomomi’s identity as a student-scholar of Japanese literature was central to her 

daily life, and this centrality was very likely a key to her success. 

Regardless of whether or not the instructors’ expectations or willingness 

to accommodate the participants as NNES students, the classroom is a key site 

of academic socialization, representing what Seloni (2012) termed an initial 

contact frame. For both Yumiko and Tomomi, participation in the classroom 

went fairly well, whereas it was more difficult for Mariko. This might partially 

explain each participant’s degree of academic socialization. 
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Participating in the Life of the Department 

Socialization into the life of the department is one of the ways in which 

graduate students move toward fuller participation within the local academic 

community (Golde, 1998; Li & Casanave, 2008). The local academic 

community is the social world in which professional identities are formed 

through activity (Holland et al., 2008). Relationships with faculty in the 

department are one of the main factors that facilitate or constrain degree 

progress (Maher et al., 2004), and high rates of attrition at the graduate level 

have been shown to be evidence of a dysfunctional department (Golde, 2005). 

At the same time, the onus for learning the written and unwritten rules of 

participation in the department is on individual graduate students, and this can 

be particularly challenging for NNES who are also trying to cope with linguistic 

and cultural issues simultaneously (Casanave, 2002; Kuwahara, 2008). Under 

the best of circumstances, socialization of NNES into the life of the department 

is very challenging. 

The department also comprises the community in Engeström’s (1999) 

complex model of an activity system, one that might pose certain barriers for 

NNES students. As noted in Chapter 2, the participants had in Japan a highly 

developed functional systems by which to define their selves and negotiate 

participation in various communities. Arriving in their departments in the 

United States, these three women had to learn develop new functional systems 

in a second language and in a foreign culture. Their ability to do so would 

define their participation in their academic communities and their academic 

socialization. 
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This study examined the experiences of three very different individuals 

attempting to participate in three very different academic communities. The 

findings reveal that individual personality differences intersect with local 

contextual features of the department, and that some individual differences 

make activity within the department, and thus professional identity formation, 

more likely in some contexts and for some individuals than in others. 

Yumiko’s graduate program in counseling psychology was designed to 

nurture students and encourage their active participation in the life of the 

department, which smoothed the way for professional identity formation for 

Yumiko and others who, for personal, linguistic, or cultural reasons, might have 

struggled otherwise. The highly structured cohort system, a predetermined 

sequence of courses and practicum, and a faculty as nurturing and empathetic as 

one might expect of professional counselors might be seen as an idyllic context, 

an example of a dynamic community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Viewed through the more complex lens of activity theory, the community, rules, 

and division of labor were designed and balanced to encourage and facilitate 

goal-directed action. However, an idyllic context alone does not account for 

Yumiko’s success. A passive individual who does not take advantage of the 

opportunities for active participation provided by a welcoming department is 

likely to remain on the margin. If the functional system of the new community 

is too disparate from the learner’s home functional system, the task of 

acclimating to the new community might prove too difficult. Fortunately, 

Yumiko was well aware of the need to be assertive and seek out opportunities 

for participation. She quickly grew adept at forming socio-academic 
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relationships with classmates and grew comfortable visiting regularly available 

TAs for her classes when she had questions. She sought out volunteer 

opportunities to get additional practice with the skills she was learning in her 

program. In other words, the department extended its hand to Yumiko, and 

Yumiko reached out to accept it with enthusiasm and determination. It is 

important to remember that Yumiko’s necessary assertiveness did not come 

naturally for her. She embraced her identity as a quiet, demure, and passive 

Japanese woman. However, she realized quickly upon entering her department 

that she would need to adopt a more assertive identity in order to succeed. This 

is what she meant when she said during our very first interview, “I have two 

personalities.” Yumiko knew that the version of self that served her very well in 

the Japanese university context would not suffice in the U.S. university context, 

and she took action accordingly. She adopted a secondary set of behaviors that 

were necessary if she were to acclimate to the functional system of her new 

department. In Yumiko’s case, the intersection of department and the individual 

was smooth and productive. By the end of two years of active engagement with 

her department, Yumiko had confidently assumed the identity of professional 

counselor. 

Mariko’s department might be seen as the antithesis of Yumiko’s. With 

no central location to house the department, no advisor, and no communication 

with the department save for an occasional email message, the department was 

for Mariko an abstraction, not a community, and in this sense an incomplete 

element in the activity system model. Outside of class, there were few 

opportunities to participate in the life of the department or to take action in the 
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social world it comprised because, in a very real sense, the department did not 

exist. Mariko’s department did not provide institutional academic spaces 

(Seloni, 2012) where academic socialization might have occurred. Whereas 

Yumiko’s department extended a nurturing hand to grasp, Mariko’s department 

extended virtually nothing at all. Viewed through the lens of activity theory, a 

vibrant functional system is difficult to discern. The mediating artifacts were 

present in the form of texts and ideas, but transaction of these artifacts between 

and among students and faculty was stunted by important local contextual 

factors: the limited number of peers, the absence of an advisor and the 

transience of would-be mentors, and the lack of physical space where 

transactions might take place. In short, the community aspect of the functional 

system had broken down. It is significant that the only other student in Mariko’s 

major withdrew after one year of study. Even for a NES with greater familiarity 

with the functional system could not overcome the absence of community. 

The indifference of Mariko’s department in and of itself was not 

necessarily fatal to the achievement of her academic goals. However, when 

such indifference intersects with a solitary and passive personality such as 

Mariko’s, failure to graduate was not merely unsurprising, it seems in hindsight 

almost predetermined. In the absence of guidance, Mariko demanded none. In 

the absence of relationships with peers and near-peers, Mariko did not make 

efforts to form any. Spending most of her time in her room or at a cubicle in the 

library, Mariko remained virtually unknown to the department. The 

administrators in the department might have been completely unaware of her 

plight, and perhaps only vaguely aware of her very presence. In addition, 
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Mariko might have suffered from a lack of confidence or sense of inferiority 

arising out of the linguistic and cultural issues she faced (Morita, 2000). This 

probably further inhibited Mariko’s academic socialization. She might have 

found the difference between her home functional system and the one of her 

new community too great to bridge. Her passive stance in class and in her 

relationship with her advisor bear the hallmarks of a traditional Japanese 

academic system, and her difficulty adjusting to her new one was reflected in 

her inability to see herself making academic presentations in English in the 

future, but rather Japanese presentations in Japan. Mariko remained wedded to 

the functional system of her home. 

Mariko’s struggle to socialize into the life of the department might best be 

understood in light of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) definition of a community of 

practice as, “… a set of relations among persons, activity, and world, over time 

and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice” 

(p. 98). Mariko’s department looked nothing like this definition. For her, 

legitimate peripheral participation was all but impossible. There were no old 

timers or activities, and very limited interaction with peers and near peers that 

are the very conditions for legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 

1991). This sort of dysfunction is precisely what Maher et al. (2004) suggested 

would lead to graduate student attrition. It is also an example of what Wenger 

termed “marginality” (Wenger, 1998, p. 166), whereby non-participation 

informs the novice’s inability to move from the periphery of the community of 

practice on an inward trajectory. The shortcomings of the department, at least 

during the first three semesters of her sojourn in the United States, meant a lack 
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of meaningful participation in the life of the department for Mariko, and her 

passive stance rendered this barrier insurmountable. 

Tomomi’s department was similar to Mariko’s in certain respects, but 

unique contextual and personal factors made her ultimate success far more 

likely. Like Mariko’s department, the department of Japanese literature 

comprised only a handful of full-time faculty and lacked the clear structure of 

Yumiko’s cohort system. But that is where similarities end. As a teaching 

assistant, with a desk among other graduate students in an office on the same 

floor as the faculty and administrative offices, Tomomi occupied a space both 

physically and symbolically central to the life of the department and had far 

better access to departmental resources than either Yumiko or Mariko. Here the 

transactions between and among other community members in the functional 

system occurred with relative ease. Tomomi knew everyone, talked with 

everyone, and quickly learned the unwritten rules of the department. With 

plenty of academic institutional frames (Seloni, 2012) to draw upon, Tomomi’s 

academic socialization went relatively smoothly. 

Although her central position in the life of the department likely made 

academic socialization smoother, this factor alone does not account for 

Tomomi’s ultimate success. Other contextual factors made her exercise of 

agency (Morita & Kobayashi, 2008) far more necessary than it was for Yumiko. 

In the face of uneven advising and little formal direction, Tomomi was able to 

leverage informal relationships with near-peers (Yurie and Sachi) and one key 

insider (Professor Suzuki) with whom she shared an affinity-identity to figure 

out the inner workings of the department and gain the informal knowledge she 
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would need to succeed. Although her centrality in the department gave her a 

position from which she could leverage these relationships, she still had to be 

assertive to leverage them. Moreover, guidance was something Tomomi needed 

to actively pursue, and she would have to be more assertive than either Mariko 

or Yumiko to move off the periphery. Tomomi’s strong sense of academic 

identity authorized this level of assertiveness. In this instance, identity informed 

agency (Holland et al., 2008). One wonders if Mariko, or even Yumiko, could 

have been sufficiently assertive in a similar context. Here Tomomi’s assertive 

personality and comfort with her adopted functional system not only made her 

transition to a new functional system much smoother, it also prepared her to 

deal with conflict the likes of which Yumiko and Mariko never experienced. 

Unlike Yumiko and Mariko, who merely preferred the features of their new 

functional systems to the ones they had grown up with in Japan, Tomomi 

explicitly detested the functional system in Japan, and never would have 

considered doing graduate work there. An active student and admirer of 

American culture and society, Tomomi knew what to do, how to operate within 

the functional system as someone who understood the subtle and unwritten 

rules of behavior, when conflict among her advisor and committee members 

threatened her academic career. 

Analysis of the participants’ experiences of academic socialization in their 

respective departments confirms a suspicion I had from the outset: The 

participants’ lives were so highly situated in the nexus between individual 

personality differences and local contexts that sweeping generalizations across 

all cases are nearly impossible to make. Even so, there is a great deal to be 
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learned from the study of unique individuals in unique contexts, and this 

knowledge can be used to better understand some of the most consequential 

factors for the success of NNES graduate students. These factors are 

summarized in the conclusion of this study. 

 

Participating in Academic Conferences 

As graduate students move toward fuller participation in their local 

academic communities, they also socialize into the broader academic 

community comprising the most accomplished and central scholars in their 

chosen field, as well novices from graduate programs across the country and 

other parts of the world. Although socialization into the profession takes place 

primarily in their local academic communities, academic conferences afford 

rich opportunities for novices to network with other novices and insiders, learn 

how new knowledge is disseminated and displayed within the profession, and 

keep up on the latest trends and breakthroughs in the profession (Zamel, 1998). 

At the same time, academic conferences have been shown to be sites where 

professional identity is constructed and where novices learn to talk like 

professionals (Konzett, 2012). Importantly, the conventions of dissemination 

and display of knowledge at academic conferences vary from field to field. I 

learned this personally when I switched from attending conventions on English 

literature, where scholars typically stand to read a paper in manuscript form, to 

applied linguistics, where note cards and Powerpoint slides are more common. 

The artifacts transacted at these gatherings and the relationships formed among 

attendees are part of the complex functional system described by Engeström 
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(1999). Regardless of the field and its conventions, participation in academic 

conferences is an important means of socializing into the profession. Two of the 

three participants were aware of the importance of academic conferences in 

their professional lives and made attempts to attend and present their work at 

them, with varying results. 

In a perfect academic world, advisors and mentors play a key role in 

socializing students into the academic community through academic 

conferences (Simpson & Matsuda, 2008). In this respect, Yumiko’s academic 

advisor played a positive role, informing her of a particular conference that he 

felt would benefit her, guiding her as she developed a poster exhibit, and 

attending the conference with her and other graduate students. In this instance, 

the advisor smoothed the way for Yumiko’s goal-directed action. This 

constituted a concrete and meaningful step toward Yumiko’s socialization into 

the profession, and a good example of an advisor playing a meaningful role in 

that socialization. It also reflected an apprenticeship approach, whereby 

academic socialization is developed through a relatively close working 

relationship with a mentor (Belcher, 1994; Casanave, 2014; Simpson & 

Matsuda, 2008). 

