
 

 

 

 

 

NEGOTIATING IDENTITIES: AN INTERVIEW STUDY AND 

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY OF SIX JAPANESE AMERICAN TESOL 

PROFESSIONALS IN JAPAN 
 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation  

Submitted to  

 the Temple University Graduate Board 

 

 

 

 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Education 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

Laura L. Kusaka 

 May, 2014 

 

 

 

 

Examining Committee Members 

 

Christine Pearson Casanave, Advisory Chair, Teaching and Learning 

David Beglar, Teaching and Learning 

Patrick Rosenkjar, Liberal Arts 

Eton Churchill, External Member, Kanagawa University 

Suhanthie Motha, External Member, University of Washington 

 



 iii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 

 

Copyright 

 

2014 

 

by 

 

Laura L. Kusaka 

  



 iv 

ABSTRACT 

 

In this interview study involving the analysis of narratives collected from 

Japanese American professionals teaching English to speakers of other languages 

(TESOL) who have lived more than ten years in Japan, I focus on how the 

participants negotiated their often contested identities in the TESOL context in 

Japan. I use the notion of identity negotiation narrowly defined as “struggles which 

occur when certain identity options are imposed or devalued, and others are 

unavailable or misunderstood” (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004, p. 20). Most 

Japanese Americans share similar phenotypes with the majority of Japanese 

nationals, creating many misconceptions about our linguistic competence in 

Japanese and English and ability to act appropriately within Japanese cultural 

norms. Unfortunately, educational settings are also an arena contributing to a 

simplistic Japanese/non-Japanese, native speaker/non-native speaker (NS/NNS) 

framework within which such intercultural encounters are defined. By highlighting 

experiences and strategies used by the participants to negotiate their identities, I 

intend to illuminate the underlying assumptions responsible for the misconceptions 

that continue to challenge their authenticity. This is in line with inquiry into the role 

of race in TESOL (Curtis & Romney, 2006; Kubota & Lin, 2006), an area that has 

recently gained serious attention. 

The six participants were two men and four women, including myself. I 

conducted multiple interviews individually and in groups over a period of four 

years. Another woman who is not included in this count participated only in the 
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focus group discussions and was not interviewed individually. Interviews, the main 

data source, were conducted face-to-face or through Internet-based technology 

when necessary. I transcribed the narrative data into numbered lines and reworked 

selected parts into stanza form (Gee, 2005) or used block quotes to analyze the 

identity negotiation processes. For the autoethnography, I used intensive reflective 

writings done throughout the course of this project in addition to interview data in 

which I am the interviewer who also shares stories. 

Findings from this study centered on the degree to which race and language 

were conflated such that students, colleagues, and administrators regularly 

challenged the participants’ status as TESOL professionals. By choosing to speak 

only English or explaining their ethnic background, they attempted to negotiate 

their contested identity. In other cases they challenged evaluations made of them 

outright. In addition, circumstances of daily life were rife with reminders of their 

status as outsiders, especially concerning their non-native Japanese language use 

and difficulty of fitting into expected roles in their communities. Continuing to 

improve language skills and exploring ways to become involved with their local 

communities were some examples of how they exercised their agency in dealing 

with such challenges. 

Through multi-layered analyses (Sorsoli, 2007), I hope to illuminate what 

the individuals’ narratives reflect about the contested nature of values held about 

language, ethnicity, race, and identity in the context of English teaching, learning, 

and use in Japan today. I suggest that the findings and conclusions from this study 
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can be applied to other contexts in the world as well. It is therefore important for 

the TESOL professional to become an actively critical observer of how her work is 

affecting all the stakeholders, including her own self. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Defining and Re-Defining One’s Identity 

In this interview study, I investigate the experiences of six Japanese 

American TESOL professionals, including myself, who have been living more than 

ten years in Japan. One more woman was involved in focus group discussions only 

but I did not collect individual data about her. The primary data are the narratives 

produced from interviews and my reflective writings. Because the participants’ 

phenotype is the same as Japanese nationals, the participants must negotiate their 

identities with interlocutors who fail to recognize them as being native speakers 

(NSs) of English and non-Japanese. I use the term phenotype in this study to mean 

observable physical characteristics such as skin and hair color, eye shape and other 

facial features. Due to the highly charged nature of discussing physical traits 

associated with race, I am following the practice of many current scholars in the 

social sciences who use this term. I understand that the word phenotype has its 

origins in biology and although the biological basis of race has been essentially 

refuted through such research as the Human Genome Project (Hutchinson, 2005), I 

have not encountered a suitable alternative to this term. 

Most educational institutions in Japan give high priority to offering classes 

taught by NS instructors, as evidenced by government-based programs such as The 

Japan Exchange and Teaching Program (JET), which recruits and places English 
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instructors throughout Japan in junior and senior high schools. Universities also 

utilize NS instructors as a marketing tool, as can be seen by perusing recruitment 

pamphlets or online homepages. In the advertisements that feature photographs, we 

see only White NS instructors. 

In my experience and that of other Japanese American colleagues I know, 

students, Japanese colleagues, and non-Japanese colleagues challenge the 

authenticity of the NS status of instructors such as my participants and expect them 

to possess native-like Japanese language and cultural skills as well. This 

‘positioning’, which Davies and Harré (1990) described as “the discursive process 

whereby selves are located in conversations as observably and subjectively 

coherent participants in jointly produced story lines” (p. 62) occurred routinely and 

the participants had to attend to such challenges to their identities in order to carry 

out their work in the classroom and faculty meeting rooms. By investigating how 

individual participants deal with negotiating their identities in such circumstances, I 

hope to illuminate the complex nature of how race, language, and culture interact in 

the Japanese teaching context and ultimately to help dispel the stereotypes of who 

are considered to be NS instructors of English. 

 

Personal Rationale for the Research 

My Own Identity Issues Living in the United States 

Tensions caused by living on the margins and longing to move into the 

mainstream are recurrent themes in both my personal and professional life. 
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Reflecting on major decisions made about my education, profession, and personal 

life, I see how I have attempted to move beyond both perceived and actual 

boundaries to pursue what I saw as the greener grass. Each time such border 

crossing was achieved, I found that there were other issues to be dealt with and 

again, I felt out of place. This sensitivity to whether I fit in or not, what place I 

occupy, and what ‘sacrifices’ have to be made to be accepted has and will continue 

to affect my stance as a researcher. Indeed, the process of entering the academy is 

another example of how I find myself at odds with what I perceive to be the 

mainstream in second language acquisition (SLA)/TESOL/applied linguistics. 

Undertaking this research project that focuses on sensitive topics such as race and 

discrimination with potentially political consequences involved risk-taking on my 

part. I feared that ‘rocking the boat’ would not be viewed positively by the 

academy. 

My interest in and involvement with people living on the margins originate 

from my own experiences living in an ethnic enclave. I was born and raised in 

Seattle, Washington, which has long had a substantial Japanese American 

population. My family always lived close to my father’s relatives because they 

helped to maintain a small apartment building owned collectively while holding 

down other jobs. I played with cousins of the same age and we often visited our 

aunt who took care of our grandmother in living in that apartment building. We 

spoke English among ourselves and heard our parents speak Japanese on occasion 

with the older generation. 
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Although there was no physical ghetto, I intuitively knew the unstated but 

clearly defined borders that delineated socially accepted interaction. Japanese 

American Protestant church groups, Girl Scouts sponsored by Nisei (second 

generation Japanese American) veterans’ groups, and a largely Japanese American 

drum and bugle corps were sanctioned sites where I could meet other Japanese 

Americans who went to different schools. On the other hand, from junior high 

school and on, I had more freedom to choose friends and my world broadened to 

include peers of various ethnic and class backgrounds. 

Choosing a university far from the West Coast was my first attempt to 

venture beyond the comfort of the familiar cocoon. In a Midwest college town of 

several thousand people, I would learn that I had to define and redefine myself to 

those reluctant to understand who I was. Until then, my identity as a Japanese 

American was something I had taken for granted. While attending neighborhood 

schools, participating in extracurricular activities, or going to parties, no one ever 

asked if I was an American. It came as a shock to be constantly mistaken for an 

international student at a college known for its liberal policies. I also was shocked 

to learn of the existence of other Japanese or Chinese Americans who shunned 

‘their own kind.’ In a highly politicized era, claiming one’s identity was not a 

simple endeavor. The stakes were extremely high to enter the mainstream. For one, 

activists of color called on us to become professionals in order to fight for social 

justice using better positions of power. To become a lawyer or doctor required 

resources to which not all had access. On the other hand, becoming a part of ‘the 
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establishment’ might require one to distance oneself from the very people one 

hoped to ‘help.’ I decided then that I could not deny my ancestral roots and then 

determined to arm myself intellectually, as I saw that academic sites were places 

not any more enlightened than the street corner. My personal quest at redefining 

my identity through academic pursuits was therefore developed under such 

circumstances and has motivated my dissertation project. 

 

Language and Culture Issues Living in Japan 

In order to get a sense of what my own particular issues are as a Japanese 

American living long-term in Japan who is currently teaching full-time at a private 

university, and to preview possible themes that will arise in my interactions with 

participants, I engage in intensive reflection in this section. Such an undertaking 

can be seen as a form of autoethnography (Wall, 2006) in which my own 

experiences are examined in depth. (One critical incident concerning my Japanese 

language ability follows below labeled “My Story” in which I recall a dinner with 

university colleagues.) I began learning Japanese when I was an exchange student 

in Japan during my junior year of college. Most of my study since then has been 

through tutoring and self-study. I have since attained the highest level, or Level 

One of the Japanese Language Proficiency Test, taken in 2000. In spite of this high 

proficiency level, using Japanese at the workplace remains a major issue for me. 

In addition, in this section I present an abridged version of one story 

recorded in an interview with one of the participants, as another example of what 
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Japanese Americans experience while working for Japanese educational institutions. 

“Bruce’s Story” touches on issues of contested identities placed on him by a 

Japanese colleague when he was acting as a guide in the United States on an 

intercultural exchange visit. Stories of other participants appear in chapters 

focusing on each of them in greater detail. 

 

What is expected of non-Japanese faculty hired on equal-status 

contracts? My story. Spring, 2002. I am having dinner at a Japanese-style pub 

close to the campus with a group of three older male Japanese professors. The 

occasion is a complimentary meal on my behalf for having made a presentation at 

the university’s American/British Literary Society. It is customary for newly 

employed full-time teachers whose research background is in English literature or 

linguistics to make their ‘debut’ at this bimonthly gathering. Although I am not a 

literature expert, I chose to report on Allen Say, a Japanese American writer of 

children’s books and the Japanese American National Museum, which I had visited 

in Los Angeles the year before. All arrangements leading up to this presentation 

were done through Japanese and I assumed that the presentation was to be in 

Japanese. The gathering was not well attended and I got a sense that many of the 

audience had attended out of a sense of obligation. 

The professors present at the dinner are English literature and linguistics 

experts. One asks me about how much I know about Isamu Noguchi, the famous 

Japanese American artist and I talk about the one sculpture that I know in my 
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hometown of Seattle. Another professor who spent some of his graduate school 

years at a university near Seattle recalls meeting Japanese women who had married 

U.S. servicemen stationed in Japan and then moved to the United States. He 

became acquainted with them because they worked for the university maintenance 

services of the graduate school. They were kind to him and brought him Japanese 

food on occasion. This elicited my childhood memories of attending Sunday school 

with many children of such women at the ethnic Protestant church to which my 

family belonged. Through these exchanges, I got a sense that they felt that they 

now knew where to ‘place’ me. 

Toward the end of the dinner, one professor asks rather bluntly, “Do you 

ever say anything at faculty meetings?” I was a bit taken aback, not knowing where 

this was going to lead. The professors present all belonged to different departments 

known for having especially long, drawn-out meetings. I reply that when there is a 

topic that concerns me, I try to offer my opinion. I add that I find it easier to talk in 

committee meetings that are focused on concrete matters such as planning for 

departmental events, discussing changes in the curriculum, and future projects to 

attract more applicants. This answer seems to satisfy him for he then offers his 

opinion about a mutual acquaintance, a full-time NS teacher who belongs to same 

department as he does. He continues in a rather agitated state now and exclaims, 

“All these years and Roger-sensei (pseudonym) has never made any the comments 

during the faculty meetings!” He leaves the topic at that, but I am left feeling very 

uncomfortable. For a split second, I am allowed into the insiders’ circle and am 
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privy to what this professor really thinks about a particular NS teacher. The 

message I got from that one comment concerned the relative worth of NS teachers 

whose Japanese language abilities are limited. 