Mariko received no such guidance from her advisor, who hosted a small 

international conference on the history of education on the local campus one 

month after returning from his long sabbatical. Mariko attended this conference 

but was not encouraged to present, nor asked to assist in its development and 

execution. However, it is unclear if an exercise of agency on Mariko’s part, a 

vocalized desire and willingness to participate in the conference communicated 
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to her advisor, would have made a difference. It is possible that Mariko’s sense 

of professional identity and career goals made participation in the conference 

unappealing. Although Mariko could envision making academic presentations 

at conferences in Japan, she had difficulty imagining herself doing so in the 

United States. Mariko did not know which conferences she should attend, 

indicating that her advisor was not directing her toward the broader academic 

community, or that Mariko had not asked. Clearly, Mariko did not receive 

guidance on this important aspect of socialization into the profession. Again we 

see a breakdown in the functional system: The advisor, who could have 

smoothed the way for goal-directed action, did not do so; Mariko, lacking 

concrete motivation for participating in the conference, did not exercise agency 

to ensure her inclusion. 

Tomomi took a much more active approach toward academic conferences 

than either Yumiko or Mariko, making several presentations during her course 

of study and becoming a conference organizer in her final semester. She saw 

presenting at conferences as valuable experience and training for an academic 

career, recognizing that such tasks are what people in the profession do. 

Importantly, she was never encouraged to do this by an advisor. In the absence 

of the sort of support and guidance one might expect from a formal advisor, 

such as the support that Matsuda provided Simpson (Simpson & Matsuda, 

2008), Tomomi took it upon herself to find and apply to relevant conferences, 

write proposals, and prepare presentations. Although she did co-author a 

proposal with Professor Suzuki, this did not occur until her third semester of 

graduate work, long after she had taken the initiative to “do” this part of the 
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profession on her own. Moreover, Professor Suzuki was not Tomomi’s official 

advisor, but rather an informal mentor with no prescribed role in Tomomi’s 

program. The relationship between Tomomi and Professor Suzuki is an 

example of the apprenticeship approach to academic literacy suggested by 

Belcher (1994) and of apprenticeship more generally as a key process in LPP 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Neither the department nor her advisor extended a 

hand to Tomomi to socialize her into the profession through academic 

conferences. Without an exercise of agency, which in this instance meant 

seeking out and enlisting the help an informal mentor, it is unlikely Tomomi 

would have had access to the academic socialization opportunities afforded by 

academic conferences. In this instance, we see Tomomi taking it upon herself to 

find a way around dysfunction in her CoP: When guidance from a formal 

advisor was lacking, she drew on other resources to smooth the way for her 

goal-directed action. 

Academic conferences offer an important opportunity for activity and 

participation that helps graduate students develop a professional identity 

(Simpson & Matsuda, 2008). They are also a means by which advisors can 

facilitate this process. Unfortunately, only one of the participants’ advisors 

made any effort to include them in this important activity. This represents 

missed opportunities for the advisors to guide the participants toward fuller 

participation in the academic community. It also points to dysfunction in their 

respective communities of practice. When experts at the center of the 

community of practice do not take advantage of important opportunities to 

mentor their advisees, the communities of practice model grinds to a halt. 
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Tomomi was able to overcome this dysfunction through assertive and 

independent action, perhaps made possible by her already well-developed 

professional identity. Lacking such an identity, and taking a passive stance, 

Mariko could not overcome this particular dysfunction. Activity theory can also 

help explain Mariko’s plight. Although her advisor’s support and 

encouragement could have smoothed the way for Mariko to take action, it is 

possible that she lacked motivation sufficient to trigger action. She could not 

conceive of herself presenting in English at academic conferences in her future 

professional life. She did not see how doing so would help her achieve her goal. 

In the absence of such an identified need, goal-directed activity is unlikely. 

 

Participating through Reading and Writing 

An academic community comprises more than the people, places, and 

events described above. It also includes the texts that comprise the knowledge 

of the discipline (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Prior, 1998) and the artifacts from an 

activity theory perspective (Engeström, 1999). At the master’s level, students 

are expected to comprehend and engage these texts and display their 

understanding in the texts they produce for their courses. At the doctoral level, 

students are expected not only to display their understanding of those texts and 

display their knowledge, but also to produce new knowledge that advances 

understanding of a specific problem or issue in the field. In activity theory, 

these texts are the artifacts that are central to the process of mediation; they are 

the means by which people shape themselves and the world. Graduate students, 

whether they are NESs or NNESs, must read and comprehend the texts deemed 
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important by the gatekeepers and produce texts written in a way that the 

gatekeepers deem sufficient and appropriate. The workload (i.e., the quantity 

and the difficulty of those texts) matters, especially for NNES graduate 

students, who must contend with linguistic barriers that their NES counterparts 

do not (Casanave, 2008). The development of strategies to cope with the 

reading and writing load facing both NNESs and NESs (Hedgcock, 2008; Prior 

& Min, 2008) is crucial to academic success. The heavier the demands, the 

more important it is to develop coping strategies. 

Yumiko’s reading load was the lightest of the three participants’, both in 

terms of quantity and difficulty. Although she had to read some dense 

theoretical texts, most of her reading load was very concrete and practical in 

nature, and manageable. It was written to be “user friendly.” Moreover, she had 

to produce very few academic papers. Even with a relatively light literacy load, 

Yumiko found it necessary to draw on a strong network of classmates who 

studied together and filled in the gaps in each other’s comprehension of texts. 

This is an example of information embedded in a social network (Lin, 2001). 

Most of the papers she had to write were short, informal responses to readings. 

Even so, she visited the writing center regularly during her first year to improve 

her writing. Thus, Yumiko leveraged both social networks and institutional 

resources to ensure that she met the modest literacy demands of her program. 

Viewed through activity theory, the level or intensity of activity demanded of 

Yumiko to achieve her socioculturally constructed need for literacy in her field 

was managed with sufficient motivation, linguistic ability, and interaction with 

like-minded peers. 
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Mariko had the heaviest reading load, in terms of both quantity and 

difficulty. She had to read not only a great many abstract theoretical texts, but 

also antiquated texts that had been written hundreds of years ago, which would 

have been difficult for most NESs to decipher. She also had to write 30-page 

term papers for most of her courses in addition to many shorter response papers. 

Her writing load was heavy. Unlike Yumiko, Mariko did not have a network of 

classmates to draw on to fill gaps in her knowledge, nor did she develop 

strategies for reading more efficiently during her time in the United States. 

Moreover, she had very little writing support. Finding the writing center 

difficult to use, she relied primarily on her distant Japanese boyfriend, whose 

English writing ability Mariko had deemed to be better than her own. His 

assistance was generally limited to grammar correction. It seems clear that 

Mariko needed more reading and writing support than Yumiko, but Mariko 

lacked the socio-academic network that would have benefitted her (Hood, 

2009), and she failed to leverage available institutional resources to help with 

her writing. It might also be true that Mariko lacked the motivation to direct her 

actions with sufficient intensity to achieve her literacy goals. Early in the study, 

Mariko mentioned that she applied for the Fulbright scholarship on a whim, and 

only formed a plan to study in the United States after unexpectedly gaining 

funding. Her motivation at the outset was quite different in this sense from 

Yumiko’s or Tomomi’s, whose motivation to study in the United States was 

grounded in clear and practical goals. 

Tomomi had to read the same sort of difficult theoretical texts as Mariko, 

but not in the same quantity. Most of her reading load comprised works of 
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Japanese literature, much of which she had already read in Japanese. Reading 

for her courses, while voluminous, did not place a significant burden on her. 

Even so, Tomomi developed reading strategies over time. In the beginning, 

Tomomi read and reread theoretical texts slowly and tediously, with the help of 

a dictionary. In time, she learned to read more selectively, without a dictionary. 

However, after her first semester, there were very few theoretical texts to read, 

and the literary texts were easier for her to comprehend. She did not need to 

develop better strategies as urgently as did Mariko. 

Tomomi’s writing load was similar to Mariko’s (i.e., long term papers and 

numerous shorter ones), but over the course of two years Tomomi evolved a 

very practical, three-step strategy to ensure that she produced high-quality texts. 

In the beginning, she relied heavily on her boyfriend, who simply corrected 

grammar errors without explanation or comment. As she grew more 

independent following the end of that relationship, Tomomi began to draw on 

the resources of the writing center, finding one particular tutor with whom she 

worked well and often. However, even this did not satisfy her. In addition to her 

frequent visits to the writing center, she also asked friends to look at drafts and 

offer suggestions for structure and content. Still unsatisfied, Tomomi employed 

a professional editor to make corrections to late-stage drafts of her papers. This 

determination and strategic planning reflect the assertiveness that defined 

Tomomi as a learner and likely played a significant role in her ultimate success. 

The goal-directed actions Tomomi took to achieve her literacy needs were 

informed by two key features: First, her background knowledge with the textual 

artifacts meant that it would take less effort, both linguistically and 



 303 

conceptually, to incorporate those artifacts into her repertoire; second, her deep 

integration into the U.S. academic functional system meant that she knew, 

almost intuitively, what actions she needed to take to meet her literacy needs. 

This, combined with her strong and consistent motivation to become a 

professional in her field granted her agency to overcome any barrier to her 

goals. 

 

Summary 

In the preceding section, I have discussed the forms of participation the 

participants engaged in, from joining (or not joining) classroom discussions to 

participating in the life of the department through participation through literacy 

practices. I used a communities of practice perspective, supplemented by 

activity theory, as a means of understanding the actions taken by these three 

women to ensure their participation and achieve their goals. It is important to 

note that these forms of participation are not equal: Classroom participation and 

the production of written texts have the most immediate bearing on their 

professors’ evaluations of them (i.e., course grades), and those evaluations 

suggest that all of their instructors felt that these students were meeting their 

standards. The other ungraded forms of participation, including in the life of the 

department and in the broader academic community through conferences 

attendance and presentations, might have been more consequential for their 

academic socialization and ultimate success or failure than the graded ones. In 

these areas, Tomomi was the most active and successful, making several 

conference presentations and, as a TA, being central to the life of the 



 304 

department. Mariko experienced virtually no academic socialization in these 

ways, and Yumiko’s experiences were more similar to Tomomi’s than to 

Mariko’s. Because these forms of participation are not required in any explicit 

way, the opportunities afforded to the participants to engage in them might have 

been contingent upon the intersection of their own agency and the department’s 

ability or willingness to create opportunities for participation. With or without 

their department’s help, the participants’ ability to leverage socio-academic 

relationships within their respective academic communities might have been 

key to finding meaningful opportunities for participation. The participants’ 

patterns of interaction with key groups or categories of people, and how those 

interactions relate to their academic success, are the focus of the next section. 

 

Patterns of Interaction 

As noted earlier, CoP holds that learning is a communal activity (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and the elements of community and division of 

labor are central elements in activity theory. People work together and interact 

with each other; they exchange knowledge and fill the gaps in each other’s 

knowledge. Experts interact with and guide novices. Near-peers interact with 

novices to help them advance toward fuller participation in both tangible and 

intangible ways. In short, people do not learn alone. This point was illustrated in 

my earlier study, which found that students who developed strong social 

networks and good relations with insiders fared better than those who did not 

(Hood, 2009). 
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In the sections below, I discuss the patterns of interactions between the 

participants and the other people who comprised the academic communities 

they attempted to join. I hope to demonstrate that certain types of interaction 

with certain members of their respective academic communities played key 

roles in their movement from the periphery of their academic communities 

toward fuller participation in (or exclusion from) those communities. I begin 

with interactions with people at the center of the academic community, 

including the advisors and faculty members who not only form the core of the 

community but also wield considerable power over who joins them at the center 

of the community and who does not. I then move outward, toward people who 

played a less central role but might nevertheless have played a significant role 

in helping the participants move inwards from the periphery. Finally, I examine 

the participants’ patterns of interaction with others who occupy the same or 

similar positions on the periphery, (i.e., new NES and NNES graduate students) 

and those outside of the academic community who played a significant role in 

the participants’ progress. 