In order to put into perspective what transpired at this dinner, I comment 

now on what a former colleague revealed to me about the institutional strife that 

had occurred seven or eight years before. With the support of the university labor 

union, several foreign-born faculty members from the United States, United 

Kingdom, China, France, and South Korea requested their status be changed from 

the position of ‘foreign teacher’ to full-time status equal to that of the Japanese 

faculty. Strong opposition was expressed in faculty senate sessions, but eventually 

the non-Japanese who so desired were given full-time status equal to that of the 

Japanese. It was thanks to these changes in policy that I was eligible to apply for 

the position that I now hold. Considering that working conditions are not always 

optimal for foreign residents in Japanese educational institutions (Houghton, 2013; 

McLaughlin, 2007), I consider myself fortunate to have gotten inside the door. 

 

Being a real American: Bruce’s story. In a different example of how the 

challenges of identity negotiation are met, I now introduce what Bruce 

(pseudonym), a Japanese American like me, experienced. He took a group of his 

Japanese university colleagues and Japanese teachers enrolled in professional 

development courses at the university to the United States during spring break. 

There, they met important administrators of the sister school and other bureaucrats 
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on the board of education. He expressed to me his displeasure at being challenged 

by a certain Japanese male colleague who questioned some of Bruce’s actions, 

suggesting that Bruce was not being truly American. Because Bruce wore a 

business suit when visiting the officials, the Japanese colleague perceived this show 

of deference to be closer to what Japanese might do in the same situation. Bruce 

attempted to explain why visiting public officials necessitated showing respect 

through proper attire, even though some of them were personal acquaintances. His 

colleague referred back to what Bruce had said in the past about Americans treating 

each other equally. Bruce continued to disagree with his colleague, explaining that 

such overly simplistic views of how social status is recognized in Japan and the 

United States were not nuanced enough. 

The conversations and actions described in Bruce’s story revealed how 

issues of Bruce’s identity as an American were the point of contention for his 

Japanese colleague. Bruce recalled this particular incident because at the time of 

our interview it had recently occurred. Also, it had put him in a position where he 

had to defend his actions with a Japanese colleague under his care in Bruce’s own 

hometown. In an earlier part of this interview, Bruce referred to having to deal with 

intercultural communication issues daily at his workplace while in Japan. For 

example, he mentioned that he did not understand why faculty of different 

departments would not return his greetings when they passed him in the hall. Since 

he was on his ‘home turf’ in Central City (pseudonym), he assumed he would be 

able to handle situations his Japanese colleagues were unsure of. Bruce made a 
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point of the fact that having grown up in Central City, he was a part of the network 

of local elites. However, the Japanese colleague called into question Bruce’s 

behavior at Central City venues, thereby ‘positioning’ Bruce as incompetent in 

knowing how to act properly in his own home culture of the United States. 

 

Connecting the Personal to this Study’s Aims 

What I have experienced living in Japan has been somewhat similar to my 

college days. Initial surprise or dismay at my poor ability to use Japanese has been 

the usual response with a wide range of interlocutors. Disbelief that I was the native 

speaker English teacher assigned to a class has been another frequent reaction. 

Common threads with my past running through this phenomenon are that my 

existence causes dissonance. I challenge firmly held beliefs that Japanese-looking 

people are necessarily Japanese speakers. Also, I challenge the image of who is a 

native speaker of English. Language operating as a marker that includes/excludes 

those according to narrowly defined attributes such as skin color or ethnic 

background leaves lasting impressions. My interest in this dilemma does not end 

with personal discomfort issues for me and other Japanese American colleagues. 

By examining relevant theoretical and empirical literature, and by illuminating the 

experiences of the participants through the collection and analysis of their 

narratives, I hope to contribute to further understanding of how race, language, and 

culture interact in the Japanese teaching context. 
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Professional Rationale for the Research 

Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study can be found by examining the ever growing 

literature on identity in second language acquisition (Block, 2007). The issue of 

teacher identity has been an area in TESOL research with a focus on people of 

color who are English instructors teaching in Western and English as a foreign 

language (EFL) contexts (Amin, 1997; Braine, 1999; Curtis & Romney, 2006; 

Kubota & Lin, 2006). For many of the non-White teachers, issues of race, 

nonnative-like pronunciation, and gender are faced as they attempt to enter the 

profession. Who the teacher is often impacts students’ expectations, attitudes, and 

ultimately classroom behavior. 

In recent years, a few studies on the Japanese teaching context have been 

conducted exploring how teachers deal with teaching philosophy issues (Duff & 

Uchida, 1997) and gender issues (Simon-Maeda, 2004). The English language 

education landscape in Japan reflects in many ways a Western hegemonic ideal 

where the purpose of learning English is to speak with White native speaker 

interlocutors (Leung, Harris & Rampton, 1997; McConnell, 2000; Kubota & 

McKay, 2009). My hope is to contribute to the understanding of how Japanese 

American teachers are positioned within the EFL context of Japan and how they 

deal with identities imposed on them by institutions or individuals. 

Very little research has been done on this particular group of teachers (see 

Fujimoto, 2006; Fujimoto, Kusaka & Sakayori, 2007; Fujimoto, Sakayori, Ikeda, & 
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Kusaka, 2006; Nomura, 2004 for background), so such explorations would shed 

light on those experiences and how individual teachers negotiate their identities 

with a variety of interlocutors. What we can learn from examining the details of 

their experiences can be linked to the broader issues of how certain beliefs and 

discourses in Japan influence the efficacy and the political and ideological aspects 

of English education in general. In addition, examination of such thorny issues as 

race, ethnocentrism, and discrimination in the field of TESOL can lead to further 

discussion among researchers, practitioners, administrators, and policy makers. I 

also hope to examine in greater depth the discourse on Japanese Americans in both 

Japan and the United States and consider the assumptions underlying them. 

 

Japanese Americans in the United States. Japanese Americans make up a 

small percentage of the total U.S. population. Their history can shed light on how 

an Asian immigrant group experienced life in the United States and what issues still 

exist today for immigrants of color and their descendants. Following the example 

of Kikumura-Yano (2002), I briefly highlight important events of the 130-year 

history of Japanese Americans living in the United States. First, I describe the 

initial migration covering the period from 1885-1924. Following that, I examine the 

racism that the Japanese and their American-born offspring encountered. Next, I 

introduce the World War II incarceration of those Japanese Americans living on the 

West Coast. Finally, I comment on the redress movement, which challenged the 

legality of the wartime incarceration. 
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Migration to Hawaii was the first full-scale movement of Japanese people 

following the opening of Japan, from its 260 years of self-imposed isolation. 

Between 1885-1924, an estimated 200,000 Japanese arrived in Hawaii to work 

mainly on sugar plantations, a move that was instigated by American sugar industry 

interests to offset the increasing influence of Chinese workers already in Hawaii 

(Daniels, 1988). The migration to the mainland of the United States involved 

180,000 Japanese during the same period, but was not a coordinated effort by any 

particular industry. Railroad construction and maintenance, lumbering, mining, 

agriculture, and fishing in the Western parts of the United States were where most 

of the male laborers found work. The need for such labor was acute because the 

Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 had made impossible the further migration of 

Chinese workers to the United States. 

Racism in various forms shaped the composition of the Japanese 

communities that continued to grow. The U.S.-Japan Gentlemen’s Agreement of 

1907-8 put an end to new Japanese male laborers entering the United States. 

Loopholes in the law allowed women to join their husbands, and a shift from single 

male sojourner communities to that of families ensued. Success of Japanese 

immigrants in agriculture was seen as a threat to White American farmers, and 

Alien Land Laws in Western states prohibiting land ownership by Japanese resulted. 

A Supreme Court decision in 1922 denied naturalization rights to Japanese 

immigrants and the ending of all immigration from Japan in 1924 (both effective 
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until 1952) severely impacted economic and social opportunities for the Japanese 

American communities (Kikumura-Yano, 2002, p. 275). 

After the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941, over 120,000 people of 

Japanese descent living on the West Coast were imprisoned in ten government 

camps located in desert and swamp areas throughout the Southwest and Rocky 

Mountain regions. Harsh living conditions and uncertainty about their futures as 

well as pressure on draft age young men to join the military strained family ties and 

caused distress for many. Military valor displayed by second generation Japanese 

Americans (Nisei) on the European and the South Pacific fronts was instrumental 

in the postwar changes in the status of Japanese Americans. In particular, returning 

veterans to territorial Hawaii played a role in promoting Hawaii’s statehood in 

1959. 

During the 1980s, third-generation young adults together with the Nisei 

sought redress for the injustices suffered by those imprisoned during World War II. 

Through an intensive campaign and numerous public hearings, the redress law 

known as the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 was passed by Congress. Due to changes 

in demographics, the Japanese American community is now quite diverse. New 

immigrants from Japan and multi-racial Japanese Americans are a part of the 

current Japanese American communities that are located in Hawaii, large urban 

areas of the West Coast, as well as in the Midwest and East Coast. The participants 

in this study are from a range of such communities. 
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Japanese Americans in Japan. Unlike the Japanese Brazilians who have 

come to work in large numbers since the early 1990’s due to changes in 

immigration laws (Tsuda, 2003; Yamanaka, 2000), the existence of Japanese 

Americans in Japan has not been the focus of such intense academic and media 

attention. The statistics for 2012 available online from Japanese government 

sources concerning the population of U.S. citizens in Japan revealed the number to 

be 48,357. However, there is no mention of ethnic background and so the number 

of Japanese Americans is unknown. Some Japanese American authors have 

chronicled their experiences in the form of memoirs (Minatoya, 1992; Mura, 1991; 

Okimoto, 1971; Yamashita, 2001). A common thread running through these 

personal accounts was the struggle the writers had with the expectations placed on 

them by most of their Japanese interlocutors to behave as a Japanese national. 

Second and third generation Japanese Americans venturing to learn something 

about their ancestral homeland was a phenomenon that could be seen within the 

context of a renewed interest and pride in ethnic origins inspired by the Civil 

Rights movement of the 1950’s and 1960’s. My own initial visit to Japan in 

1972-1973 on a college junior year abroad program was an example of such a 

journey. The conversations I exchanged with other Japanese Americans who had 

either recently visited Japan or were planning to do so were filled with references 

to wanting to know more about where their parents or grandparents had come from. 

A few Japanese American scholars have visited Japan to carry out 

anthropological fieldwork on the nature of Japanese identity formation, the role of 
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personal relationships in the business world, and other aspects of modern Japanese 

everyday life (Hamabata, 1991; Kondo, 1990). Noteworthy in these works were the 

common experiences the researchers shared negotiating their Japanese American 

identities. Kondo (1990), who lived and worked with employees of a small 

business, explained, “How could someone who looked Japanese not be Japanese? 

In my cultural ineptitude, I represented for the people who met me the chaos of 

meaninglessness. Their response in the face of this dissonance was to make me as 

Japanese as possible” (p. 12). She wrote that although her status as an American 

researcher did help open doors to gain access to local inhabitants, she soon found 

that such status meant little in her everyday dealings with the people she was 

observing. 

Hamabata (1991), who became familiar with family members who owned a 

well-known enterprise, described how he manipulated the ambiguity that his 

Japanese American identity elicited: 

The trick for a Japanese American, I discovered, is to present oneself as an 

American—to shake hands and use English—when meeting people for the 

first time. The hospitable treatment normally accorded guests will then be 

forthcoming. Once having made one’s entrée as a gaijin (foreigner), 

however, it is possible to lose a bit of one’s guest status as an outsider by 

switching to Japanese mode. By switching, one is allowed to witness, and 

hear about aspects of Japanese life that are often kept from foreigners 

because gaijin are considered incapable of comprehending particularly 
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Japanese aspects of life. A sure sign of success is the following phrase, 

which precedes the most intimate revelation: Yappari nihonjin dakara 

wakkate kureru dessho?” (Since you are Japanese, you’ll understand what 

I’m going to tell you, right?). (p. 8) 

In both cases, the researchers returned to the United States having finished their 

data collection and therefore did not share many of the experiences that many 

long-term resident Japanese Americans have, such as raising families or carving 

out careers in a foreign setting. Nevertheless, their personal ordeals during the 

research process were revealing and provided a glimpse into what issues Japanese 

Americans face when living in Japan. 

The literature on Japanese Americans living long-term in Japan is indeed 

sparse (Nomura, 2004) and this reveals a gap to which this study can contribute. 