 

Interacting with Advisors 

The relationship between graduate students and advisors is both 

interpersonal and instructional (Schlosser et al., 2003). Relationships with 

formal advisors and mentors are critical to academic success at the graduate 

level (Cotterall, 2011; Halse & Malfroy, 2010; Liu, 2008; Maher et al., 2004; 

Peterson, 2007). In a perfect world, or more specifically in a perfect community 

of practice, advisors would conscientiously lead learners toward fuller 
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participation in the community. They would help learners develop thesis or 

dissertation projects (when required), select courses to meet graduation 

requirements and best prepare them to become members of the community, 

direct them toward resources, introduce them to other scholars doing similar 

work, and perhaps even encourage them to present at conferences and publish. 

But advisors matter far more than this, for they determine whether or not a 

particular graduate student meets the standards of the community (i.e., who 

graduates). When a thesis or dissertation is required, the advisor’s approval is 

the difference between membership in the profession and academic oblivion 

(Cotterall, 2011). Lunsford (2012) found a correlation between the quality of 

advising and student outcomes. The advisor is the most powerful person in 

many graduate students’ lives, and academic institutions put great trust in them 

to advise graduate students competently and conscientiously. 

Some graduate students, like Liu (2008), were fortunate to experience 

such an idealized relationship with a formal advisor and other mentors. Others 

(Belcher, 1994; Kim, 2007; Krase, 2007) have found that advisor/NNES 

advisee relationships are often less than ideal, contingent upon effective 

communication and negotiation of expectations, and that culturally-informed 

differences in expectations between the advisor and the advisee can present 

significant challenges (Fujioka, 2008). 

Unfortunately, the interactions between the participants in this study and 

their advisors were, to greater or lesser extents dysfunctional, with varying 

consequences. Although the cultural factor found by Krase (2007) can account 

for part of the problem, a lack of explicit standards for the practice of advising 
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might have played a role as well. The graduate student handbooks for all three 

participants were very vague regarding the role and duties of the advisor, with 

no information regarding students’ duties, responsibilities, or the expectations 

of advisors. The duties and responsibilities of both student and advisor were to 

be negotiated between them, regardless of the advisor’s willingness to negotiate 

or the student’s ability to do so. 

The consequences were least severe for Yumiko, who was not required to 

write a thesis. However, from the beginning of her studies, she was keen to 

develop a good relationship with her advisor and hoped he would play a key 

role in her academic socialization (Simpson & Matsuda, 2008). Outside of 

encouraging her to present a poster session at one conference, he barely played 

a role at all in her academic life. Other key individuals played a much larger 

role in her academic success, as discussed below. 

The consequences were most severe for Mariko, whose advisor was on 

sabbatical for the first three semesters of her coursework. A few email 

exchanges regarding course selection was the extent of their interaction. No 

temporary advisor was assigned to Mariko by the department during this time. 

When her advisor finally returned to campus, their interactions were 

problematic. The dysfunction was the result of three intersecting issues: the 

inexperience of the advisor, the mismatch between his mentoring style and 

Mariko’s learning style, and Mariko’s inability to negotiate the terms of their 

relationship. Having never formally advised a NNES graduate student before, 

the advisor was not sensitive to Mariko’s needs. As a function of his 

inexperience, or perhaps of his pedagogical stance (Lee, 2008), the advisor 
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might not have sensed the need to negotiate the terms of their relationship. 

Mariko’s sense of identity both as a NNES graduate student and as a Japanese 

woman might have led her to believe that she had no right to negotiate, or even 

to speak up about what she needed from her advisor, even though it is up to the 

advisee to help manage this relationship (Casanave, 2014). Unable to negotiate 

and unable to meet her advisor’s expectations, Mariko was never able to 

improve her relationship with her advisor, and this might have been the most 

significant factor in her failure to graduate. 

Tomomi’s interactions with her advisors were also problematic, but for 

different reasons. Whereas Mariko’s relationship with her advisor is best 

understood in light of the sorts of cultural, personal, and communicative issues 

raised by Krase (2007) and Belcher (1994), Tomomi’s dysfunctional 

relationship with her advisor was complicated by dysfunction at the department 

level, making inward movement even more difficult for Tomomi. Her problems 

with her advisor were a function of locally situated issues (i.e., the advisor’s 

health issues and workload). The result was limited interaction between the two, 

and limited feedback on early drafts, which led Tomomi to submit a weak draft 

for defense. Also, perhaps as a result of health and workload issues, or possibly 

as a misunderstanding or antipathy among committee members, Tomomi was 

improperly advised regarding the protocols for submitting her manuscript for 

defense. The fact that Tomomi’s advisor allowed the defense to be scheduled 

without ensuring that protocols were followed and that the thesis met the 

standards of the community is prima facie evidence of insufficient productive  
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interactions with her advisor. The delay would mean spending another summer 

on campus, at considerable expense. 

Perhaps most significantly, Tomomi accepted responsibility for the 

dysfunction and made excuses for the professors on her committee. This 

suggests at the very least that Tomomi did not feel that she had the right (or, 

perhaps, the power) to demand better advising while she wrote her thesis or to 

challenge committee members on the day of her scheduled defense. Her silence 

appears to have been strategic: She could ill afford to alienate any professor in 

her small department, so she accepted the neglectful and unprofessional 

behavior of her committee without complaint. Her silence and pliancy might 

have been instrumental in obtaining permission, and then considerably better 

advising, to complete her thesis over the summer. In this sense, Tomomi might 

be seen as a passive yet effective negotiator of a departmental minefield. 

In short, the three participants had very different patterns of interaction 

with their advisors, some more consequential than others, but all less than ideal. 

Interestingly, all three participants praised their advisors, or excused poor 

advising. In not one instance did a participant complain or seek a new advisor. 

This might have been a result of the power differential between advisors and 

advisees (Cotterall, 2011) and contributed to a culture of silence in academia 

that makes systemic change more difficult (Cotterall, 2013a). 

Activity theory sheds some unpleasant light on these advisor/advisee 

relationships. All three women were more than willing to take goal-directed 

action in response to their advisors’ suggestions and demands. In fact, I could 

not find a single instance of a participant resisting or refusing to take action in 
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response to any advising they received. Far from it, all three were eager for 

guidance. Inaction, or insufficient action, on the part of the participants was the 

result not of a lack of motivation to achieve their goals, but rather of a lack of 

guidance. In all three cases, advisors failed to advise, or, in Mariko’s case, 

failed to offer advice that she felt she could act upon. I found no instances of 

negotiation of the division of labor between the advisor and advisee as would be 

suggested by activity theory. In all three cases, there was very little labor at all 

on the part of the advisors, and very little specified for the advisees to perform. 

Here the power inequities of the relationship are clear to see: Advisors have the 

power to advise as they wish, and to the extent that they wish. The only real 

power advisees have is to change advisors, but in these three cases, and I 

suspect in many others, even this power could not be practically exercised. This 

power dynamic points to a practical problem that the concepts of CoP and LPP 

have difficulty accounting for: Where experts do not fulfill their role of guiding 

novices and passing their knowledge on to them, a CoP does not exist, and LPP 

cannot occur. This is not so much a weakness in the conceptual framework as it 

is an indictment of these three U.S. academic institutions for failing to correct 

power inequities and establish academic communities that promote learning. 

CoP and LPP offer no remedy, only a description of a perfect learning world. 

Activity theory sheds light on the power inequities that CoP and LPP can 

neither account for nor correct. 

But all, clearly, is not lost. Despite dysfunction in the academic 

communities, in the absence of an ideal formal advisor, Yumiko and Tomomi 

were able to achieve their goals. Others in their academic communities picked 
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up the slack and contributed to the division of labor. Yumiko and Tomomi 

turned to others, including mentors who played significant roles in helping the 

them learn the rules of the game. Their roles are described in the next section. 

 

Interacting with Mentors 

Mentors play a key role in a student’s ability to complete a degree 

(Lunsford, 2012), and if a good relationship between the two is formed early on 

in graduate studies, the chances of degree completion increase significantly 

(Creighton, Creighton, & Parks, 2010). This relationship plays a key role in 

facilitating movement from the periphery toward fuller participation in the 

academic community (Belcher, 1994; Flowerdew, 2000; Leki, 2001; Morita, 

2004) and developing a scholarly identity (Schwartz & Holloway, 2014). It is 

important to distinguish mentors from advisors. The advisor/advisee 

relationship might be seen as positive or negative, whereas the mentor/mentee 

relationship is by definition exclusively positive (Schlosser et al., 2003). 

Advisors can be good mentors, but are not necessarily so. Mentors, for the 

purposes of this study, are key insiders in the academic community who are not 

the participants’ advisors who nevertheless played a significant role in the 

participants’ academic socialization. They might be particular course instructors 

who encouraged or guided a participant in a significant way or others occupying 

some space in the department from which they are able to provide valuable 

support and guidance. They might have made up for some of the deficiencies in 

advising that the participants experienced. 
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Yumiko’s practicum supervisor played a far more significant role in 

preparing Yumiko to be a professional counselor than her official advisor. She 

interacted with her supervisor on a near-daily basis beginning in the late fall of 

her second year and continuing through graduation. Yumiko described her in 

terms that reflect what we hope a mentoring relationship should be: caring, 

helpful, supportive, and understanding. The only term she used to describe her 

formal advisor was “busy.” The supervisor scaffolded learning for Yumiko, by 

modeling professional counseling, discussing the sessions Yumiko observed 

and reflecting on best practice, changing chairs with Yumiko and again 

reflecting on best practice, and finally granting Yumiko autonomy to conduct 

sessions independently while remaining nearby in case problems arose. 

Through this scaffolding, Yumiko thus developed an identity as a professional, 

and her confidence soared when her advisees assumed she was a professional 

counselor instead of a graduate student. In this instance, the practicum 

supervisor, not the official advisor, played the larger role in socializing Yumiko 

into the profession. This might be attributed to the nature of the field and 

department: With no thesis to write, Yumiko did not need as much guidance 

from her advisor; because the field was counseling psychology, a practicum 

with a very conscientious supervisor was by far more significant for Yumiko’s 

socialization into the profession. 

Mariko was not so fortunate. Not only did she not have an advisor for 18 

months (and even then had only a dysfunctional relationship with him), she also 

lacked consistent guidance from a mentor. The only person in her life who 

might have been considered a mentor was Professor K., who was on campus for 
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only one year. Interaction with this key insider was very meaningful but 

insufficient. Had she stayed longer, Professor K. might have proven to be a very 

effective mentor for Mariko, a person she could turn to in the absence of formal 

guidance from an advisor. Similarly, Professor M. was a sympathetic and 

accommodating insider who might have become a mentor. His interactions with 

Mariko were very positive and meaningful. But as a contingent faculty member, 

he had little power to influence Mariko’s trajectory in the department, and she 

interacted with him for only a single semester in an undergraduate course. No 

other key insider played any role in Mariko’s academic life. 

Tomomi’s mentor was Professor Suzuki, whose role in Tomomi’s life was 

complex and extremely important. Professor Suzuki served as both Tomomi’s 

formal teaching assistantship supervisor, and informally as Tomomi’s mentor, 

mother figure, and friend. Professor Suzuki helped socialize Tomomi into the 

profession by co-authoring conference proposals and offering feedback on 

Tomomi’s slide presentations and research topics, and by teaching Tomomi 

about life as an academic, her prospects for PhD work, and various other 

aspects of life in the profession, usually over their daily cup of tea in Professor 

Suzuki’s office. Professor Suzuki helped socialize Tomomi into the life of the 

department by informing her about departmental politics, the personalities and 

expectations of various faculty members, and the conflicts among them. 

Without this sort of informal guidance, Tomomi might not have been able to 

deftly negotiate the political minefield that defined the department, which 

played a direct role in her ability to graduate. Professor Suzuki was a contingent  
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faculty member, and as such had very little power in the department. Even so, 

the support she provided Tomomi was crucial to her academic success. 

Clearly mentors can (and in two of the cases, did) play significant roles in 

moving graduate students from peripheral participation toward fuller 

participation in their academic and professional communities. In Yumiko’s 

case, the relationship was built into the curriculum. In Mariko’s case, no mentor 

materialized. In Tomomi’s case, the relationship had an official component, but 

the most important forms of support were outside of the scope of that 

component. In Yumiko and Tomomi’s cases, mentors might have supplanted 

official advisors to differing extents. I am left to wonder if interaction with a 

mentor, established serendipitously or through more assertive steps on Mariko’s 

part, could have helped her overcome the near total lack of guidance she faced. 

 

Interacting with Near-Peers 

Further from the center of the academic community than key insiders but 

closer than the participants were near-peers. These were more advanced 

graduate students (perhaps a year or two ahead of the participants in their 

programs) who might also have been TAs for the participants’ courses. They 

had already survived the first year of graduate school and learned some of the 

ropes. Formal near-peer mentoring programs have been implemented at major 

universities (e.g., Drexel University and University of Washington). These 

relationships have been shown to increase engagement and enthusiasm among 

less experienced students (Tenenbaum, Anderson, Jett, & Yourick, 2014). 

Interaction with these more experienced students might have yielded a wealth 
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of important information not found in the graduate student handbook or 

discussed during orientation, similar to the kind of information key insiders 

might provide, but from a graduate student’s perspective. 

Yumiko drew heavily on the support of two types of near-peers during her 

first year: the TAs for her classes and an official student-mentor arranged by the 

department. This was a second-year graduate student in her department who 

met with her to discuss life in the department. Yumiko was more comfortable 

visiting TAs’ offices with her questions than her professors’ offices. This might 

have been a function of her identity as a new graduate student. She might not 

yet have felt she had the right to trouble the more central members of the 

academic community, but did feel comfortable approaching people who 

occupied space in the department closer to her own. The TAs provided 

guidance specific to the courses Yumiko was taking, and the student-mentor 

provided informal insider knowledge about the inner workings of the 

department. Again, Yumiko’s program seemed designed to support novices. 

However, it is important to note that it was still incumbent upon Yumiko to take 

advantage of the support: She had to apply for the mentoring program; she had 

to have the determination to interact with the TAs and have her questions 

answered. These are clear examples of agency that played key roles in 

Yumiko’s academic success. 

If such near-peers were available to Mariko, she either did not know about 

them or did not take advantage of them. Mariko did interact with some TAs, but 

only to a limited extent. She noted that there were two senior Japanese students 

in her department, but their relationship was exclusively social, as they had 
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different academic specialties. Beyond this, Mariko made no mention of near-

peers in her academic life. The lack of near-peers, in the absence of an advisor 

or other mentors, made Mariko’s success even less likely. 

Tomomi took advantage of the support provided by near-peers in her 

department. Although there were no TAs for the courses that Tomomi took, 

which is typical of a literature program where classes tend to be quite small, 

Tomomi interacted with fellow TAs teaching Japanese language, some of 

whom were a year or two her senior, but the majority their interactions were 

small talk, or discussions about teaching Japanese language, not about Japanese 

literature or the literature department. However, two of the more experienced 

TAs were Japanese women in the literature department, with whom Tomomi 

formed deep affinity, and from whom Tomomi accepted much support. They 

gave her information about the styles of different faculty members and even 

helped her understand what Professor R. would be like to work with as an 

advisor. However, Tomomi drew on these two women primarily for emotional 

support. The occasional chance to speak Japanese and be understood deeply 

was very important to maintaining Tomomi’s mental state. Even though the 

support provided by these two near-peers was primarily emotional, it was no 

less important to Tomomi’s academic success than more direct forms of 

academic support. She made it clear that she needed such support, and a balance 

of the academic and the social, to manage the stress of graduate student life. 

The importance of such support should not be underestimated. Cotterall (2013a) 

studied the role of emotions in doctoral study and noted that they “shape 

perceptions, influence thinking, affect the ability to communicate and motivate 
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action” (p. 175). Tomomi’s emotional well-being was closely linked to her 

academic well-being. 

Yumiko and Tomomi drew on near-peer support, albeit in different ways, 

and were able to earn their degrees. It is difficult to measure precisely the 

significance of their interactions with near-peers in relation to their overall 

success. Information gleaned from such relationships is often serendipitous, and 

the participants might not have thought to mention many specific instances of 

the academic support they received from near-peers. It does seem significant 

that Mariko had minimal interaction with near-peers. She did not even have a 

hallway in which to encounter by chance a friendly near-peer that might offer 

her an unexpected pearl of wisdom. Without relationships with near-peers, and 

without a physical space to form them and to have serendipitous encounters 

with near peers, Mariko was at a significant academic disadvantage. 

 

Interacting with Peers 

Occupying the same space on the periphery of the academic community 

are other graduate students who began their degree programs at the same time 

as the participants. I include in this category both NES and NNES students 

because, despite the cultural and linguistic advantages of the former, they all 

nevertheless started at the same point on the periphery. Peer support groups 

have been shown to promote the development of graduate student attributes 

linked to academic success, including communication, critical thinking, self-

motivation, research organization, and teamwork (Stracke & Kumar, 2014). In 

my own previous study, two of three participants cited the influence of peers as 
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the greatest single factor in their academic success, while the third cited a lack 

of peer support as her greatest obstacle (Hood, 2009). In this section, I discuss 

the ways in which the participants interacted with their peers on the periphery to 

reveal how these interactions might have impacted the participants’ academic 

lives. 

Yumiko worked very purposefully and assertively to form a strong socio-

academic network composed primarily of other NNES in her cohort. 

Significantly, there was no clear boundary between the network’s social 

dimension and its academic dimension. The topics covered in conversations 

with classmates during frequent evening meals together ranged from where to 

buy groceries to their living arrangements; from impressions of their professors 

to procedural matters within the department. In these discussions, many of the 

unwritten rules of the department were shared among classmates, in restaurants 

off campus. The group study sessions before classes and tests were primarily 

academic, but were usually accompanied by treats baked by one of the students. 

The camaraderie and emotional support shared in these academic gatherings 

might have been as important as the content knowledge that was shared. 

Yumiko’s strong social network provided her with an abundance of both 

emotional and academic support that proved crucial to her success. 

Interestingly, there is scant mention in Yumiko’s narratives about any role 

played by NES students. They did not seem to play a significant role in her 

academic life. 

Mariko’s narrative account of her interactions with peers stands in stark 

contrast to Yumiko’s. Although Mariko mentioned that she felt most 



 319 

comfortable in classes comprising a balance of NESs and NNESs, she never 

formed study groups with any of her classmates. This might have been the 

result of both her go-it-alone style and the nature of the department and her 

studies: Unlike Yumiko in her cohort system, Mariko rarely had the opportunity 

to see the same classmates in more than one class. Moreover, there was only 

one other graduate student, Nathan, focusing on the history of American higher 

education. Although he provided some academic and social support, their 

interaction was limited to short talks before or after class. When Nathan 

dropped out of the program citing the lack of funding and advising, Mariko no 

longer had anyone with whom to commiserate. Without social and academic 

support from a network of peers, Mariko never “became familiar with new 

cultural, literacy, and sociopolitical practices” (Li & Casanave, 2008, p. 3) that 

she needed to succeed; she never learned how to do graduate school (Okada, 

2008). Alone on the periphery of her academic community, she became a 

marginal participant, without an inbound trajectory (Wenger, 1998). 

Tomomi’s interactions with peers were completely different from 

Yumiko’s and Mariko’s. She would have liked to form study groups with 

classmates on her main campus, but neither her NES nor NNES classmates 

were receptive. Tomomi attributed this to the nature of the study of Japanese 

literature, where individuals focused on different authors, genres, or periods. 

This was similar to the particularized focus of Mariko’s studies. This stood in 

stark contrast with Tomomi’s experiences on her summer campus, where she 

studied every day with a group of Japanese women, often in Japanese. 

However, the summer program shared an important feature with Yumiko’s 
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cohort program: a group of NNES classmates taking the same sequence of 

classes. Moreover, as most of Tomomi’s classmates were Japanese, she shared a 

strong affinity identity with them. She felt strongly that she would not have 

succeeded in her summer program without the support of peers. 

In contrast, Tomomi received virtually no support, academic or otherwise, 

from her peers on her main campus. However, it might have been that she did 

not need any. Extremely confident in her mastery of content knowledge, 

Tomomi had few gaps in her knowledge that peers might have helped fill, and 

she never developed any strong bonds with her classmates. However, her 

strictly social relationships with NES and NNES friends outside of her 

academic community were very important both emotionally and (if indirectly) 

academically. These relationships helped Tomomi maintain balance in her life, 

going so far as to say that she felt she would go crazy if she could not unwind 

with friends on the weekends and completely disengage from academics for a 

while. This in turn gave her the strength to return to her rigorous academic life 

on Mondays and maintain her focus throughout the week. In this instance, the 

lack of a strong social network within the academic community was not an 

impediment. 

 

Summary 

The preceding sections of this chapter clarify the key findings of this 

study and confirms what we know from the literature on participation: 

Participation matters a great deal, it is complex, and highly situated within local 

activity systems and communities of practice. It takes many forms but is always 
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informed by social interaction. It can be negotiated, but sometimes is not 

because of either a lack of agency on the part of the student or lack of 

accomodation or willingness to negotiate on the part of key insiders. The degree 

of agency required to succeed is related to contextual factors unique to each 

academic community. A more ideal community with lower literacy demands 

requires less agency; a more dysfunctional community with higher literacy 

demands requires more. With this in mind, it is not difficult to understand why 

Yumiko and Tomomi succeeded and why Mariko did not. Most importantly, the 

preceeding discussion points to an uncomfortable truth: motivation, ability, and 

willingness to act might not be sufficient to overcome institutional dysfunction. 

As educators, learners, and scholars, this should trouble us all. 

 

Conclusion 

The experiences of the three participants, depicted in preceding chapters 

and discussed above in this one, force us to confront the disparity between what 

should be and what is. The concepts of CoP and LPP reflect idealized learners, 

actions, and communities. These concepts do indeed seem to show us how 

learning occurs via participation with more experienced others. The narratives 

presented and analyzed in this study do not contradict these concepts, nor do 

they problematize them. Rather, they demonstrate that significant barriers exist 

in the real world, many of which are well beyond the learner’s power to control. 

Many of these barriers are institutional and systemic; others are cultural and 

linguistic. Yet others are matters of individual personality differences, not only 

of novices but also of faculty. These cases suggest that an individual NNES 
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student acting in a dysfunctional academic community of practice can survive, 

as Tomomi did, through assertiveness, creativity, and strategic action. Others, 

like Mariko, who lack such assertiveness, can find themselves swept aside in a 

dysfunctional academic community. Yet others, like Yumiko, might find 

themselves in relatively functional academic communities but might still need 

to be assertive and form beneficial social networks that help fill the gaps in their 

knowledge and overcome linguistic and cultural barriers. The concepts of CoP 

and LPP hold, but the documented reality of unique individuals functioning in 

unique, and at times dysfunctional, communities of practice indicates that these 

concepts in the abstract cannot account for academic success or failure. This 

reality cannot be understood without reference to the highly situated contexts in 

which diverse learners function. 