Conference presentations and follow-up proceedings based on personal narratives 

of Japanese American TESOL professionals have helped bring this topic to the 

attention of the academic community (Fujimoto, Sakayori, Fujioka, Ikeda, & 

Kusaka, 2006; Fujimoto, Kusaka, & Sakayori, 2007). This study is designed to be a 

nuanced analysis of individuals’ narratives and not a search for any particular 

standardized template against which to measure Japanese Americans as they deal 

with their contested identities. 
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Audience for this Study 

The audience for this study includes a wide range of TESOL professionals 

and others in related fields of intercultural communication. For example, 

researchers involved in applied linguistics research who are interested in the 

broader issues of how language, culture, and identity are manifested in English as a 

foreign language (EFL) classroom settings including the native-speaker/non-native 

speaker (NNS) discussions would benefit from this study. Teacher trainers 

preparing language teachers for the profession would also benefit from examining 

the issues raised about teacher identities and positioning by institutions and the 

larger social milieu in which English is being taught. Those who are language 

program administrators would become aware of issues facing teachers of color both 

in and outside the classroom. TESOL practitioners, both novice and experienced 

are another group for whom this study is written. By learning about the experiences 

of their peers, they have the opportunity to reflect on their particular contexts and 

consider how their own practices might or might not be adding to the 

marginalization of certain members of the profession. 

The audience can learn about the issues that exist for TESOL professionals in 

Japan who are visibly indistinguishable from the local population and therefore 

constantly need to negotiate their contested identities of being a desirable and 

valued native speaker teacher. Not only students, but colleagues, administrators, 

and others involved in language education and cultural exchange often define the 

participants in this study as Japanese and fix unrealistic expectations on them to 
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have the linguistic and cultural resources of native Japanese. By learning about the 

experiences of the participants, the audience can gain a greater appreciation of the 

complex issues of race and native-speakerism that exist in the current TESOL field. 

The audience can also develop a more critical view of practices that exist in their 

own particular institutions. It is hoped they will enter into more dialogue with 

colleagues and administrators and also reflect on their own perceptions of what the 

TESOL field is promoting and what needs to be addressed, not only in Japan but in 

EFL/ESL contexts worldwide. 

 

Delimitations 

This study focuses on Japanese Americans (Americans citizens of Japanese 

descent, second or third generation, born and raised in the United States) who have 

lived in Japan more than 10 years and have extensive experience in teaching 

English. They came to Japan as adults for a number of reasons such as Japanese 

language study, work, and marriage. They are from a variety of areas of the United 

States that influenced their prior exposure to other Japanese Americans, the 

Japanese language and culture, and experiences of overt or subtle racism. Their 

phenotype makes them indistinguishable from Japanese nationals. Their level of 

Japanese proficiency varies widely and does not correlate with their length of 

residence in Japan. The type of positions they have at the institutions where they 

teach varies widely from adjunct instructor at multiple institutions, native speaker 

teacher on limited contracts, and full-time tenured status. From the description 
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above, it is clear that this study does not include so-called young returnees or 

kikokushijo, people of multi-ethnic backgrounds, or short-term sojourners such as 

teachers currently on the JET program. 

 

Terminology Issues 

Terminology becomes problematic when dealing with a group of people 

who have not been the subject of study in education or TESOL research. I have 

chosen to refer to the participants and myself as Japanese American in line with 

practices common in the United States in Asian American studies and related areas 

such as history, law, and sociology. I recognize the growing trend in areas such as 

anthropology to refer to descendants of Japanese emigrants to the Americas as 

Nikkei and in other spheres where collaboration across disciplines is promoted to 

encourage a sense of a larger community originating from similar roots. My choice 

of label is based on the fact that we are all from the United States and are educators 

hired to fulfill the role of NS instructor at our respective institutions. 

Native-speakerism is a foundation for institutional practices in Japan 

(Houghton & Rivers, 2013) and therefore the fact that we are native speakers is 

salient, although I recognize that this term is problematic. Defining who is a native 

speaker and why native speakers are considered to be preferable for teaching 

English have been problematized from the viewpoints of linguistics and social 

policy (Davies, 2003). For lack of a better term, I use this term throughout this 

work. 
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In addition, our American citizenship has a conflicted legacy, in which race 

was more salient as exhibited in the World War II incarceration of family or 

acquaintances (Azuma, 2000; Kikumura-Yano, 2002). Therefore I have chosen to 

denote our nationality, given that our status in Japan as ‘aliens’ is another salient 

aspect of our existence. Although we have moved to live to another country for 

various reasons, the term ‘immigrant’ is not appropriate either, for such movement 

from one developed nation to another differs from that of other groups of people 

studied in education or TESOL. For lack of a better term, I find ‘transnational’ is 

one label that can better describe our lives lived in multiple spheres in which the 

crisscrossing of national and cultural borders is an ongoing process. This choice 

also reflects trends in current work on such people in the social sciences 

(Menard-Warwick, 2008; Takamori, 2010; Yamashiro, 2008). 

 

The Organization of the Study 

In Chapter 2, the conceptual framework and literature review along with the 

research questions are covered. In Chapter 3, the data collection methods used in 

this case study are explained in detail. In addition, a brief introduction of the 

participants, the data collection sites, and interview schedules are outlined. For the 

findings Chapters 4-7, interview data excerpts are presented with detailed 

description and analysis. Chapter 4 focuses on the participants’ daily lives while 

Chapter 5 is concerned with classroom interactions. Chapter 6 deals with 

relationships with colleagues and Chapter 7 examines the co-constructed nature of 
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the stories told during interviews. A comprehensive discussion of those findings is 

found in Chapter 8. In Chapter 9, I evaluate the meaning of the research project and 

offer suggestions for further study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

DISCOURSE, IDENTITY, RACE, NARRATIVE, AND "TROUBLE" 

 

In this chapter I first outline the conceptual framework to be used in this 

study; it includes discourse, identity, critical race theory, and narrative. My 

concerns about unfair employment practices existing for many people of color in 

the TESOL field as well as students’ narrow views about who are legitimate 

English speakers led me to these concepts as a way to understand such issues. Next, 

I introduce the literature relevant to this study, which covers both issue-oriented 

and empirical works dealing with race issues in education in general and in the 

TESOL field. Finally, I state the research questions that guide this study. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Discourse: Webs of Linguistic and Cultural Resources 

To understand the experiences of the participants living as long-term 

residents in Japan, it is necessary to look at their narratives within the larger context 

of the discourses that are a part of and simultaneously shape the English 

teaching/learning context in Japan. To guide this undertaking, I use what 

Blommaert (2005) has elaborated as five principles that draw on work done in 

linguistic anthropology and sociolinguistics. 

The first principle states that when researchers analyze language-in-society, 

the focus should be on “what language use means to its users” (p. 14). Referring to 
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the anthropological work of Franz Boas, Blommaert noted that the emic or 

participants’ viewpoint is the key stance of such ethnographers. Rephrased, the 

need to “know how language matters to people” (p. 14) is what is important. In my 

own reflective writing and through the data collecting process, it is precisely the 

dilemmas that arise when using one’s own first language, and English or Japanese 

as a second language, that need to be analyzed for deeper understanding. 

The second principle explains the necessity to be aware that “language 

operates differently in different environments,” which require proper 

‘contextualization’ (p. 14). Contextualization requires establishing “the relations 

between language usage and the particular purposes for which and conditions under 

which it operates” (p. 14). I have considered my own struggles with using Japanese 

as a matter of vocabulary level, pragmatic competence (politeness), non-native 

pronunciation, and intonation. However, proper contextualization of such critical 

incidents concerning my participants' and my usage of Japanese might shed more 

light on what occurred and why some of us might have felt compromised. Other 

sites where contextualization would be revealing are the Japanese university 

English classrooms themselves. Usage of the target language by learners and 

instructors who cannot be lumped into simplistic categories of ‘Japanese students’ 

and ‘native speaker teachers’ requires much more sophisticated analysis. Teachers 

might be using the students’ L1 and how that resonates with both interlocutors can 

be a subject for further analysis. 
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The third principle refers to the unit of analysis as the “actual and densely 

contextualized forms in which language occurs in society” (p. 15). A focus on the 

varieties of language that are manifested in any society needs more attention, as 

there is no one ‘Japanese’ or ‘English’ per se. Geography, class, age, gender, 

first/second language status, and other factors affect how the speaker speaks and 

how the listener hears, thereby influencing the nature of the communication and 

how the interlocutors feel about it. Through collecting interview data, I realize I 

might be naive in assuming that sharing an ethnic background similar to that of the 

participants in my study would automatically make communication 100% 

comprehensible. I find that even slight differences in regional accents can be 

confounding, for they conjure up certain preconceived ideas that speakers have 

about each other. Another issue that comes to the fore concerns how interlocutors, 

participants, and I react and feel about the use of Japanese as a second language 

(JSL) in the various situations within the Japanese institutions where we teach and 

carry out administrative chores. 

The fourth principle concerns the ‘repertoires’ that people have to work 

with when communicating, which determine what they can do with language. 

Blommaert claimed that people “are constrained by the range and structure of their 

repertoires” and that “the distribution of elements of the repertoires in any society 

is unequal” (p. 15). I understand ‘repertoires’ in this case refers to the entire stock 

of skills needed for successful communication, such as vocabulary, register, accent, 

pragmatic and cultural knowledge. I find myself having to expand my own L1 
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repertoire in order to carry on doctoral studies and interact with a whole new range 

of interlocutors, i.e., classmates, professors, and other researchers. Having been 

immersed too long in a simplified native/non-native speaker paradigm, I have 

found this to be a challenge, one that has sensitized me to the exclusiveness of the 

academy. As for my proposed project, which includes collecting data from 

participants whose repertoires might have a much wider range (former residents of 

Hawaii who speak both ‘standard’ and ‘local’ English), I wonder about what I 

might be missing by hearing only the ‘standard’ version and what my participants 

have experienced with regard to their own repertoires. 

The fifth and final principle puts globalization as the backdrop that must be 

taken into account, for contextualizing can no longer be limited to one society or a 

single communication event. “The world system is characterized by structural 

inequality, and this also counts for linguistic resources,” noted Blommaert (2005, p. 

15). English taught in universities in Japan by TESOL professionals and amateurs 

mainly hailing from the “inner circle” countries of the United States, the United 

Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand (Kachru, 1985) needs to be 

contextualized within this larger globalization phenomenon. An analysis of the 

discourse concerning what institutions in Japan expect from the native speaker 

teachers they hire and the realities on the ground in the classrooms could reveal the 

conditions under which Japanese American TESOL professionals work and the 

subsequent outcomes. 
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Using the five principles suggested by Blommaert, I illuminate how the 

contexts within which the languages of English and Japanese used by participants 

are influenced by both the forces of globalization and local constraints. Particularly 

important is how the participants themselves understand and feel about their usage 

of English and Japanese as TESOL professionals in Japan and what the 

consequences are for them. 

 

Identity: Co-Construction Through Discourse 

Researchers in the fields of sociology, psychology, sociolinguistics, and 

anthropology have been pursuing work dealing with identity and discourse during 

the last few decades. As an example from anthropology, van Meijl (2009) 

investigated the impact of large transnational movements of people from small 

Pacific islands states to Western destinations. Complex identity issues for both the 

migrants and those who remained in the homeland have emerged and have led to 

heated debates in those communities about how traditional language and culture are 

to be maintained. In the field of psychology, social psychologists are engaged in 

developing new frameworks, such as social identity theory (SIT), which “provides 

a bridge between the individual and the social and how it allows one to explain how 

socio-cultural realities can regulate the behaviors of individuals” (Reicher, Spears, 

& Haslam, 2009, p. 50). In my quest for a working definition of identity, I found it 

necessary to be familiar with the scope of such work. In particular, familiarity with 

the “discursive turn” in identity research is valuable in order to understand the role 
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that discourse plays in the co-construction of identity (Wetherell, 2010, p. 13). The 

discursive turn in identity research beginning in the 1980’s can be described as a 

shift to a social constructionist approach to examining how identity is displayed 

and acted out in social sites through interaction and discourse. This was in contrast 

to the then prevailing cognitive-perceptive approach that located identity inside an 

individual’s mind. Benwell and Stokoe (2010) have described identity in the 

following manner: 

 …identity is understood as a social phenomenon, produced and interpreted 

by other people, in discourse and other social and embodied conduct. Here, 

identity is located not in the ‘private’ realms of cognition, emotion and 

experience, but in the public realms of discourse, interaction and other 

semiotic systems of meaning-making. Identity is actively, ongoingly, 

dynamically constructed, rather than reflected, in talk and texts of all kinds. 

(p. 83) 

Important in this definition is that identity is socially constructed, created through 

discourse, and dynamic in nature. With such a definition, the identity ‘work’ in 

which the participants and I are involved can be approached from both the content 

of the stories produced in the interview as well as the process of the interview 

itself. 