Activity theory provides a supplemental lens to view departments and 

classrooms as complex functional systems and to identify a primary source of 

dysfunction that CoP and LPP have difficulty accounting for: imbalances of 

power between novices and experts. The cases comprising this study suggest 

that motivation to satisfy a socioculturally constructed need by means of goal-

directed action is necessary but not sufficient. The functional systems that 

comprised the participants’ academic departments relied too heavily not only on 

the knowledge possessed by insiders, but also on their willingness and ability to 

share that knowledge and smooth the path for the participation of willing and 

motivated novices. Participation and academic socialization will not be as 

smooth as they could be until academic institutions find a way to correct 

imbalances of power. 
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CHAPTER 10 

ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS 

 

In this study, I documented, analyzed, and interpreted the lived experience 

of three Japanese women as they sought advanced degrees in U.S. institutions 

of higher learning, which was for each of them was a long, difficult, and at 

times treacherous path. I wanted to learn what helped or hindered them on their 

respective paths and how they responded to obstacles; I wanted to identify 

sources of institutional support and how the participants accessed them; I 

wanted to see how their identities changed on the path from peripheral to fuller 

participation in their academic communities. In this chapter I outline the key 

findings from this study as a means of succinctly explaining why two 

participants succeeded and one failed to achieve her primary goal. Next, I 

explain the implications of these findings for NNES students, academic 

institutions in both the United States and Japan, and for researchers who 

investigate similar issues. I also describe the contributions this study makes to 

the body of research on this subject. Next, I present the limitations of this study 

and suggest a direction for future research. I conclude with my own reflections 

on this study and an epilogue explaining where the participants are now. 

 

Summary of Findings 

In this section I summarize the key findings and relate them to the 

research questions that drove the study. Those questions were: 

1. What helped or hindered the achievement of the participants’ academic goals 
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and how did they overcome (or fail to overcome) the obstacles they faced? 

2. What types of institutional support were offered to these students and how 

did they gain access to and benefit from them? 

3. Where were the participants located within the academic community and 

how did they move within it? 

4. How did they exercise agency in the process of gaining access to academic 

communities? 

In summarizing the findings on these questions, I hope to make clear the most 

significant factors in the academic lives of each participant. It must be noted 

that these factors do not correspond neatly with individual research questions. 

Rather, the factors overlap, as do the research questions relating to multiple 

factors. Such complexity is to be expected when we study the tapestry of lived 

experience. We cannot isolate one thread from the others and still view the 

experience as a nuanced whole; we cannot answer questions about the whole 

with reference to a single thread. Below, I present the most important factors 

without claiming to isolate them from each other. Then, I explain how each 

factor relates to one or more of the research questions. 

 

Obstacles: Dysfunctional Communities, Reading, and Writing 

Throughout this study, I have used the concept of CoP (Wenger, 1998) as 

a means of understanding the context and process of each participant’s 

movement from the periphery of their respective academic communities toward 

fuller participation within them. I have viewed each participant’s experiences 

mainly through that theoretical lens. What I found was that, although CoP does 
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indeed account for learning in the participants’ academic communities, the 

functioning of those communities in real life was complex and problematic. 

CoP describes a perfect world, where each member of the community plays a 

certain role in the life of that community, which affects its overall function. 

However, each participant’s community was, to greater or lesser extents, 

dysfunctional in the sense that the practice that we should expect of those 

communities was inconsistent. Features of and events within these academic 

communities played a disturbingly large role in the participants’ ultimate 

success or failure, regardless of their linguistic and intellectual abilities and 

despite strong motivation. This community dysfunction informed the broadest 

obstacle (RQ 1) faced by all three participants: What to do when community 

dysfunction threatens the achievement of academic goals? The nature and 

extent of dysfunction in each participant’s community determined how each 

participant needed to respond to that dysfunction. Yumiko’s academic 

community was the least dysfunctional of the three. Even so, she had to respond 

to the obstacles that confronted her. Mariko’s community was the most 

dysfunctional, requiring the most assertive response to overcome considerable 

obstacles. Tomomi’s community was dysfunctional in complex and political 

ways, requiring a more nuanced and strategic response to overcome shifting and 

opaque obstacles. 

The dysfunction of the participants’ academic communities was largely 

beyond their control. Nevertheless, each participant could succeed if they 

managed to find adequate responses to the dysfunction. The participants had far 

more control over two other obstacles concerning some of the artifacts in the 
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communities : connecting with the texts that comprised the knowledge of the 

community (i.e., reading) and producing texts to display their mastery of the 

content (at the master’s level) or to add to the body of knowledge (i.e., writing) 

at the doctoral level. Again, the nature and volume of reading and writing each 

participant faced was quite different. Their responses to these obstacles would 

prove to be key to their success and will answer the second half of RQ 1: How 

did they overcome (or fail to overcome) these obstacles? The following sections 

answer this and other research questions. 

 

Socio-Academic Networks Matter 

The most important feature of each participant’s lived experience was the 

socio-academic networks they formed, and how they drew on these networks to 

overcome obstacles and achieve their goals (RQ 1). These networks relate most 

strongly to the first research question: A strong socio-academic network helped 

Yumiko and Tomomi achieve their academic goals; the lack of a strong network 

hindered Mariko’s ability to overcome obstacles. Yumiko drew most heavily on 

a very strong network of NNES graduate students in her cohort. In this case, 

there was strength in numbers as each member of Yumiko’s network 

contributed to the success of the whole. 

Mariko was not so fortunate, as her socio-academic network was limited 

to one classmate, who left after one year, and one visiting instructor, who 

returned to her home country after one year. Moreover, because the department 

had no physical space for students to meet, Mariko had few opportunities to 

build the socio-academic network she would need to succeed. Had she 
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recognized that a strong socio-academic network was crucial for her success, 

had she taken agentive steps despite her predilection for passivity, she might 

have been able to build the network she needed. Whether or not such agency 

would have changed the outcome can only be a matter of speculation. 

Tomomi drew on the support of a very strong social network. However, 

unlike Yumiko, who drew on the support of NNES classmates, Tomomi’s 

support came primarily from NES friends and housemates. Moreover, Tomomi 

drew little academic support from those relationships, but rather emotional and 

social support. 

The two participants who had strong social or socio-academic networks 

were able to achieve their academic goals and graduate. One had no such 

network and was unable to graduate. However, the presence or absence of a 

social network does not by itself explain why Tomomi and Yumiko succeeded 

and Mariko did not. Other key factors intersected this factor. They are described 

below. 

 

Advising Matters 

CoP holds that experts at the center of the community help novices move 

from the periphery of the community toward fuller participation in it. This 

relates directly to RQ 3: Where were the participants located within the 

academic community and how did they move within it? As advisors are a 

primary form of institutional support provided to graduate students, 

understanding their relationship with the participants relates to RQ 2: What 

types of institutional support were offered to these students and how did they 
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gain access to and benefit from them? Although strong socio-academic 

networks played an important role in the participants’ movement inward from 

the periphery, in academic CoPs the student’s academic advisor typically plays 

the largest role. However, in this study, all three participants had, to greater or 

lesser degrees, problems with their advisor, with varying consequences for 

each. These problematic relationships also represent another obstacle that the 

participants had to overcome. 

Yumiko did not form the relationship with her advisor that she had hoped 

for at the outset. She had hoped that he would guide her in the area of academic 

publishing, which would be crucial for job-hunting her upon her return to Japan. 

This sort of apprenticeship never materialized. In fact, after the first semester of 

graduate school, Yumiko’s contact with her advisor was minimal. Yumiko 

found a de facto advisor in the form of her practicum supervisor, with whom 

she worked very closely during her second academic year. Fortunately, because 

of the way her academic program was structured, she still managed to get the 

guidance she needed to move toward fuller participation in the academic 

community. 

Mariko’s relationship with her advisor was the most dysfunctional of the 

three. His absence for three semesters, his lack of experience advising NESS 

graduate students, and his hands-off advising style meant that Mariko would 

need to find alternative means of getting the advice and information she needed. 

With no social network to turn to for support, and without the ability to take 

assertive steps to demand that her needs were met, Mariko was adrift, 

directionless, and with no means of working her own way toward fuller 
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participation in her academic community. She remained alone in the margins 

for two years. 

Tomomi had to cope with inadequate advising in the context of a 

dysfunctional and politically-charged academic community. In a small 

department, Tomomi’s choice of advisor was very limited. Her first advisor left 

on sabbatical after one semester. Thereafter she struggled to find an advisor, as 

the two full-time professors who were eligible to serve as her advisor initially 

refused, citing an already heavy workload. Just as Tomomi was ready to start 

her thesis, the professor who finally relented and agreed to be her advisor 

underwent brain surgery and seldom came to campus during the semester when 

Tomomi was writing. The most significant failure of this relationship came on 

the day when Tomomi was to defend her thesis, when she was informed by a 

committee member that there would be no defense that day, as two of the three 

committee members felt the draft was inadequate for defense. Clearly, Tomomi 

did not receive adequate advising throughout her course of study. Two factors 

mitigated the lack of quality advising. First, she had a very good friend and 

mentor in Suzuki sensei, who supported, encouraged, and informed Tomomi 

throughout her course of study. Second, Tomomi was politically savvy. She 

understood that she had to tread very carefully in a department where the 

faculty was divided into factions that despised each other. She neither 

ingratiated herself to nor alienated herself from anyone. As a result, she faced 

no resistance to revising and defending her dissertation during the following 

summer, with much closer guidance from her advisor. 
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The findings indicate that, as CoP holds, the relationship between novice 

and expert is extremely important. However, the lack of quality advising does 

not necessarily lead to failure. Yumiko was able to supplant her advisor with 

her practicum supervisor, and a strong socio-academic network was able to fill 

the gaps in both her content and procedural knowledge. Tomomi was able to 

overcome an utter lack of advising and a hostile mood in her department 

through shrewd decision-making and the guidance of a mentor. Socio-academic 

networks are important for overcoming this obstacle (RQ 1), but assertive and 

strategic exercise of agency (RQ4) also plays a critical role. Poor advising 

might be overcome, but not without help, and not without action. The latter 

factor is discussed in more detail in the following section. 

 

Agency Matters 

Even if a department comprises a highly functional CoP, even when a 

novice has a strong socio-academic network and high-quality advising, success 

is not guaranteed. This brings us to RQ 4: How did the three women exercise 

agency in the process of gaining access to academic communities? Even in an 

ideal academic community, the novice must act. She must identify her academic 

weaknesses and exercise agency to ensure that she gets the help necessary for 

success. She must meet the academic community halfway. Where academic 

guidance is lacking, she must take steps to ensure that her advising needs are 

met. Where her content knowledge is lacking, she must leverage resources to 

make up her deficiencies. Where her academic literacy proficiency is low, she  
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must develop strategies to cope with reading and writing requirements and 

acquire the necessary academic literacy. Participation is action. 

Yumiko took several agentive steps that were not required of her but 

nevertheless might have played very significant roles in her ultimate success. 

She cultivated a strong socio-academic network. She took advantage of 

volunteer opportunities and language partners to improve her listening and 

speaking skills. She consciously sought to participate in each of her classes by 

raising her hand and speaking up whenever possible. She developed strategies 

for getting her questions about content answered when she was unable to do so 

in class. Clearly, Yumiko was an agentive graduate student who took steps to 

ensure that she got the help she needed. 

Mariko was Yumiko’s opposite. Her active participation in the life of her 

department was limited to the annual department picnic and infrequent 

participation in an informal colloquium that met once a month to discuss 

general issues in the field of education. She did not cultivate a strong socio-

academic network, perhaps because of her shyness or possibly because her 

department was very small. While her advisor was on sabbatical, Mariko did 

not take agentive steps to see that her needs were met. When her advisor finally 

returned, she did not negotiate the terms of their academic relationship, even 

though his hands-off advising style was clearly incompatible with her needs. In 

a context where she needed to be far more agentive than Yumiko, Mariko was 

unable to take steps. 