Refining the definition of identity further by focusing on the dichotomies 

that exist when researchers attempt to analyze the processes involved in identity 
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work, Bamberg, De Fina and Schiffrin (2011) have suggested looking at the three 

“dilemmatic spaces”: 

The three most pressing dilemmas revolve around (i) agency and control, 

resulting in the question whether it is the person, the I-as-subject, who 

constructs the way the world is, or whether the me-as-undergoer is 

constructed by the way the world is—and how this dilemma is navigated on 

a case-to-case basis; (ii) difference and sameness between me and others, 

posing the question how we can draw up a sense of self as differentiated 

and/or as integrated within self-other relations—and how in concrete 

contexts we navigate in between those two; and (iii) constancy and change, 

posing the question how we can claim to be the same in the face of constant 

change and how we can claim to have changed in the face of still being the 

same--and what degree of continuity and development are necessary to 

develop and maintain a sense of self as unitary. (p. 177) 

Regarding (i), the interaction described in narratives can be analyzed for how the 

tug of war evolves between the participants and their interlocutors concerning how 

who is defining whom. Dilemmatic space (ii) is the site where the negotiation of 

identities that the participants engage in with their colleagues, students, and other 

interlocutors takes place. As for (iii), analysis can reveal how it is that participants 

present themselves as having multiple identities. 

In short, current theoretical works about identity have put forth definitions 

that emphasize its socially constructed and negotiated nature. Identity is not a static 
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entity that is given to another or claimed by oneself but is negotiated from moment 

to moment with others through discourse and other means of representation. 

 

Researching Race: Adapting Critical Race Theory 

A tool for researching race issues that is relevant for this study is Critical 

Race Theory (CRT). CRT originated in the works of U.S. legal scholars who 

investigated how the legal system failed to be objective and fair and privileged 

certain racial groups over others (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995). 

Despite the passing of historic legislation known as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

outlawing racial discrimination, inequality in many areas of life continued for 

people of color. The basic tenets of CRT according to Delgado and Stefancic 

(2001) cited in Kubota and Lin (2009, p. 9) are 

(1) racism is deeply ingrained in the ordinary ways in which everyday life 

in our society operates and thus it cannot be fixed by colorblind policies of 

superficial equality; (2) because racism benefits both White elites 

(materially) and working-class people (psychically), large segments of 

society have little incentive to eradicate it; (3) races are categories that 

society invents, manipulates, or retires when convenient; (4) the forms of 

racialization or racial discrimination are in flux, influenced by 

socioeconomic need of the dominant society; (5) anti-essentialist 

understandings of racialized groups (i.e. recognizing various kinds of 

diversity that exist within a racialized group rather than viewing it as 



 31 

homogenous or static) are vitally important; and (6) coexisting with the 

previous point, the unique voice of the people of color about their 

experiences can be communicated to White people through storytelling 

which exposes and challenges hidden forms of racism in everyday 

interactions. (p. 9) 

Racism is oftentimes considered a phenomenon of the past because it has been 

outlawed, but in reality, it remains a part of the social fabric in the United States 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Omi & Winant, 1994). In the realm of employment issues, 

legal scholar Matsuda (1991) demonstrated how Title VII of the Civil Rights Act 

has been repeatedly interpreted in favor of the employer in lawsuits concerning 

nonstandard English accents of the plaintiffs who were people of color. Matsuda 

concluded that the court rulings failed to take into account the hidden norm of 

standard English to mean White English, resulting in unjust hiring practices going 

unpunished. 

In this study, I understand race to be a socially constructed discursive 

category that is used to divide and judge people based on physical characteristics 

such as skin and hair color and facial features (Kubota & Lin, 2009). Due to recent 

advances in genetics and other fields in biology, most scientists would agree that 

race has no biological basis. However, the long history of race being used to 

evaluate people’s ability continues to pervade public and private discourse. That 

race continues to be used as a standard for the distribution of services, material 

wealth, and occupational opportunities leading to inequalities is indeed problematic. 
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For the TESOL professional in Japan, a dichotomy of Japanese/non-Japanese often 

limits who is considered suitable for most teaching positions, particularly at the 

university level (Hayes, 2013). Within such categorization, non-Japanese are 

further divided along native/non-native speaker status, with race being an unspoken 

but pervasive standard for considering who is hired. Visible facial characteristics 

used for gate-keeping purposes, as well as standards for expected behavior as 

manifested in nihonjinron discourse continues to prevent educators from reaching 

their potential based solely on how they look. 

In the field of education, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) pointed out how 

racism has been untheorized in scholarly work (p. 47) and argued for using a CRT 

perspective to better understand how inequalities and injustices continue to exist for 

many students of color. In particular, Ladson-Billings and Tate emphasized the 

importance of using the voices of the people themselves because “The story of 

one’s condition leads to the realization of how one came to be oppressed and 

subjugated and allows one to stop inflicting mental violence on oneself” (p. 57). 

The use of participants’ stories obtained through interviews is in line with this 

thinking. 

Although CRT has its roots in the historically racialized hierarchies of U.S. 

society, I think it is a useful perspective to bring to my study situated in Japan. 

Because of the strong economic and political ties with the United States, people in 

Japan view stereotypic images made available in popular media portraying 

American life. EFL textbooks often add to those stereotypes, portraying people of 
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color in inferior roles or not having them appear at all (Taylor-Mendes, 2009). 

However, as Shome (2010) has pointed out, critical work on race in the field of 

intercultural communication in United States has its weakness in theorizing newer 

movements of border-crossing people. I recognize the limitations inherent in 

working with scholarship centered on the United States to a different context in this 

case, Japan. 

 

Narrative: Sense Making 

Remarking on the human need for continuity to understand our own lives, 

Bruner (1996) observed “We construct a ‘life’ by creating an identity-conserving 

Self who wakes up the next day still mostly the same. We seem to be geniuses at 

the ‘continued story’” (pp. 143-144). A scholar and practitioner of narrative inquiry, 

Riessman (2008) noted the existence of a wide range of working definitions for 

narrative in the human sciences. For example, sociolinguistics uses a very 

restrictive definition of narrative to be “a discrete unit of discourse, an extended 

answer by a research participant to a single question, topically centered and 

temporally organized” (p. 5). On the other hand, anthropology and social history 

use a more holistic approach to defining narrative and include observations, and 

documents as well as multiple stories told to form a life story (p. 5). For the fields 

of psychology and sociology, narrative comprises “long sections of talk—extended 

accounts of lives in context that develop over the course of single or multiple 

research interviews or therapeutic conversations” (p. 6). Because there is such a 
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wide range of definitions of narrative in the social sciences, Riessman suggested 

the following definition as one that captures the most basic and important tenets: 

“A fundamental criterion of narrative is surely contingency. Whatever the content, 

stories demand the consequential linking of events or ideas. Narrative shaping 

entails imposing a meaningful pattern on what would otherwise be random and 

disconnected” (Salmon & Riessman, 2008, p. 78). I base my understanding of 

narrative according to this definition 

How can the complexity inherent in living and working in Japan long-term, 

where identity for Japanese Americans is in constant flux, be best examined? 

Narrative lies at the heart of my response to this question. I think that the close 

examination of relevant experiences is the place to begin. By accessing those 

stories of the individual participants that might seem disjointed at first, I sought to 

discover common threads woven throughout. By doing so, I attempted to 

understand what these experiences reflect about the world that we live in. As 

Postman (1988) stated, authors “weaving narratives about human behavior” (p. 12) 

are storytellers because they give “a unique interpretation to a set of human events” 

(p. 13). He continued that a story “…cannot be proved or disproved but draws its 

appeal from the power of its language, the depth of its explanations, the relevance 

of its examples, and the credibility of its theme. And that all of this has an 

identifiable moral purpose” (p. 13). Riessman (2008), citing Rosenwald and 

Ochberg (1992), explained by saying “studying narratives is additionally useful for 
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what they reveal about social life—culture ‘speaks itself’ through an individual’s 

story” (p. 5). 

Narratives are worth telling only if they have something of interest to say. 

As Bruner (1996) remarked, “Stories pivot on breached norms. …That places 

‘trouble’ at the hub of narrative realities. Stories worth telling and worth construing 

are typically born in trouble” (p. 142). Kiesinger (2002) examined the potential for 

therapeutic value through the telling of narratives about “trouble” in the form of 

deeply significant and emotional events in our lives. Even the mundane events of 

our daily lives shared at the dinner table or over coffee with coworkers contain 

elements of trouble, for that is why we bother to mention them. However, the 

stories about troubling events resulting in negative feelings are usually reserved for 

a limited number of listeners (Linde, 1993, p. 22). The risk that the teller takes by 

revealing a sense of vulnerability or a loss of face can be significant (Linde, 1993, p. 

23). Within the researcher/researched relationship, the participant is positioned 

such that she has to decide whether or not to tell a particular story because its 

telling might result in further “trouble” such as feelings of guilt or helplessness. On 

the other hand, by telling a story about a troubling event, the participant might be 

able to feel relieved to have found an interested listener who has pledged privacy. 

 In regard to the dilemma outlined above, Kiesinger (2002) suggested that 

those narratives can also hold us back if they keep us from achieving our full 

potential. Reframing those narratives “in ways that empower rather than victimize 

does not mean that we deny painful or abusive experiences…What it does mean is 
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that we proactively examine and assess the stories we tell about our lives and 

experiences” (pp. 107-108). I take this point to heart when I reread papers I have 

written in the past about my experiences living in Japan, learning Japanese, and 

becoming an English teacher (Kusaka, 1998). Over ten years later, the tone comes 

across as naïve or overly heroic and these writings are somewhat embarrassing to 

read. On the other hand, I can appreciate the chance to look objectively at what 

issues and “trouble” I have faced and how I have dealt with them, and thus get a 

better idea of where I am now. The importance of “trouble” in Bruner's sense as an 

engine to keep the narrative compelling and worthy of the audience’s attention is 

one that I intend to clarify using appropriate examples from the participants’ 

narratives. 

 

Conceptual Framework Summary 

The conceptual framework for this study involves discourse, identity, CRT, 

and narrative. The choice of these concepts reflects the complexity involved when 

one sets out to explore the lives of racialized Japanese American TESOL 

professionals living and working in Japan. Our using English or not being able to 

use Japanese has profound consequences for our perceived competency or 

authenticity in our respective workplaces and in both private and social spheres. 

The ongoing negotiation of identity with a wide range of interlocutors results in 

critical incidents, and therefore provides the impetus for participants to share those 

experiences with me or other trusted colleagues. Through such narratives, I hope 
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that those in the field of TESOL not only in Japan but elsewhere as well will find 

what it is they can do to rectify conditions that perpetuate unfair employment 

practices and that prevent the broadening of students’ worldview regarding using 

English. 

 

Review of the Literature: Looking for and Finding "Trouble" 

In what follows I introduce and comment on issue-oriented and empirical 

literature relevant to this study. To begin with, I look at race issues in education 

research in general. As I noted in the previous section, racism has been a focus of 

academic inquiry since the late 1980’s in the United States, with scholars 

attempting to illuminate how institutional and social injustice is created and 

maintained, despite the existence of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Bonilla-Silva, 

2010; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Omi & Winant, 1994). In the field of 

education, both practitioners and researchers have tackled issues concerning how 

race continues to negatively impact the lives of students, teachers, and the larger 

community. They also reveal the discourses that play down the role of race in many 

mainstream academic circles (Kubota, 2004). 

The second area I explore is the role that race plays in the TESOL field. 

This is a comparatively new development, beginning with non-native speaker 

TESOL professionals theorizing their experiences in ESL/EFL contexts (Amin, 

1997, 1999; Braine, 1999). The entrenched stereotype of an ideal teacher as a 

native English speaker who is White has been problematized by such inquiry 
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(Canagarajah, 1999; Grant & Lee, 2009). I place the racialization of the Japanese 

American participants teaching in Japan within this area of inquiry. 

 

Race Issues in Education: Minorities in Academia 

The first category of studies that can inform the empirical studies to be later 

examined is the experiences of minorities in academia in general. For example, in 

their survey study of race, gender, and faculty status in higher education in the 

United States, Allen, Epps, Guillory, Suh, Bonous-Hammarth, and Stassen (2002) 

found that despite the gains made in enrollment of students of color and women 

during the last three decades, “underrepresentation and low academic status of 

women and faculty of color is a persistent problem” (p. 189). Consistent forms of 

institutionalized racism relegate people of color to teaching-intensive positions that 

involve many time-consuming administrative duties and thereby limit possibilities 

for further advancement through research-related activities. Researchers of color 

must also deal with resentment on the part of some colleagues who believe that 

affirmative action policies have given minorities unfair advantages (Nero, 2006; 

Villalpando & Delgado Bernal, 2002). In addition, “dominant discourse within the 

mainstream research community devalues the scholarship of faculty of color” 

(Dixson & Rousseau, 2005, p. 12). It is within this climate that concerned 

researchers have ventured to challenge misconceptions about racism, which need to 

be looked at as having deep historical, political, and economic roots and not as 

individual acts of bias. 
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The mixed-genre autobiography of Villanueva (1993) creatively explored 

the use of literary devices to paint a picture of what it was like to grow up as 

“portorican” in America (p. xi). Despite his expertise in teaching rhetoric and 

research interest in classical writers, his Hispanic roots positioned him to be an 

expert in bilingual education. Work intensive projects came his way and despite his 

having a Ph.D., his family depended on food stamps to make ends meet. “I had a 

hard time seeing you as a person of color” (p. xii) was an example of how 

well-meaning colleagues who were unaware of their own racist attitudes continued 

to “keep him in his place.” 

In the case of a first generation Asian immigrant scholar, Kumar (2002) 

revealed the dilemmas she faced when teaching at a predominantly White 

university. Describing her presence in a freshman composition class, she said “The 

visual image of a teacher affects her students before the contents of her character 

and the substance of her expertise get a chance to manifest themselves” (p. 282). 

Her English ability was constantly questioned because she spoke with an Indian 

accent. Unable to initially challenge the department’s decisions on her teaching 

load and course contents for fear of losing her job, she later urged novice teachers 

of color to get involved with campus politics in order to deal with the injustices 

they face. 

In an autoethnographic work, Miller (2008) analyzed the role of race in his 

journey through the academic world in the United States as an African American 

scholar in education. He uncovered three dialectics at work that helped to highlight 
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how race was being experienced and storied. Colorblind vs. colorful referred to the 

worldviews that were in operation as he attempted to understand what was 

happening to him and why he did what he did. Hiding or displaying his race 

referred to how he reacted to a range of interlocutors. Passivity vs. advocacy 

referred to the degree of agency used in dealing with issues of race (pp. 370-371). 

Miller concluded that “While the subtlety of hidden racism might lead some people 

to believe that those who experience it are overly sensitive, I have come to believe 

that my ‘feelings’ are really conclusions based on subtle yet nevertheless concrete 

experiences, and that these experiences are not as ethereal as some might think” (p. 

384). 

The examples above illustrate some of the obstacles faced by people of 

color working as teachers and researchers in a variety of fields in higher education 

in settings in the United States. Whether U.S. citizens or immigrant scholars, they 

were judged first by their appearance (as people of color and in some cases, as 

women) by students, colleagues, and administrators and were positioned as less 

worthy or less qualified for the job. This is indeed troubling, considering that such 

institutional practices continue to justify the wrongdoings of racism by not 

rigorously fighting it. Research conducted in the education field needs to be 

working toward ending injustice due to racial discrimination and concerned 

scholars have raised their voices to make the issue more visible. 

As editor of a special edition on race issues in education research, Lee 

(2003) focused on the uneasiness about using the word ‘race’ itself or referring to 
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the race of the research participants, despite the fact that race has been a powerful 

concept in operation throughout the history of the United States. Instead, 

euphemisms such as “culturally deprived” or “culturally disadvantaged” have 

emerged and disappeared, for they themselves smack of racist tones. Lee referred 

to the deeply held, uncritically examined beliefs held by many in academia as ‘folk 

theories’ that continue to confuse, color, and confound more rigorous research into 

the complex nature of race and how it affects those who are racialized as well as 

those who do the racializing. Lee summed up the dilemma of researchers doing 

work in which race is an issue: 

How do we resist simplistic assumptions about the meaning of group 

membership and develop more nuanced and complex research agendas that 

work from a basic assumption that human beings always have agency, 

always have resources, and make meaning of their experiences in varied 

ways? (p. 4) 

I am also struggling with the notion of how to focus on members of a particular 

ethnic group, that is, Japanese Americans living in Japan, without essentializing 

them and adding to the pot of “folk theories.” In the context of Japan where the 

dichotomy of “we Japanese vs. Westerners” creeps into almost any conversation 

about language learning, language teaching, or intercultural communication, I 

know I must be on guard not to fall into the same trap. 

Along similar lines, Becker (2000) commented on the responsibilities that 

researchers shoulder in doing any research that concerns race issues and stated that 
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they need to be vigilant so that their work does “not give aid or comfort, however 

unintentionally, to the forces of racism, intolerance, and oppression” (p. 253). 

Highlighting the danger that the research might be misunderstood or 

misrepresented, Becker contended that “[w]e can encourage racism inadvertently 

by listening to its expression in silence” (p. 253). By undertaking difficult issues 

concerning race, I hope to at least not add to the silence. 

As more people of color enter the academy and undertake research in 

educational settings focusing on issues related to how race impacts the experiences 

of the learners and teachers, new paradigms have been introduced from other fields 

such as CRT. The examples I have introduced above focus on the work of 

researchers in the United States, where race continues to be a contentious issue. 

The participants in my study are all from the United States and have experienced 

race in a number of ways during their life there. In Japan, race remains an issue in 

their professional and personal lives and will be examined in detail in other sections 

of this study. 

 

Race Issues in TESOL: Racialization of Teachers 

The next category of work dealing with the racialization of teachers in 

TESOL can bring a sharper focus on the issues related to my project. In response to 

an article questioning her claims about racism in “a nice field like TESOL,” Kubota 

(2002, p. 82) noted that the nature of the field situates students, teachers, and 

administrators of diverse cultural, ethnic, or racial backgrounds into close contact, 
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making discussions about race difficult and therefore avoided. Such avoidance, 

however, ignores how racially based historical and present day practices influence 

the lives of both students and teachers. Although individual teachers or 

administrators might not harbor racist ideologies or practice discriminatory actions, 

a critical assessment is needed of how institutionalized forms of racism deter full 

participation by people of color as professionals, as reflected by the increased 

number of critical works on this topic (Kubota & Lin, 2009; Lee & Simon-Maeda, 

2009; Leung & Rampton, 1997). 

Due to recent trends in immigration, large numbers of ESL students from 

so-called periphery countries such as India, Pakistan, and other former British 

colonies as well as those from other parts of Asia are studying in the so-called 

center countries such as Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom. In 

addition, graduate students and TESOL professionals from the periphery countries 

are entering the TESOL profession in the center countries (Kachru, 1985). Center 

countries have long histories of immigration, and therefore populations of 

descendants of immigrants make up the multiracial social fabric. It is within such 

contexts that the race of the students and teachers becomes salient, for English 

learners are most often people of color and the English teachers White. When 

teachers of color enter the profession, they often experience discriminatory 

practices that favor White, native speaker teachers (Mahboob, 2006; Romney, 

2006). 
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Experiences of non-native speakers of English have brought attention to the 

role that the “native speaker fallacy” plays in creating hierarchies of who is 

considered to be a desirable, legitimate teacher (Braine, 1999; Phillipson, 1992). 

Some of these experiences were shared by teachers and researchers of color who 

collaborated in a colloquium at TESOL 2001 entitled “Linguistic Perceptions of 

TESOL Professionals of Color” (Romney, Curtis, Wong, Fujimoto, & Sachs, 2001). 

Personal narratives of how race had shaped their personal and professional lives 

were presented and an edited collection of 13 teachers/researchers was later 

published (Curtis & Romney, 2006). Two examples from this volume of diverse 

individuals’ personal narratives are introduced below. 

Commenting on the dearth of Black professionals in TESOL, Nero (2006) 

offered examples of her own struggle as the only person of color in a university 

department. For her, “being the exception means attending to, and living with, a 

host of ambivalent (often contradictory) attitudes and expectations from students 

and colleagues alike” (p. 25). Because of her Caribbean cultural background, Nero 

was often positioned as being a non-native speaker despite the fact that English was 

her first language. Nero made suggestions about how to make the TESOL 

profession more widely known among students of color with the hope that more 

would pursue such a career path. In addition, she pointed out the need for those 

working in the TESOL field to become better informed about “linguistic and 

educational issues of speakers of various Englishes around the world” (p. 34). 

Without such an understanding, students from English-speaking Caribbean nations 
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migrating to the United States will continue to be placed in limited English 

proficiency (LEP) programs, a situation truly troubling. 

In her narrative, Wong (2006) focused on the question of who is considered 

to be an American today. She described how race had affected her family’s life in 

the United States since the time they arrived from China in the 1850’s up until her 

own experience as a TESOL professional over the past 30 plus years. Animosity 

toward Chinese people, whether they were aliens or U.S. citizens had been a 

recurrent theme in the realm of access to education, land ownership, occupational 

choice, and professional recognition. Experience as an English teacher in Hong 

Kong helped Wong become aware of how native speaker of English status was 

‘mediated by race’ (p. 86). Because she was of Chinese heritage but was unfamiliar 

with the local culture, students ridiculed her with unflattering nicknames and her 

competence as a teacher was constantly challenged. Wong described her 

positioning as falling “… in between White expatriates and the local Chinese 

because of the status of English, the colonial language” (p. 86). Having learned 

how language, race, and power interacted in complex ways in Hong Kong, Wong 

found TESOL graduate programs in the United States to be extremely 

unwelcoming to students of color and that the profession still does not attract them 

(p. 89). She shared similar conclusions as Nero (2006) about the need for the 

TESOL profession to implement changes that would encourage more students of 

color to pursue such a course of study. 
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Individuals speaking out in professional conferences about how race is an 

issue in the field has added impetus to the discussion and others have followed suit. 

In 2006, an entire volume of TESOL Quarterly was devoted to the topic of race and 

TESOL, a testament to the impact that the ongoing scholarly activity was having on 

the field. In addition to providing the necessary conceptual and theoretical 

foundations for such inquiry (Kubota & Lin, 2006), empirical works were 

introduced, one of which I discuss later. 

In the field of TESOL in which my study is situated, little scholarly work 

has been done concerning the situation of Japanese American educators teaching in 

Japan other than conference presentations and related published proceedings 

(Fujimoto, Kusaka, & Sakayori, 2007; Fujimoto, Sakayori, Fujioka, Ikeda, & 

Kusaka, 2006; Nomura, 2004) or individual narratives (Fujimoto, 2006). A noted 

exception is the recent work by Kubota and Fujimoto (2013) in the edited volume 

of Houghton and Rivers (2013) that explored the issue of native-speakerism in 

Japan and how it affects Japanese Americans. They advocated the use of CRT to 

better understand the experiences of racialization of Japanese American teachers in 

Japan and illustrated their point using three stories. The dearth of research about 

Japanese Americans in Japan is problematic considering the interest of researchers 

in other fields such as sociology, anthropology, and visual arts in the experiences of 

Japanese Americans in Japan (Nomura, 2006; Takamori, 2010; Yamashiro, 2011). 

Analysis of the narratives by Japanese American English teachers can add to the 

larger discussion of how racialized identities are negotiated in classrooms, faculty 
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rooms, and other sites in the academic environment within the context of Japan. 

From these works and from the data that have been collected to date, a number of 

themes emerge relating to the situation of Japanese Americans teaching English in 

Japan. To begin with, language use and proficiency in both English and Japanese 

are such themes. In addition, expectation by Japanese interlocutors that Japanese 

Americans understand Japanese cultural norms and can function within them is 

another theme, that is, not recognizing that Japanese Americans have been born and 

raised in American society. In addition, the strategies that Japanese Americans 

employ to negotiate their contested identities as non-Japanese or U.S. citizens is 

certainly another salient theme (see Appendix C). 

To get a perspective of how endemic certain discourses and practices 

relating to English language teachers in Japan are, I introduce a memoir by an 

American scholar in international politics who wrote about experiences that 

occurred over 50 years ago. Lummis (1976) commented on what he called the 

ideologies that surround the act of teaching ‘English conversation.’ Although he 

wrote about experiences he had had during the early 1960’s as an untrained teacher 

at language schools, the contents could very well be about what we find today in 

tertiary language programs. For example, the assumption that a White person is a 

native speaker of English and therefore the optimal choice as a teacher of English is 

still pervasive in the TESOL field in Japan. Students’ preference for interacting 

with international students or teachers who are Western (White) is common and I 
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witness this phenomenon at the institutions where I have worked. Other examples 

written for scholarly publication are reviewed below. 

Racialization of teachers in TESOL is not a new phenomenon in Japan 

(Lummis, 1976). It occurs in a variety of contexts where the underlying assumption 

is that teachers of color are not seen as legitimate English teachers, whether they 

are native speakers or not (Curtis, 2006; Lin, Kubota, Motha, Wang, & Wong, 

2006; Wong, 2006). In a world where the number of users of English as a second or 

foreign language outnumbers those whose first language is English (Crystal, 1997) 

and in which the definition of ‘native speaker’ is problematized (Canagarajah, 

1999; Kachru, 1988; Rampton, 1990), the situation of Japanese Americans teaching 

English in Japan poses questions that challenge longstanding paradigms that define 

who English teachers should be. 