Tomomi was the most agentive of the three participants. She sought out 

relationships with NES students outside of her field of study; she sought out 
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opportunities to make presentations including with her mentor, Professor 

Suzuki; she was strategically silent in class and asked questions only when she 

felt it was absolutely necessary, and even then only when she felt the answers 

might benefit the entire class. Tomomi also took steps to improve her writing 

turning to NES friends, the writing center, and a professional editor. Tomomi 

was adept at identifying her needs and taking agentive steps to meet them. 

Although her department was clearly dysfunctional, Tomomi found ways to 

succeed regardless. 

Perhaps most intriguing aspect of the issue of agency is how highly 

situated the need for its exercise was. The three participants brought different 

degrees of assertiveness to their communities. Yumiko was in a highly 

structured program, with various forms of support available at all stages. 

Yumiko was indeed assertive when necessary, but in her academic context, 

extensive exercise of agency was not required. Mariko, on the other hand, found 

herself in an academic context that would require a very high degree of 

assertiveness. With no set sequence of courses to take, no advisor, and not even 

a physical space for the department, Mariko was virtually without support and 

failed to take agentive steps to see that her needs were met. Tomomi was more 

assertive than Yumiko, but she also knew when passivity would serve her best. 

Like Yumiko, Tomomi was able to identify her needs and draw on resources to 

meet them. Thus, Mariko’s academic context demanded the highest degree of 

assertiveness, Tomomi’s the next highest, and Yumiko’s the least. In terms of 

their ability to take agentive steps when necessary, Tomomi’s was the highest,  
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Yumiko the second highest, and Mariko the least. It is regrettable that Mariko’s 

needs were so great while her ability to take agentive steps so slight. 

 

Do You Feel Lucky? 

Overall, the findings demonstrate that a strong socio-academic network 

(RQ 1) and the ability to be assertive when necessary can mitigate institutional 

dysfunction. However, the findings also reveal that luck plays an uncomfortably 

large role in determining the extent to which an individual learner must draw 

support from those networks and take agentive steps (RQ 4). Mariko was 

unlucky in that her advisor happened to be on sabbatical for her first three 

semesters, and that his advising style proved to be incompatible with her 

learning style. Although she might have been more assertive in her attempts to 

overcome those barriers, they were barriers that more fortunate graduate 

students never have to overcome. Tomomi was unlucky in that her advisor had 

brain surgery and was unavailable when needed most. She was also unlucky to 

find herself in a politically charged community, where her success might have 

depended as much on her political astuteness as on her performance in the 

program. 

Indeed, luck played a role for both Mariko and Tomomi. Yumiko’s case, 

however, indicates that the role luck plays might be mitigated by a highly 

functioning and well-designed program. Yumiko did not need luck. The 

academic playing field was designed in such a way that she was able to find 

support at every stage of her program. Had she been less assertive, it seems 

likely that she would have graduated nevertheless, brought toward fuller 
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participation by a community that invested in her success. Luck played a far 

greater role in Mariko and Tomomi’s cases. Tomomi was able to overcome 

these additional barriers through agentive steps. Mariko was not. 

 

Implications 

If the findings of this study are indeed trustworthy, then there are specific 

implications for three different stakeholders: Japanese students seeking 

advanced degrees in the United States, U.S. institutions that host them, and 

researchers who are interested in the same or similar issues investigated in this 

study. In this section, I examine the implications for each of these stakeholders. 

 

For Japanese Graduate Students 

Japanese students who wish to seek advanced degrees in the United States 

need to look beyond their own TOEFL scores and make a clear-eyed 

assessment, to the extent they can beforehand, of what awaits them upon arrival 

and whether or not they can adjust to an unfamiliar academic culture, identify 

obstacles, and take steps to overcome them. Mere awareness of cultural 

differences is insufficient. For example, all three participants noted that they 

were aware of the lecture-discussion format commonly used in U.S. 

universities. In fact, all three preferred it to the passive one-way lecture style 

they had experienced throughout their academic lives in Japan. However, 

preference does not equate with ability. All three participants noted that they 

wanted to participate more in discussions, but they did not know how. Japanese 

graduate students must identify features of their new academic communities 
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that create obstacles for them and then take agentive steps to overcome them. 

Because graduate study is so highly situated, and because each learner is 

unique, the steps required to overcome obstacles will be unique to each case. I 

suspect that this is something that cannot be explicitly taught, perhaps beyond 

an awareness of issues that will face them (Casanave, 2014). Rather, it is 

learned through the very act of participation, over time, through the assertion of 

the right to participate, and with a keen awareness and willingness on the part of 

the Japanese learner to become a different sort of person, if only for academic 

purposes. The factors that inform acceptance at U.S. institutions (i.e., English 

ability, past academic achievements, intelligence however measured) are not 

enough to see one through to graduation. 

 

For U.S. Institutions of Higher Learning 

This study sheds unflattering light on some practices in three U.S. 

academic institutions that affect both NES and NNES graduate students. 

Specifically, advising practices have been shown to be inconsistent both across 

fields and within departments, and at times insufficient, as some of the literature 

from U.S. and British institutions has shown (see Cotterall, 2011, 2013b; Lee, 

2008; Lunsford, 2012; Maher et al., 2004). Perhaps it is inevitable that practices 

vary from field to field; each academic community makes its own rules and has 

its own division of labor, as modeled in activity theory. However, students have 

the right to know what advisors expect of them and to have those expectations 

expressed in writing. Moreover, there should be accountability for insufficient 

or incompetent advising, and a means for students to have poor advising 
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addressed that does not expose them to retribution. This is a tall order. The 

student handbooks for all three graduate programs examined in this study 

indicated that specific advising practices are at the advisor’s discretion, perhaps 

to be negotiated between advisee and advisor. Given the unequal power 

relationship between advisees and advisors, advising practices are, in reality, at 

the sole discretion of the advisor. We hope that advisors are benevolent. We 

hope that they are empathetic, flexible, and conscientious. We hope that they 

feel invested in the next generation of their academic communities. But none of 

this is required of advisors in any explicit or measurable way. 

At present, it seems that the granting of tenure presumes that a professor 

is an effective advisor. Whether or not that is true, or if it will continue to be 

true throughout a professor’s career, is an open question. The point is that many 

full time professors must advise students as an expected part of their jobs, 

whether or not they enjoy or excel in this work. The findings of this study 

indicate that training and professional development focusing on best advising 

practice for newly minted professors is needed, with attention to the unique 

needs of NNES graduate students, so that capable and motivated students can 

succeed on their merits, and that their academic fates are not determined by a 

relationship over which they have no practical control (Cotterall, 2013b; 

Delamont et al., 1998). Reflective teaching practices (Farrell, 2007) should be 

encouraged as a means for thoughtful educators to improve their advising 

practices, and there is evidence that instructors who reflect on their experiences 

with NNES students can improve classroom practices over time (Fujioka, 

2014). I hope that all advisors reflect on their practices and strive to improve. 
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However, some responsibility for improving advising practices must take place 

at the institutional level. 

Additionally, academic institutions need to consider the effectiveness and 

accessibility of resources intended to support NNES students. The availability 

of L2 writing specialists in writing centers was clearly insufficient to meet the 

needs of the thousands of NNES students on each campus. L2 writing courses 

are useless if it is logistically impossible for students to take them or if they are 

too general to be of help to students in their (sub)disciplines. These forms of 

institutional support look great on paper, but institutions must take steps to 

ensure that they are indeed effective. 

 

For Researchers 

The results of this study also have implications for researchers interested 

in the topics it addresses. By looking closely and over time at the lived 

experiences of individual students, the study demonstrates the highly situated 

nature of the intersection of the individual and local academic contexts. Three 

Japanese women, of approximately the same age, sharing similar academic 

backgrounds, English proficiency, and intellectual ability had virtually nothing 

else in common. Researchers who wish to generalize about Japanese women, or 

more specifically Japanese women seeking advanced academic degrees in U.S. 

institutions of higher learning, will inevitably paint with too broad a brush. 

Moreover, although the three institutions where these women studied were 

large, highly rated public universities, they had little else in common, except 

that English was the primary language of instruction. Thus, the findings support 
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the idea that a qualitative approach is indeed best for the issues addressed in this 

study. This is not to say that more quantitative research methods would not 

yield important findings. Important quantitative work has been done showing a 

negative correlation between TOEFL scores and graduate students’ GPAs 

(Neal, 1998). Andrade, Evans, and Hartshorn (2014) conducted a large scale 

survey of over 100 U.S. academic institutions and found broad institutional 

weakness in how institutions identify NNES students, measure their English 

ability, and track their progress. Large-scale studies like this confirm some of 

the institutional shortcomings identified in this study and complement the sort 

of findings studies like this one are capable of revealing. In another example, 

Piper and Ono (2004) used Ministry of Justice data to document out-migration 

patterns of Japanese women heading to U.S. universities and their reasons for 

doing so, finding that increased human capital and improved job prospects back 

home were primary motivations for many Japanese women. These and many 

other quantitative studies contribute to our understanding of matters related to 

this study. However, the primary goal of this study was to understand the lived 

experience of being in a U.S. academic institution over time, and to learn how 

these three women made sense of their experiences. To get at these issues, case 

studies and narratives were, I believe, appropriate. Future case studies and 

narratives will add texture and depth to the detailed portraits and landscapes 

painted here. 

This study also has theoretical implications for researchers. It 

demonstrated that the CoP framework and LPP do indeed shed light on the 

process of learning. However, they do not fully account for the consequences 
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for students who end up unwittingly joining dysfunctional communities of 

practice. The concepts of LPP (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and CoP (Wenger, 1998) 

must be complemented with theories that can account for the inequities of 

power that were evident in the participants’ academic lives. Power issues were 

not Wenger’s (1998) focus, but as Barton and Hamilton (2005) noted, “…most 

literacy interactions involve unequal distributions of power between people. To 

address these issues, theories of literacy have to be located within broader social 

theories” (p. 19). In this study, activity theory emerged late in my own research 

process as a strong candidate and will contribute to my future thinking. 

Although it was not the primary theoretical lens for this study, activity theory 

did shed light on the unequal power relationship between advisees and advisors, 

particularly in Mariko’s case, where goal-directed action motivated by a 

socioculturally constructed need (in this case, for literacy as a historian of 

American higher education) could not succeed in the face of the absence of the 

most powerful person in her academic community—her advisor—and, later, his 

unwillingness to accommodate her as a NNES graduate advisee. More work, 

drawing more directly on activity theory as a primary means of analysis, could 

lead to a better understanding of this crucial yet inequitable relationship. 

 

Limitations 

The most significant limitation of this study is the limited amount of time 

I spent on each participant’s campus. I visited Yumiko and Tomomi’s campus 

four times, and Mariko’s five, and took extensive notes in my observation 

journal. I learned a great deal about each campus and each participant’s life 
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within it. I sought an emic perspective, and to a significant degree, I attained it. 

However, a deeper understanding of both context and individual would have 

been gained had I been able to spend significantly more time, perhaps one or 

two semesters, on campus, where I could better fulfill the role of a participant-

observer. Of course this was impossible given funding limitations and work 

obligations in Japan. Under the circumstances, I gained as deep an 

understanding as possible, although an even deeper understanding would be 

desirable. 

The emic perspective I sought in this study might have been limited, to an 

extent that is difficult to measure, by several dimensions of myself in relation to 

my participants: As a white, male American who did not speak the participants’ 

L1 fluently, the participants might not have felt that they could relate to me and 

communicate with me to the degree I had hoped. I am aware of the significant 

roles played by race and gender in social life. I know that minority women face 

challenges that I never have. I can sympathize and support, but I cannot be what 

they are or experience those challenges myself. I cannot, as much as I would 

like to, walk in their shoes; I can only walk along side, observe, and try to ask 

good questions. This is what I have tried to do, but I must accept that at times I 

might not have known what questions to ask, and they might not have found the 

words to tell me what they really wanted to say. This is not to say that white 

American males cannot or should not attempt to gain this sort of perspective. 