As race is theorized and researched in the TESOL field, a wide range of 

personal narratives told by teachers as well as reflections by researchers on 

empirical works conducted has formed a base from which further work can proceed. 

I see my project as contributing to this area of research. 

 

Review of Empirical Studies 

In this section I review in detail seven empirical studies dealing with 

language teacher identity negotiation with a particular focus on the racialization of 

multiple participants. In addition, I review two studies conducted in the areas of 

sociology and anthropology concerning Japanese Americans living in Japan. First, I 
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look at a study exploring the experiences of minority immigrant women 

professionals in TESOL in Canada (Amin, 1997). Following that, I examine a study 

involving nonnative English speaking professionals in TESOL at the university 

level in the United States (Liu, 1999). Next, I look at a study that concerns novice 

NS teachers in kindergarten through twelfth grade (K-12) classrooms in the United 

States (Motha, 2006a). The fourth study I review is about research conducted in 

Japan about women TESOL professionals (Simon-Maeda, 2004). Following that, I 

consider what can be learned from teacher identity literature by reviewing a study 

on the intercultural identity of transnational teachers (Menard-Warwick, 2008). 

Finally, I point out what can be learned from work done in fields outside of TESOL 

concerning the identity issues of Japanese Americans in Japan (Takamori, 2010; 

Yamashiro, 2011). 

As mentioned in the previous section, personal narratives and articles 

written by people of color teaching in a variety of fields in the United States and 

other countries have been published as anthologies (Braine, 1999; Curtis & 

Romney, 2006; Li & Beckett, 2006; Smith, Altbach, & Lomotey, 2002). The 

contents of these works reveal issues concerning discriminatory hiring practices 

(Braine, 1999; Wong, 2006), promotion and tenure procedures (Loo & Ho, 2006), 

and students hostile to teachers of color (Brown, 2002) within institutions of higher 

education. In addition, works have been published with a special focus on the 

experiences of women educators, who have entered university workplaces and 

remain a relatively small minority (Aguirre, 2000; Robbins, Smith, & Santini, 
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2011), and with a special focus on women of color (Li & Beckett, 2006; Vargas, 

2002). 

 

Amin, 1997 

The impetus for Amin (1997) to undertake her study was the lack of 

research on how race affects teachers in the TESOL field and her own personal 

experiences (p. 580). As a Pakistani woman who immigrated to Canada as an adult 

after having had a career as a university English professor, Amin found that her 

worth as an ESL instructor was severely challenged by both ESL students and other 

colleagues due to her race. She investigated the experiences of other non-White 

immigrant women ESL teachers who taught adult students in Canada in ESL 

programs and found that preference by ESL students for White teachers was 

overwhelming. From these findings, Amin discussed the processes that disempower 

minority teachers and how they reflect the larger Canadian society. 

The participants in this study were five women of color who had 

immigrated to Canada and were teaching ESL students who were of diverse 

linguistic and ethnic backgrounds. The participants themselves were also of diverse 

linguistic and ethnic backgrounds but shared the same trait of being a visible ethnic 

minority. Amin interviewed each participant using a semi-structured interview that 

lasted two hours. She asked them 25 questions about the ESL students’ image of 

who an ideal ESL teacher was. The findings were that students considered minority 

teachers to be nonnative speakers of English and therefore less capable than a 
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White teacher. In tandem with these beliefs was the notion that only White people 

could be Canadian. Being considered a nonnative speaker by students based solely 

on her race, the minority teacher became ‘disempowered’ and seen as an 

illegitimate teacher of English (p. 582). Despite the participants’ years of 

experience as language teachers, English was seen by students as ‘belonging’ to 

White Canadian teachers. 

This study is important for its unflinching look at how race plays out in ESL 

settings, where students’ preference for White teachers was based on beliefs that 

race determined the authenticity of a language teacher. Using her emic status, Amin 

was able to access stories that might otherwise have remained untold. She also 

called for the field to “disentangle the association of Canadian and American from 

native speaker and authentic English language teacher” (p. 582). Overall, as one of 

the earlier empirical studies dealing with the race of language teachers, it conveys 

the sense of urgency that Amin had about addressing such issues in the TESOL 

field. 

 

Liu, 1999 

The purpose of the study conducted by Liu (1999) was to examine how the 

label of nonnative English speaking TESOL professional was defined by the 

participants. The seven participants and Liu himself were from a wide range of 

linguistic and cultural backgrounds and had arrived in the United States at different 

times in their lives and learned English as a second language, foreign language, or 
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in a bilingual context. Except for one participant, all were working toward their 

doctoral degree in language teaching. Liu was prompted to undertake this study 

because a number of conference presentations focusing on the situation of 

nonnative English speaking teachers in U.S. universities teaching English struck a 

chord with his own position. 

This study was conducted over a period of 16 months during which Liu 

communicated with the participants mainly through emails and half hour interviews 

scheduled throughout the research period. No specific research questions were set 

at the beginning, but as issues emerged through the interactions with individual 

participants, Liu focused on areas of particular relevance. At times, he posted 

questions to all participants by email and had them participate in open discussion 

online. 

In response to the question concerning their definition of the term nonnative 

English speaking TESOL professional, Liu found that for some participants, the 

term was not problematic. However, for others, the native speaker/nonnative 

speaker (NS/NNS) dichotomy was too simplistic and therefore difficult to define 

because some of them were raised in bilingual or trilingual environments and 

claimed more than one language as their L1 (p. 91). From the data, Liu found that 

issues concerning language competence, cultural affiliation, and environmental 

circumstances were the main concerns that participants discussed as they attempted 

to define themselves in relation to the term posed. In addition, issues concerning 

power relations emerged, reflecting hiring practices in which institutions 
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specifically state that only NSs will be considered, a practice especially widespread 

in Asia and the Middle East (p. 98). Liu noted that the participants were mainly 

from former colonies of Britain or the United States and as people of color, they 

were likely to be considered NNSs despite the fact they had used English since 

childhood. As for how students responded to the participants, there was no one 

pattern, although the two participants from European countries were often thought 

to be NSs. Unfavorable reactions from students cited by two African participants 

alluded to pedagogical issues and intercultural misunderstanding as being the root 

causes. 

By exploring how the terms NS and NNS were interpreted by participants 

with very diverse linguistic, cultural, and educational backgrounds, Liu showed that 

the dichotomy created by such terms does not reflect the complexity of language 

teachers’ lived experiences. Although the NS-NNS labels are convenient for 

categorizing teachers, Liu’s study is a reminder that caution is needed when using 

such labels because of the power-laden nuances they carry for those who are 

labeled as such. 

 

Motha, 2006 

In this study, teaching English to speakers of other languages in the context 

of the United States was defined as a racialized undertaking that affects both 

students and teachers. Motha (2006a) examined how novice NS K-12 teachers dealt 

with their own racialized identities as they taught in diverse school environments in 
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suburban schools near a major city. Bonilla-Silva (2010) has pointed out that open 

discussion of racism in the United States is discouraged and the participants in the 

study found that it was difficult to confront problematic practices at their 

workplaces concerning race. 

For the study, four recent graduates of a master of education program who 

had begun teaching in K-12 ESOL programs were recruited. The four women were 

former students of the researcher, three of them White and one Korean American 

who were all native speakers of mainstream American English and adhered to 

antiracist pedagogy. Over a period of one year, classroom observations, individual 

interviews, and afternoon teas attended by all participants held every two or three 

weeks at the researcher’s home were audio recorded. Other data included informal 

interviews with the participants’ students and colleagues and communications with 

the participants such as emails and phone calls. 

 Focusing on the informal group afternoon teas, Motha found that the 

women's stories about incidents at school were useful to untangle the complex 

ways race, language, and power interacted on a daily basis for the participants and 

their students. For instance, although the teachers embraced an antiracist pedagogy, 

their actions could not escape the deeper and broader implications that race has on 

the lives of their students. One White teacher encouraged a Hispanic student to 

write a letter protesting the lack of representation of Hispanic students in the school 

newspaper. However, unwittingly, the teacher was using her position of authority 

to advise a student of color how to combat the inequity that the student voiced (p. 
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503). In another case, a different White teacher refused to teach a class on 

multicultural literature after she suggested that students needed to read work 

written by more diverse authors. Her rationale was that because she was White, it 

would not be appropriate for her to teach about works written by authors of color. 

The tensions caused by creating multicultural literature classes separate from 

mainstream literature classes and prioritizing who should teach which class 

reflected how the racialization of curriculum and the teachers was omnipresent (p. 

505). Another major issue was how to deal with different Englishes used in the 

school, such as African American Vernacular English (AAVE), the Englishes 

spoken by students from Caribbean nations, and the mainstream English the ESL 

students were supposed to master. 

This study exhibited how novice teachers confronted the racialized nature 

of their work in teaching mainstream English to mostly children of minority status. 

Because the TESOL field uses many euphemisms such as ‘multicultural’ or ‘World 

Englishes’ to refer to those of non-White or non-mainstream English backgrounds, 

the issue of race is left camouflaged. Motha ended by saying “It is my hope that 

future studies will delve further into the numerous complexities that lie at the 

intersection of race, language, and identity within English language teaching” (p. 

516). 
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Simon-Maeda, 2004 

The fourth study to be reviewed is by Simon-Maeda (2004) concerning the 

identity construction of women TESOL professionals in higher education contexts 

in Japan. Based on data collected using narrative inquiry methodology, 

Simon-Maeda made use of an open-ended interview style to collect the life stories 

of nine participants. Face-to-face interviews of 2.5 hours were first conducted with 

each participant followed by communication through email or phone calls. From 

the data, she chose three themes, that is, personal biographies, ways of dealing with 

work environment conflicts, and attitudes towards students and professional 

practices to highlight how gender was involved in constructing the participants’ 

identities as language teachers (p. 411). 

Simon-Maeda employed a narrative-analytic approach, adopting 

Polkinghorne’s (1988) concept of narrative as “a scheme by means of which human 

beings give meaning to their experience of temporality and personal actions” and 

Ochs and Capps’ (2001) notion of storytelling as “social exchanges in which 

interlocutors build accounts of life events” (p. 407). This was understandable, given 

the nature of the data that she collected. 

The participants were of diverse racial and cultural backgrounds, such as 

Japanese, ethnic Korean Japanese, South African, Filipino, and White. Though it 

was originally a study with a focus on gender as the key factor in the participants’ 

professional life trajectories, the issue of racialization emerged. For example, a 

Filipino participant told of her employment as a NS teacher to be highly elusive 
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due to her nationality and phenotype. When able to secure work as an English 

instructor, the participant made an effort to introduce material about her home 

country into the classroom and provide opportunities for the students to learn about 

countries other than the Inner Circle countries (p. 580). By revealing the challenges 

faced by female TESOL professionals in the field, Simon-Maeda rightly pointed 

out the need to address these issues in teacher education programs and situated her 

work as an example of the types of stories that need to be gathered. 

 

Menard-Warwick, 2008 

Interpretation of how the intercultural identities of transnational teachers 

affect their pedagogy is the focus of the study by Menard-Warwick (2008). 

Transnational can be broadly defined as being between or beyond national 

boundaries, involving several nations or nationalities. Based on a case study 

involving English language teachers with significant experiences in living and 

teaching in more than one country or culture, she highlighted two teachers whose 

backgrounds did not fit neatly into the NS/NNS dichotomy prevalent in the 

literature on teacher identity studies. One teacher was teaching university students 

in Chile, after multiple leavings and returning to her country of birth due to 

political upheaval. Another teacher was originally from Brazil of culturally diverse 

parents, who had lived an extended amount of time in the United States and taught 

adult ESL classes in California. Audiotaped classroom observations and individual 

interviews with the teachers that were followed up by email exchanges were the 
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data used. For thematic analysis, NVivo qualitative data analysis software was 

utilized to determine recurring words and themes across the data. The research 

questions framing this study were: How have the teachers’ transnational life 

experiences helped them to develop intercultural competence and a meta-awareness 

of this competence? How do they define their own (inter)cultural identities? How 

do they approach (inter)cultural issues with their students? (p. 618). 

Menard-Warwick’s study is significant in the teacher identity literature for 

she brought attention to the fluid nature of those identities. She pointed out that 

“complexities and contradictions may shift and realign within discursive 

interactions but are also constructed long-term across personal and social histories” 

(pp. 624-625). She suggested that teachers’ intercultural experiences are resources 

that have not been duly theorized. Both teachers utilized their life experiences 

dealing with intercultural issues in their respective classrooms by challenging 

students to consider the effect of globalization on their own national culture and 

how to decipher cultural practices in an unfamiliar setting. She stated, “my aim in 

sketching connections between their identities and their pedagogies is to draw 

attention to general connections between cultural identities and pedagogies” (p. 