Far from it, I think more white American males should engage in this sort of 

endeavor, to increase awareness and understanding where it is currently lacking. 
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In addition, this study would have benefitted from the inclusion of the 

voices of other members of the academic communities, including instructors, 

advisors, department heads, tutors, and so on, perspectives I could have 

included had this been a participant-observation study. Although I did interview 

one of Mariko’s instructors, Yumiko’s practicum supervisor, and Professor 

Suzuki, my interactions with them were not sufficient to yield any significant 

findings. I had hoped to interview Mariko and Tomomi’s advisors, but neither 

woman felt comfortable with me doing so, given the dysfunctional relationships 

between them. I honored their requests not to speak to them and focused the 

study on the meaning of experiences co-constructed by myself and each 

participant, 

This also would have been a more thorough study had I looked more 

closely at the academic texts each participant consumed and produced over the 

course of the study, to better understand the literacy demands placed on them 

and to document their improvement over the course of the study. This, however, 

proved to be beyond the scope of what was possible for this study. A close 

examination of these texts would have yielded a mountain of data and required 

extensive analysis drawing on both qualitative and quantitative methods. 

Examining all of the texts would have entailed an entire study in itself. For the 

purposes of this study, primarily a study of people rather than texts, it was 

neither necessary nor possible to do so. 
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Contributions 

In spite of these limitations, this study does make significant contributions 

to our understanding of the experiences of Japanese graduate students in U.S. 

universities. First, it helps us learn to walk in the shoes of the very people we 

are trying to understand. We hear in their own words what it is like to “do” 

graduate school as NNESs in the United States as a matter of daily life. We get 

to see how obstacles arise, what they look like from the learner’s perspective, 

and how they develop strategies to overcome them. Second, the longitudinal 

nature of this study helps us understand how the practices that comprise “doing” 

graduate school changed over time for each participant. This is important 

because a snapshot in time of a graduate student doing graduate school accounts 

only for that moment when the snapshot is taken. So much important 

information about the person’s past and the path before her is not seen in a 

single moment. Third, this study shows us how narrative can be used to account 

for the whole experience of doing graduate school in the United States. It allows 

the student to account for who they are, why they are doing what they are 

doing, how they interpret and engage the obstacles they face, how their selves 

change over time, and how they become over time fuller participants in their 

academic communities. In short, with its particular style of a longitudinal 

approach, this study adds depth, texture, and color to our understanding of the 

experiences of Japanese graduate students as they attempt to join new and 

foreign academic communities of practice. 
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Future Research 

The limitations outlined above suggest directions for future research. 

Methodologically, more frequent on-site interaction with the participants would 

yield far more detailed portraits of their lived experience. Such a study might be 

undertaken by a U.S. researcher or researchers who shares participants' mother 

tongues who could interact with participants more frequently and get to know 

each campus and department better. 

Another study might compare the experiences of Japanese (or other 

NNES) graduate students at smaller colleges with those of students attending 

large, public universities, or the experiences of L2 users of English with 

mother-tongue English users. This study was limited, for both practical and 

methodological reasons, to the narratives of the small number of Japanese 

students who were interested in participating. 

Yet another study might look at gender differences in the lived experience 

of Japanese graduate students at U.S. universities. The only people who 

responded to my Call for Participants happened to be female, but I am quite 

certain that gender plays a role in the experiences of Japanese learners in the 

United States. That, again, is a study in itself. 

My study looked at Japanese graduate students’ experiences in the United 

States very broadly, allowing issues of socio-academic networks, problematic 

advising, and agency emerge from the narratives. Based on these findings, 

studies focusing on more specific aspects of Japanese graduate students’ 

experiences in the United States (e.g., satisfaction with advisors, motivation, 

confidence, and post-graduate goals) would add to the understanding of their 
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experiences. These studies could draw on quantitative or mixed methods, 

yielding more triangulated findings on more specific questions. 

Finally, this study ends at the participants’ completion of graduate studies. 

However, this is not the end of their academic and professional lives; it is really 

just the beginning. Further research focusing on the relationship between 

Japanese graduate students’ experiences in the United States and what happens 

to them after graduation, whether they return to Japan or embark on a career 

and life in the United States or elsewhere, is required. 

 

Reflections 

For over two years I immersed myself, to the extent possible under the 

circumstances, in the academic lives of three Japanese women as they sought 

advanced degrees in U.S. universities. I walked with them across campus, 

through their classrooms and department halls. We shared meals and drinks. We 

spoke for many hours over the course of this study about their progress and 

problems, highlights and lowlights, and goals and impressions. I got to know 

them well. In fact, we became friends, and as such I became emotionally 

invested in their academic success. That is why Mariko’s inability to achieve 

her goals was a blow to me personally, and why Yumiko and Tomomi’s success 

is a source of great satisfaction for me. 

This kind of emotional investment on the part of a researcher might or 

might not be inevitable or desirable in the kind of study I did, but I would not 

trade it for a more distanced view. For me personally, it would have been 

impossible to gain the emic perspective I sought while simultaneously keeping 
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emotional distance. I would, however, reconsider the stance I assumed as an 

interviewer. Throughout the interviews, my own identity as an educator is 

clearly on display. This is not surprising given the dominance of this identity in 

my life, its appearance in my role as an interviewer might have affected my 

participants’ responses. As I grow more experienced, I hope to learn how to 

assume a stance more appropriate for an interviewer. 

Another dimension of my relationship with the participants that must be 

considered is the possibility that through our conversations I might have altered, 

either subtly or explicitly, the trajectories of the participants. From the 

constructivist point of view, this is unavoidable. Nevertheless, it should be 

accounted for and reflected on. I suspect that I might have influenced Tomomi’s 

trajectory in two very different ways. First, our shared love of literature meant 

that we spent much time talking about her course content, including esoteric 

thinkers such as Foucault and Derrida whom she enjoyed but found very 

difficult to understand. It is possible that our discussions influenced her 

thinking, which might have made its way into the papers she wrote, and this 

might have affected how her instructors evaluated her. However, I attribute this 

to her already-strong professional identity. She sought out this sort of 

interaction with many others, talking the way literature people talk. In other 

words, these conversations were, I believe, a result of her trajectory, not a cause 

of it. The only instance of explicit guidance that I can recall was when I advised 

Tomomi to clear up an “incomplete” before it automatically became a failing 

grade (see Chapter 8). However, again I see this as a result, not a cause, of her 

trajectory. 
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On reflection the only instance I can think of when I might have 

influenced Mariko was when I voiced my concern over the absence of her 

advisor and the lack of guidance from her department. She might have learned 

from me that such disregard was not the norm. However, although she might 

have learned this from me, she might well have suspected it herself. In either 

case, she took no action in response to this awareness. In retrospect, I wish I had 

affected her trajectory, but this was clearly not the case. 

Because Yumiko’s sojourn progressed so smoothly, and she never asked 

me for advice, the ways I affected her trajectory were likely very subtle. I 

voiced concern that her advisor might be taking advantage of her free labor as a 

“volunteer” research assistant, she seemed unconcerned and to my knowledge 

never altered course in response. In the long run, however, it is possible that our 

discussion of the point might affect her professional practice as an advisor to 

international students. But this is impossible to gauge—her interactions with 

many people on many subjects will affect her professional practice in subtle 

ways. Perhaps my most direct influence on Yumiko’s trajectory was a 

consequence of the very reason she decided to participate in my study. At the 

beginning, Yumiko lacked confidence with her English speaking and listening 

skills and actively sought out opportunities to converse. I believe she saw 

participation in my study as a way to build competence and confidence in her 

English. If I am correct, I intersected her trajectory; I did not alter it. If not I, 

then someone else would have been found to fill that gap. I might have had an 

immeasurable affect on her English ability. She might also have retained some 

tidbit of information that I offered up without even realizing it, and it might 
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have in some way and without her realizing affected her thinking in one way or 

another. But that is the way it goes in a co-constructed world: We interact, we 

affect, we shape, and we reshape over time. 

 

Epilogue: Where are They Now? 

My close and continued interaction with the participants led to bonds of 

friendship. At the final drafting of this dissertation, I am still in touch with all 

three women (primarily by means of social media) some considerable time after 

the completion of data collection. Yumiko went on to complete her doctorate in 

higher education administration and then worked for a U.S. based non-profit 

organization focusing on international education. She returned to Japan in the 

spring of 2015 and married a Japanese man, announcing on Facebook in her 

typically understated way, “I got married yesterday” and posted no photos. She 

is now on the faculty at the same university she left eight years earlier, a 

professional counselor for international students. After dropping out of her 

doctoral program, Mariko completed a thesis and earned a Master of Arts 

degree in the history of Education. Her then long-distance boyfriend is now her 

husband. They now live in the Mountain West, where her husband works for a 

Japanese company. Tomomi completed her Master of Arts degrees at both of 

her universities and married a Japanese medical scholar whom she met on 

campus during her second year. They now live in rural Japan, where Tomomi 

works as a part-time university professor, language teacher, and volunteer 

translator. Although some of their goals changed and others were unfulfilled, I 

hope these women’s lives are richer for their experiences in the United States, 
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and that by sharing their stories with me, they have left indelible footprints to 

guide others who choose to follow their path. 
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APPENDIX A 

PRELIMINARY QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

PRELIMINARY QUESTIONNAIRE FOR PARTICIPANTS 

Name ________________________ Date of Birth _______ Male/Female _____ 

Email address _________________ Phone number ______________________ 

University in the U.S. ______________________________________________ 

Major ____________________ Degree sought______________________ 

Expected start date (month/year) _______ Expected graduation date _________ 

Did you attend college in Japan? If yes, where? 
________________________________________________________________ 

Have you ever lived or studied in an English speaking country? If yes, where, and for 
how long? _____________________________________________________ 

Describe your English level. If you have taken a standardized test (i.e., TOEFL, 
TOIEC, STEP) please note your score. _________________________________ 

Will you attend (or are you currently attending) an intensive English or other 
preparation program before entering a U.S. university? Please describe: 
________________________________________________________________ 

Describe your living arrangements while in the US (i.e., dormitory, apartment, 
roommates, partner, etc. 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

Will you work while living in North America? Yes/No. If yes, please describe 

________________________________________________________________ 

What do you plan to do upon returning to Japan (e.g., work, go back to school, etc.)? 

________________________________________________________________ 

In two or three sentences, please explain your purposes for studying at university in the US. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 
NIHON UNIVERSITY 

STUDY: ACADEMIC LITERACY ACQUISITION BY JAPANESE STUDENTS IN 
AMERICAN UNIVERSITIES 

-CONSENT FORM- 
 
For questions about the study, contact Michael Hood, Assistant Professor, Nihon 
University. 
Home address: Mejiro 3-20-6 2F, Toshima-ku, Tokyo JAPAN 171-0031 
tel:   81-3-5996-8651 
Cell-phone number: 090-3431-4668 (in Japan only) 
Email address: hood.michael@nihon-u.ac.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 the experiences of Japanese learners who have studied in American universities in 
an attempt to better understand the obstacles they encounter and the strategies they employ for 
overcoming those obstacles. 
 
PROCEDURES (SOURCES OF DATA COLLECTION) 

1.+ Campus Visits. I will visit you on campus four times over two years—in September 
and March. During these visits, I would like to conduct open-ended interviews with 
you about your experiences. With permission from both you and one or more of your 
instructors, I would also like to attend one of your classes and interview your instructor 
afterwards. 

2.+ Diaries. I hope that all participants maintain a diary in which they record and reflect on 
their experiences. Participants are free to write about whatever they feel is relevant, at 
whatever length they feel appropriate, in whichever language they prefer. Participants 
are encouraged to write at least one entry per week. I ask that you send me your diaries 
via email (preferred) or post once a month. 