636). Going beyond a NS/NNS dyad that inherently positions NNS teachers as 

problematic or disadvantaged, she provided an example of how teacher identity 

studies need to include the increasingly diverse and complex nature of teachers’ 

lives. 
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Takamori, 2010 

In her study focusing on the experiences of adult Japanese Americans living 

in Japan, Takamori (2010) problematized the concept of ‘heritage language’ that 

has become a topic of interest among social science researchers in North American 

contexts (Doerr, 2010). Noting the particularly ‘poor’ record of Japanese 

Americans as an immigrant group compared to others concerning language 

maintenance, Takamori spent 12 months doing participant/observer fieldwork in 

Japan, interacting with Japanese Americans, nikkeis of other national backgrounds, 

and Japanese nationals. 

Of particular interest to Takamori, who is an anthropologist, was that many 

of her Japanese American interviewees expressed very conflicted feelings about 

their ability to use Japanese. Some felt defensive about not having native-like 

ability while others feigned not being able to use Japanese well in order to keep 

themselves free from expectations to act Japanese. Takamori suggested that the 

romantic view of ‘heritage language’ promoted in the United States and the 

nationalistic ideology of nihonjinron that connects nation, blood, and culture that is 

widespread in Japan work together to create conditions in Japan for Japanese 

Americans such that they are expected be able to speak Japanese because by blood, 

they are Japanese. So when Japanese Americans cannot speak Japanese and when 

they do speak English as ‘native speakers’, their Japanese interlocutors find them 

‘uncanny’ or strange (Takamori, 2010, p. 234). 
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Yamashiro, 2011 

Expanding on the concept of transnational identity formation, which has 

been applied to ethnic minority people migrating to the United States, Yamashiro 

(2011) focused on what she termed “racialized national identities- the intersection 

of racial and national identities in an international context” (p. 1502) to the case of 

Japanese Americans who migrated to and lived in Japan. For this study, each of 50 

Japanese Americans living in the metropolitan area of Tokyo answered a 

pre-interview questionnaire and participated in one individual interview lasting an 

average of two to three hours. 

Some of the findings that Yamashiro highlighted included the participants’ 

initial feelings of acceptance or being able to blend into the crowd upon their initial 

arrival in Japan. However, they found that they were often mistaken for being other 

Asian immigrants and thereby risked being categorized in a less favorable light. 

Some Japanese Americans expressed feeling more American than when they lived 

in the United States because they realized they were not totally accepted as being 

Japanese. However, Japanese Americans also found that if they attempted to claim 

their identity as being American to their Japanese interlocutor, they were not 

accepted as such because they were phenotypically the same as the Japanese. 

 

Critique of the Empirical Studies 

All of the abovementioned empirical studies focusing on teachers of 

English were conducted at a time when the issue of the racialization of TESOL 
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teachers was still virtually unexplored territory. Accordingly, methodological 

issues are many. For example, the time span for such studies was relatively short, 

lasting at the longest a little more than a year and therefore could not reveal 

changes over an extended period of time. Regarding choice of participants, Liu 

(1999) and Motha (2006a) both used participants who were still doctoral students 

or recent graduates of a master’s program so they had limited experience as 

teachers. As for the focus of study, Amin (1997) looked primarily at the 

participants’ perceptions of how their students viewed TESOL teachers but did not 

include how the participants viewed themselves or other teachers of color. 

Simon-Maeda (2004) looked at how gender issues affected her participants but race 

was not explored in depth, although it arose as an issue in the case of a teacher of 

color. Menard-Warwick (2008) concluded that the intercultural resources of the 

two participants were necessarily an asset but did not problematize the desirability 

of such transnational identities as being context-dependent. As for the studies 

conducted specifically on Japanese Americans in Japan, Takamori (2010) and 

Yamashiro (2011) did not focus on TESOL professionals nor did they look in depth 

about how the role of being NS teachers affected their interviewees’ experience. 

The present project addresses some of these concerns. It involves 

participants from a highly racialized society who have lived a large part of their 

adult lives in Japan, where at first glance, they appear to be of the majority 

population but in reality are invisible minorities. However, they find they must 

negotiate their identities as not only TESOL professionals but as able-minded, 
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functioning adults. Carried out over time, and asking participants for their 

reflections and stories, such a study can further the work that the scholars cited 

above have courageously began. My research questions follow. 

 

Research Questions 

1. How do Japanese Americans living long-term in Japan characterize themselves 

within the contexts of their teaching experiences in Japan? 

2. What do narratives told by Japanese Americans reveal about the identity 

negotiation processes they engage in? 

3. How does the usage of Japanese and English affect the experiences that Japanese 

Americans have with their students, colleagues, administrators, and others 

within the TESOL profession? 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

 

Research Traditions 

In this chapter, I review the multiple research traditions I used in this 

project and first focus on qualitative inquiry in the social sciences in general. Next, 

I discuss case study in the social sciences and briefly mention how it is being used 

in applied linguistics. Although I call this study an interview study, I have 

attempted to follow the basic tenets of case study. I then follow with narrative 

inquiry and interviewing, which are central to conducting this study in terms of 

data collection and analysis. Next, I describe autoethnography, another research 

tool that is being used more frequently in qualitative studies in education and other 

social sciences. I then provide an explanation of data collection methods, with a 

special emphasis on interviewing. Following this, I describe the participants in this 

study as well as the sites where the study was done. Finally, I explain the data 

transcription and data analysis procedures, the criteria for evaluation, and schedule 

for this study. This multi-faceted approach reflects the complex nature of the 

identity negotiation processes that people engage in as they live and work in 

multicultural and multilingual environments as language teachers. 
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Qualitative Inquiry 

In this study, I focus on a particular group of TESOL language 

professionals and attempt to interpret how they give meaning to their lived 

experiences in Japan in their workplaces, homes, and other sites. In order to carry 

out this type of study, I find that the qualitative inquiry tradition best suits my 

needs. Lazaraton (1995) reviewed the debate about qualitative research in applied 

linguistics and cited Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991) concerning research 

methods: 

What is important for researchers is not the choice of a priori paradigms or 

methodologies, but rather to be clear about what the purpose of the study is 

and to match that purpose with the attributes most likely to accomplish it. 

Put another way, the methodological design should be determined by the 

research question. (p. 14) 

Attempting to interpret the participants’ sense making of their day-to-day 

interactions with a wide variety of people within settings that often are challenging 

to their sense of self requires a variety of research resources. As stated in the 

introduction of the third edition of their handbook on qualitative research, Denzin 

and Lincoln (2005) elaborated on what this research paradigm offers: 

Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of 

empirical materials—case study; personal experience; introspection; life 

story; interviews: artifacts; cultural texts and productions; observational, 

historical, and visual texts—that describe routine and problematic moments 
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and meanings in individuals’ lives. Accordingly, qualitative researchers 

deploy a wide range of interconnected interpretive practices, hoping always 

to get a better understanding of the subject matter at hand. It is understood, 

however, that each practice makes the world visible in a different way. 

Hence there is frequently a commitment to using more than one interpretive 

practice in any study. (p. 4) 

Although not written specifically for applied linguistics, the above explanation 

encompasses the means and reasons for my choice of research procedures that I 

elaborate on in following sections. 

Another important aspect of the qualitative research that I undertake is the 

interactive nature of the process itself. As Maxwell (2005) explained, a linear 

approach is not suitable for qualitative studies because “the activities of collecting 

and analyzing data, developing and modifying theory, elaborating or refocusing 

research questions… are usually all going on more or less simultaneously, each 

influencing all of the others” (p. 2). As I expanded my knowledge of the related 

literature, collected data, and conducted exploratory data analyses, the need for 

continual review of the conceptual framework that I used, as well as reflections on 

how to improve research techniques such as interviewing became evident. 

 

Case Study 

Case study in qualitative research has a long history in many social science 

disciplines such as anthropology and sociology (Creswell, 1998; Stake, 2005). As 
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Stake (2005) explained, what is important for the qualitative research community is 

that a “case study concentrates on experiential knowledge of the case and close 

attention to the influence of its social, political and other contexts” (p. 444). For 

this study, I dealt with participants’ stories concerning their experiences within the 

constantly fluctuating contexts in which their first language (L1) and second 

language (L2) are valued and devalued, depending on the interlocutors, settings, 

and other factors. Hence, I understand case study to be “a form of 

research…defined by interest in an individual case, not by the methods of inquiry 

used” (Stake, 2005, p. 443). Another important aspect of this research tradition is 

the concept of a case study as an exploration of “a ‘bounded system’ …over time 

through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information 

rich in content” (Creswell, 1998, p. 61). Although it is oftentimes difficult to 

delineate the boundaries of the bounded system, for my purposes, the long-term 

residents of Japan who are Japanese American TESOL professionals working in 

tertiary educational settings in Japan comprise the bounded system. 

Another aspect of case study that I find important is what Stake (2005) 

identified as the different types of case study. The aim of an “intrinsic case study” 

is to seek a better understanding of the particular case in and of itself (p. 445). In 

contrast, the focus of conducting an “instrumental case study” is on the external 

interest such as an issue or generalization that the case is seen to represent (p. 445). 

Taking into consideration Stake’s definitions, I would define my study as being 

both intrinsic and instrumental. I think that the particulars of the case, that is, the 
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lived experiences of the participants, are fascinating in themselves. In addition, the 

stories of the participants point to issues concerning the hierarchy of instructors 

within the TESOL profession and the role of English in a country like Japan.  

Case study in applied linguistics has a long and vibrant history as reviewed 

by Duff (2008). In comparison to earlier works that mainly focused on lower-level 

L2 learners' acquisition of grammatical or morphological skills, many 

contemporary case studies are probing issues related to learners’ identities and the 

socialization practices involved in their language learning (p. 62). Diary studies and 

autobiographies about language learning are examples of case studies that reveal in 

detail the emotional and sociocultural aspects of individuals’ experiences (Bailey, 

1980; Campbell, 1996; Casanave, 2012; Schumann & Schumann, 1977). In a 

seminal work in the diary study tradition, Schmidt and Frota (1986), chronicled in 

detail Schmidt’s emotional states during the encounters he had with Portuguese 

speakers, revealing the anxiety, frustration, and joy of a linguist/language learner. 

Another example focusing on deeply personal aspects of language learning and loss, 

Hoffman (1989) revealed the inner turmoil she experienced as a young Polish 

immigrant to Canada struggling to become a member of a new community. She 

wrote, “My speech, I sense, sounds monotonous, deliberate, heavy—an aural mask 

that doesn’t become me or express me at all” (p. 118). Such narrative accounts are 

often central to case studies and are valuable data sources that can provide the 

researcher with insights about the participants’ experiences. I comment on this 

point in the next section. 
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Narrative Inquiry and Interviewing 

Central to this study are narrative inquiry and interviewing, which are used 

in a variety of fields such as psychology, anthropology, sociology, education, and 

other social sciences. Bruner (1991) has argued that narrative is a way for humans 

to “organize our experiences and our memories” (p. 4) and Polkinghorne (1988) 

explained further that “narrative meaning is a cognitive process that organizes 

human experience into temporally meaningful episodes” (p. 1). Commenting on the 

numerous methods and differences in focus, Chase (2005) described contemporary 

narrative inquiry as “an amalgam of interdisciplinary analytic lenses, diverse 

disciplinary approaches, and both traditional and innovative methods—all 

revolving around an interest in biographical particulars as narrated by the one who 

lives them [emphasis added]” (p. 651). Clandinin and Connelly (2000), working in 

the field of education, referred to the three dimensional narrative inquiry spaces 

that include matters of interaction (personal and social), temporality (past, present, 

and future), and place (situation) (p. 50), all of which are pertinent when data are to 

be analyzed. I find narrative inquiry best suited for my study because of the 

importance given to the experiences that are shared by the participants through 

interviews or other means of communication. 

In discussing the place of narrative in the academic world, Hymes (1996) 

critiqued the “depreciation of narrative as a form of knowledge, and personal 

narrative particularly, in contrast to other forms of discourse considered scholarly, 

scientific, technical or the like” (p. 112). Hymes cited a case study from Cazden 
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and Hymes (1978) that examined university students’ ways of speaking. Reports 

from students described how their offerings of personal anecdotes in connection to 

the discussion topic were brushed aside, whereas students who based their remarks 

on journal articles were acknowledged by the professor. Hymes related these 

findings to the code categories suggested by Bernstein (1964) that contrasted the 

elaborated or objective, analytic, and context-independent to the restricted or 

context-dependent, with pre-assumed meanings and values taken for granted (p. 