3.+ Follow-up Questions. Once a month, after reviewing your diaries, I would like to ask 
you follow-up questions about your experiences by Skype (if possible) or by email.  

4.+ Course Materials. To better understand the demands placed on participants, I would 
like to collect copies of course policy statements, assignments, reading lists, and 
syllabi. Also, if you are willing to share them with me, I would like to collect copies of 
papers that you write for your courses. 

5.+ Final Interviews. After two years of participation or the completion of your degree, I 
would like to hold a final interview and ask you to reflect on your time in the U.S. If 
your academic program extends longer than two years, I may ask for your continued 
participation. This is contingent upon continued funding. For now, I ask only for two 
years of participation. 

 
TIME COMMITMENT 
This will vary depending upon how much time you choose to spend writing in their diaries. I 
anticipate that you will spend 10 to 15 hours completing the above tasks each semester. 
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RISKS AND BENEFITS 
There are no known risks to participating in this study. The benefits that you may gain from this 
study are: 
(1)+ You will have the opportunity to reflect more deeply on your own experiences and perhaps 

come to a better understanding and appreciation of those experiences. 
(2)+ You will have the opportunity to share your experiences for the possible benefit of others. 
 
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 academic (i.e., publications, presentations/papers at conferences, dissertation). All data 
collected in the course of this study will be kept in locked cabinets in my office in Tokyo. 
 
COMPENSATION 
As a token of my appreciation, you will receive a gift certificate in the amount of $200 
redeemable at the university bookstore OR an amazon.com gift certificate for the same amount 
for each semester of participation. 
 
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: 
 
 
 
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 C 

CALL FOR PARTICIPANTS 
I am looking for eight Japanese students studying at U.S. universities to participate in a 
multiple-case study beginning in September, 2008. The purpose of this study is to better 
understand the experiences of Japanese students at U.S. universities in order to better prepare 
them for study abroad before they leave Japan and better support them once they arrive in the 
US. Generally, I will be looking at the role of social networks, institutional support, and how 
participants cope with the demands of reading and writing academic texts. 
 
Criteria for Participation: Participants must: 
1.+ be Japanese nationals beginning a course of study leading to an academic degree (preferably 

graduate) in the Fall/2008 or Spring/2009 term. 
2.+ not have lived in an English speaking country for an extended period of time prior to 

enrollment. 
3.+ consent to be interviewed twice per academic year (September and March) and maintain 

monthly contact via email and Skype. 
4.+ be willing to participate for 2 years. 
5.+ provide additional data for the study as detailed on page 2. 
 
Benefits for Participants: Participants will be given a $200 book voucher, redeemable at their 
university bookstore, at the beginning of each semester in which they participate (a total $800 
value over the course of the study). In addition, this is likely to be a personally rewarding 
experience for participants, as they will construct a record of their own experiences. 
 
Privacy: Participants’ privacy will be protected at all times. Identifying references (i.e., names 
of individuals and institutions) will be removed from all published and unpublished reports of 
this study. All data collected in the course of this study will be kept in locked cabinets in my 
office. 
 
Attached are two additional documents: 
1.+ Details of participant tasks. 
2.+ Preliminary questionnaire to be completed by all potential participants. 
 
Selected participants will be asked to sign a consent form. 
 
Please return the questionnaire and direct all questions to: 
Mike Hood 
hood.michael@nihon-u.ac.jp 
 
About the Researcher: Mike Hood 
 
I have taught at the university level in both Japan and the US for many years. At Colorado State 
University (intermittently between 1994 and 2001), I taught writing, literature, and ESL. In 
2001/02, I taught at Southern Illinois University’s Niigata campus, where I prepared students for 
study in the US. Since 2002, I have taught at Japanese universities in Tokyo. I live in Tokyo 
with my wife and two young children. My second language training includes Japanese 
(intermediate), Russian (intermediate), and Spanish (basic). 
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PARTICIPANT TASKS 
 
Because this is a longitudinal study with a small number of participants, it is important that all 
potential participants read and understand the following outline of tasks. If you feel that you 
cannot commit to fulfilling these tasks, please do not volunteer for this study. 
 

6.+ Campus Visits. I will visit you on campus four times over two years—in September 
and March. During these visits, I would like to conduct open-ended interviews with 
you about your experiences. With permission from both you and one or more of your 
instructors, I would also like to attend one of your classes and interview your instructor 
afterwards. 

7.+ Diaries. I hope that all participants maintain a diary in which they record and reflect on 
their experiences. Participants are free to write about whatever they feel is relevant, at 
whatever length they feel appropriate, in whichever language they prefer. Participants 
are encouraged to write at least one entry per week. I ask that you send me your diaries 
via email (preferred) or post once a month. 

8.+ Follow-up Questions. Once a month, after reviewing your diaries, I would like to ask 
you follow-up questions about your experiences by Skype (if possible) or by email.  

9.+ Course Materials. To better understand the demands placed on participants, I would 
like to collect copies of course policy statements, assignments, reading lists, and 
syllabi. Also, if you are willing to share them with me, I would like to collect copies of 
papers that you write for your courses. 

10.+ Final Interviews. After two years of participation or the completion of your degree, I 
would like to hold a final interview and ask you to reflect on your time in the U.S. 

 
If your academic program extends longer than two years, I may ask for your continued 
participation. This is contingent upon continued funding. For now, I ask only for two years of 
participation. 
 
When the results of this study are written up, I will share with you what I have written about 

you and ask you to check whether I reported your experiences and ideas accurately. 
You will also have a chance to comment and elaborate on what I have written. 
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APPENDIX D 

FIRST INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
8/21/2008 

 
1.+ Some questions I will ask may seem repetitive. This is intentional. I will ask the 

same question different ways to try to get more information. 
a. Again, why are you doing this? Or, why did you choose to study abroad 

instead of, say, do graduate work in Japan or get a job? What is it about you 
that made this the right choice? 

2.+ Now that you’ve been on campus for a few weeks, describe your first impressions. 
3.+ One of the central issues in my study is identity—how do you see yourself, how 

does your sense of self relate to your academic work here, and how does your sense 
of self change over time I will say a word, then I want you to tell me how you see 
yourself in relation to that term: 

a. Japanese 
b. Foreigner 
c. Student 
d. Scholar 
e. Friend 
f. Outsider 
g. Classmate 

4.+ Now I’m going to mention some of the people you will come in contact with during 
your stay. Tell me how you perceive of them and your relation to them. 

a. Americans 
b. American classmates 
c. Foreign classmates 
d. Professors 
e. Advisors 
f. Friends 
g. Family 
h. Roommates 

5.+ Describe your personality. 
6.+ What do you like most about yourself? 
7.+ What would you most like to change about yourself? 
8.+ Imagine yourself ten years from now. What do you see? 
9.+ Now we turn to academics. Describe… 

a. Your reading style. 
b. How do you approach writing tasks? 
c. What do you see as key to academic success? 

10.+About social networks. 
a. Do you think an active social life is important? Why or why not? 
b. Who do you spend time with, and what do you do together? 
c. Are you satisfied with your social life? 
d. Are you connected to the local Japanese community? What is the nature of 

your interaction with other Japanese people in the US? 
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APPENDIX E 

DATA SUMMARY 

 
Table+2.+Summary'of'Narrative'Data'for'Three'Participants'
+
+
Participan
t+

FaceVtoV
face+

interview
s+

+
Skype+
interview

s+

Transcript
:+Number+
of+pages+

Transcript
:+Number+
of+words+

+
Hours+of+
Interview

s+

Journal
:+

Numbe
r+of+
pages+

Journal:+
Number+
of+words+

Yumiko+ 9+ 8+ 300+ 74,392+ 11:03+ 38+ 10,787+
Mariko+ 10+ 8+ 392+ 83,706+ 11:21+ 37++ 6,004+
Tomomi+ 9+ 6+ 484+ 93,177+ 11.40+ 20+ 3,954+
Note.+Total+words+transcribed+from+interviews:+251,275.+Total+journal+words:+
20,745.+
 

Table+3.+Codes,'Length,'and'Dates'of'Yumiko’s'Transcripts+
+

Number+
+

Code+
Number+of+
pages+

Minutes+of+
recordings+

+
Date+

1+ YS1+ 1V5+ 11+ 8/25/08+
2+ YI1+ 5V29+ 84+ 9/1/08+
3+ YI2+ 44V60+ 23+ 9/2/08+
4+ YS2+ 60V65+ 10+ 10/12/08+
5+ YS3+ 65V73+ 18+ 11/10/08+
6+ YI3+ 73V108+ 64+ 1/7/09+
7+ YS4+ 108V120+ 32+ 2/28/09+
8+ YI4+ 120V140+ 52+ 3/11/09+
9+ YS5+ 140V152+ 27+ 4/30/09+
10+ YS6+ 152V156+ 10+ 8/26/09+
11+ YI5+ 156V179+ 60+ 9/7/09+
12+ YI6+ 180V206+ 63+ 9/8/09+
13+ YS7+ 206V215+ 22+ 10/6/09+
14+ YS8+ 215V225+ 28+ 11/30/09+
15+ YI7+ 225V251+ 56+ 1/6/10+
16+ YI8+ 251V266+ 32+ 3/11/10+
17+ YI9+ 266V300+ 71++ 7/23/10+

Note.+A+total+of+663+minutes+of+recordings.+
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Table+4.+Codes,'Length,'and'Dates'of'Mariko’s'Transcripts+
+
Number+

+
Code+

Number+of+
pages++

Minutes+of+
recordings+

+
Date+

1+ MS1+ 1V26+ 47+ 9/23/08+
2+ MS2+ 26V33+ 13+ 10/10/08+
3+ MS3' 33V48' 21+ 11//6/08'
4+ MI1' 48V86' 61+ 1/8/09'
5+ MS4' 86V97' 26+ 2/27/09'
6+ MI2' 97V110' 22+ 3/9/09'
7+ MI3' 110V128' 33+ 3/10/09'
8+ MS5' 128V141' 20+ 4/27/09'
9+ MS6' 141V147' 10+ 8/27/09'
10+ MI4' 147V181' 57+ 9/10/09'
11+ MI5' 181V192' 17+ 9/11/09'
12+ MS7' 192V203' 18+ 10/6/09'
13+ MS8' 203V219' 23+ 11/12/09'
14+ MI6' 219V250' 50+ 1/3/10'
15+ MI7' 251V299' 89+ 3/12/10'
16+ MI8' 299V330' 53+ 9/7/10'
17+ MI9' 330V366' 56+ 9/8/10'
18+ MI10' 366V406' 65+ 2/10/11'

Note.+A+total+of+681+minutes+of+recordings.+
+

Table+5.+Codes,'Length,'and'Dates'of'Tomomi’s'Transcripts'
+

Number+
+

Code+
Number+of+
pages+

Minutes+of+
recordings+

+
Date+

1+ TI1' 1V32' 48+ 09/15/08'
2+ TS1' 32V48' 26+ 10/15/08'
3+ TS2' 48V67' 26+ 11/26/08'
4+ TI2' 67V108' 67+ 1/6/09'
5+ TI3' 108V145' 46+ 3/19/09'
6+ TI4' 144V182' 55+ 3/20/09'
7+ TS3' 182V205' 27+ 5/25/09'
8+ TS4' 205V220' 20+ 8/28/09'
9+ TI5' 220V266' 51+ 9/15/09'
10+ TI6' 267V300' 55+ 9/17/09'
11+ TS5' 300V315' 22+ 10/9/09'
12+ TS6' 315V333' 23+ 11/12/09'
13+ TI7' 333V363' 55+ 1/5/10'
14+ TI8' 363V417' 73+ 3/15/10'
15+ TI9' 417V484' 106+ 3/6/13'

Note.+A+total+of+700+minutes+of+recordings.+