113). Despite the enhanced value of the elaborated code in educational settings, 

Hymes remarked that in actual practice, academicians engage in and savor the 

exchange of restricted code interactions in graduate school settings. Senior scholars 

model how to be good storytellers about research projects as well as how to share 

gossip about rivals in the field. The validity of narrative use, although restricted in 

many instances, is best illustrated when it is used ‘among co-members of a group’ 

[italics in original] (p. 115). Based on the above, I see my project as an attempt to 

move the narratives that have been shared by co-members of a group to a larger 

audience, an audience that habitually prefers the elaborated code, but uses the 

restricted code with as much relish as anyone else. Because this study focuses on 

what the narrators have to say about their experiences as educators at the tertiary 

level, I feel that my choice of narrative inquiry is an appropriate one. 

Issues in narrative inquiry are many and I discuss one in particular. My 

understanding of the type of interview I am using is what Mishler (1986) 

reconceptualized as a “discursive accomplishment” (Riessman, 2008, p. 23) in 
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which “the meanings of questions and responses are contextually grounded and 

jointly constructed by interviewer and respondent” (Mishler, 1986, pp. 33-34). The 

narrative or story that evolves from the interview process is a product of the 

interaction of the researcher and participant and not something already ‘there’ 

inside the participant who then extracts it from memory when probed. Salmon 

(2008) pointed out the social nature of sharing stories about oneself: 

All narratives are, in a fundamental sense, co-constructed. The audience, 

whether physically present or not, exerts a crucial influence on what can 

and cannot be said, how things should be expressed, what can be taken for 

granted, what needs explaining, and so on. We now recognize that the 

personal account, in research interviews, which has traditionally been seen 

as the expression of a single subjectivity, is in fact always a co-construction. 

(p. 80) 

A story can be said to belong to the interviewee while at the same time is also a 

product of interaction with the researcher and embedded in the social fabric in 

which both are located. As pointed out by Squire, Andrews, and Tamboukou 

(2008), this contradiction is a reflection of the historical development of narrative 

research that includes both “a humanist conception of a singular, unified 

subject…and promotion of an idea of narrative as always multiple, socially 

constructed and constructing, reinterpreted and reinterpretable” (p. 4). 

Reflecting the growing interest in issues relating to identity, native 

speakerism, and race in the TESOL field, narratives of individual TESOL 



 71 

professionals living and working in diverse settings have been collected into edited 

volumes (Braine, 1999; Casanave & Schecter, 1997; Casanave & Vandrick, 2003; 

Curtis & Romney, 2006; Li & Beckett, 2006). These individual narratives help 

bring to light and give a face to issues that have been on the margins of scholastic 

endeavors within the field. In parallel with this development, the use of narrative 

inquiry in TESOL has grown during the past decade. A recent volume of TESOL 

Quarterly was devoted to issues surrounding the use of narrative inquiry in TESOL 

related research. Barkhuizen (2011) explored issues that researchers in the field are 

facing (pp. 391-414). The wide range of topics covered and methods used is a 

manifestation of the diversity of researchers engaged in such inquiry, with the 

positioning of the narrators (participants as well as researchers) an especially 

important issue. Whether the narrators are language learners, teachers, or teacher 

trainers speaking about their experiences in classrooms or elsewhere, how the 

voices, including that of the researcher who relays the stories, are represented 

remains a concern to be pursued. 

Issues related to interviewing in qualitative inquiry continue to be explored 

by many scholars. For example, the relationship of the interviewer and interviewee, 

the contextually grounded nature of the questions and answers, and the 

co-constructed nature of the discourse are some of the core issues that require 

transparency on the part of the researcher (Mishler, 1986). As there is no one 

manual or resource book that can anticipate all interview situations, each researcher 

must augment the recorded interview data with her own research memos and other 
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writing about how she came to reach certain conclusions (Hoskins & White, 2013; 

Roulston, 2010). In what Gubrium and Holstein (2003) describe as “postmodern 

sensibilities in the present era of interviewing (p. 3), issues of power, language, 

culture, and difference require consideration during the analysis process to account 

for the situated nature of each interview of which the researcher herself is very 

much a part. 

 

Autoethnography 

The final method I describe is autoethnography, which can be considered a 

type of narrative inquiry in which the focus is on the personal experience of the 

researcher herself. As stated in the above section, I believe my interaction with 

participants has an impact on the research process itself and the data that are 

collected. I therefore think including my own stories about identity negotiation 

should be a part of the project, for I often share those stories with participants 

during the interview process. This practice of sharing experiences or self-disclosure 

can be found in ethnographic research methodology that places primacy on 

reflexivity (Davies, 2008). 

In light of the changes that were occurring in sociology concerning how to 

represent the voice of those researched, Ellis (1997) argued that researchers 

themselves need to look inward. She suggested that “the inner workings of the self 

must be investigated in reciprocal relationship with the other” (p. 133). Chase 

(2005) also pointed out the need for researchers to "understand themselves if they 
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are to understand how they interpret narrators’ stories and that readers need to 

understand researchers’ stories (about their intellectual and personal relationships 

with narrators as well as the cultural phenomenon at hand) if readers are to 

understand narrators’ stories” (p. 666, italics in original). 

As suggested by other scholars who promote the use of autoethnography in 

qualitative research, I envision my use of this tool as a way to “produce accessible 

texts [to] be able to reach wider and more diverse mass audiences that traditional 

research usually disregards” (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011, p. 5). Following Ellis, 

Adams and Bochner, I write about selectively chosen experiences that “stem from 

or are made possible by being a part of a culture and/or by possessing a particular 

cultural identity…and analyz[e] these experiences,” in order to “illustrate facets of 

cultural experience” (p. 6). 

 The use of autoethnographic practices has increased in the education field 

as outlined by Burdell and Swadener (1999) in their review of key edited volumes. 

Such a development is a reflection of the dilemmas and tensions faced by 

researchers as they conduct studies on sensitive topics and use innovative practices. 

By revealing and scrutinizing their methodology and personal beliefs, they invite 

readers to participate in a dialogue. In order to increase the trustworthiness of 

autoethnography as a research tool, Anderson (2006) has called for an “analytic 

authoethnography” that would include analytic reflexivity, narrative visibility of 

the researcher’s self, dialogue with informants beyond the self, and commitment to 

theoretical analysis (p. 378). To accomplish this, Anderson made the suggestion “to 
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use empirical data to gain insight into some broader set of social phenomena than 

those provided by the data themselves” (p. 387). This contrasts with Ellis (1997), 

who advocated publishing “evocative” stories about emotionally charged aspects of 

the researcher’s experience in order to connect with the audience. For the purposes 

of this project, I see the importance of disclosing personal experiences that are 

sometimes highly emotional in nature in order to make connections with the 

narratives provided by the participants. However, my stories will be placed within 

relevant contexts to illustrate why they matter. In addition, like the data collected 

from participants, the data I provide in the form of personal accounts concerning 

my negotiation of identity are also analyzed and not simply displayed. 

As for the strengths and weaknesses of such insider-autoethnographic 

research, I first comment on the strengths. To begin with, my emic knowledge of 

the issues helped me to gain access to the participants and gain their trust. In 

addition, with the lack of previous studies on the particular population of TESOL 

professions used for this study, I found it necessary to use my own experiences to 

anticipate what issues might arise during both individual and group interviews. 

Such knowledge and experience also were important when analyzing the 

voluminous data, especially when categorizing themes. Finally, my own 

involvement in the study required me to constantly reflect on my positionality with 

the participants and how my involvement in the study might be affecting it. 

As for the weaknesses of this type of research, my being intimately 

involved with the issues made me vulnerable to the emotional turmoil that some 
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narratives released. This resulted in my wanting to protect the participants from 

such hurt. It is unknown if my being an ‘outsider’ could have allowed me to be 

more ‘ruthless’ in pursuing interview storylines that were potentially 

face-threatening to both the participants and I. This is one of the risks involved 

when becoming a part of the study as well. 

 

Methods of Data Collection 

I collected a variety of data in this interview study in order to capture the 

numerous facets of the participants’ life experiences and to document the research 

process. Interviews, emails exchanged with the participants, researcher memos on 

research activities, group journal entries, and written work submitted by the 

participants made up the data that I used for this study. I describe in greatest detail 

the interviews and also comment on the other types of data I collected. 

 

Interviews 

In this study, I conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with five 

Japanese American teachers of English that were intended to elicit candid and 

unrehearsed narratives over a span of four years. I chose this type of data collection 

because “sharing experiences with another in the form of stories or narratives is one 

of the resources we possess for creating and maintaining identity” (Linde, 1993, p. 

98). I interviewed each participant multiple times in order to allow follow-up on 

additional questions that arose and compared the different versions of the stories 
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told against each other over time. Ideally I wanted to space the interviews over a 

span of time in order to capture the dynamic nature of the lives of the participants 

as they continued to negotiate their identities in changing circumstances at the 

workplace, home, and within Japanese society in general. 

In face-to-face interviews, I recorded the session using an IC recorder that 

converted the data to an MP3 file automatically when inserted into a computer. The 

venue for such interviews ranged from private homes, offices, to public spaces such 

as coffee shops. I conducted all in-person interviews in a private or semi-private 

environment to allow the participant to speak freely and not have to worry about 

time constraints and surrounding eavesdroppers. When the interview was over and 

I left the site, I wrote field notes about the session, including observations of the 

participant’s behavior, tone of voice, ease and difficulty with certain topics, and 

other salient points. I also reflected on my role as an interviewer, and made notes of 

what I could have done better. These reflective memos were also an important 

source of data. 

Concerning interview protocol, each situation required an approach most 

appropriate for the participant. For example, with a participant who was a stranger, 

the interview was preceded by informal conversation in which I revealed some 

incidents that I considered to be notable concerning my situation as a Japanese 

American English teacher. Then, I began with a question such as, “How does being 

Japanese American influence your experiences as an English teacher in Japan?” 
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With a participant whom I have known in a context outside of the research 

project, oftentimes the interview began with small talk concerning work or a social 

event that we both had attended. Then, I introduced the topic I wanted to cover, 

which oftentimes was a follow-up to an issue brought up in the previous interview. 

For example, with Naomi, a participant who was interviewed over the course of 

two years, I began by asking her about how her teaching career began and 

developed. Based on the topics that arose from that interview, in the next session I 

then referred to how she managed her classroom behavior. Finally, I asked for a 

detailed description of a class that she had planned to teach about Japanese 

American experiences in the United States (see Appendix D). I viewed my 

interviews as an ongoing conversation with colleagues who shared similar 

experiences and concerns conducted over a long period of time. Therefore the 

beginning of each interview varied accordingly. 

Another data collection method was conducting multiple group interviews 

of participants who were acquaintances. The reason for doing this was I felt that 

some participants might possibly feel more at ease with the presence of multiple 

speakers. Compared to a one-on-one situation, a participant had the opportunity to 

hear other contributions before offering her/his own, thereby taking off some of the 

pressure of replying to the interviewer’s questions. Focus group interviewing 

(Morgan, 2002) offered additional options to explore the participants’ views. The 

use of such ‘focus groups,’ defined by Roulston (2010) as “a group of people 

[brought] together to discuss a set of topics introduced by the moderator” (p. 35) 
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could “provid[e] opportunities for participants, rather than the moderator, to set the 

agenda and pose questions, and to respond to one another’s utterances in 

free-ranging ways” (p. 39). As Kitzinger and Barbour (1999) have suggested, 

encouraging participants to talk to one another as if conducting a group talk shifted 

the role of the researcher to someone who could remain on the sidelines and act as 

a supportive listener. 

When a face-to-face interview was not possible for logistical reasons, I used 

computer assisted technology such as SkypeⒸ to conduct interviews. In order to do 

this, both parties established SkypeⒸ accounts. To record the interview, I 

purchased and installed software (PamelaⒸ) designed for this purpose. At the 

beginning of the conversation, this software informed both parties that the 

conversation was being recorded. The recording was then saved as an MP3 file and 

could be replayed using a variety of software such as iTunes, Windows Media 

Player, or PamelaⒸ itself. In addition to the audio recording, I took notes 

throughout the interviews, jotting down phrases that caught my attention and 

questions I have about points that were not clear. If the participants had a webcam 

and were willing to use the video function so that we were able to see each other, I 

encouraged them to do so. 
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Other Data Sources 

In addition to gathering interview data from the participants, I also 

conducted in tandem some intensive reflective writing on my own experiences as a 

learner of Japanese, a novice English language teacher, a student in a M.A.T. 

program at a U.S. institution, a full-time tenured professor at a Japanese university, 

a doctoral student, and a member of a network of Japanese Americans living 

long-term in Japan. Throughout these writings, I identified the major themes that I 

anticipated would include identity issues relating to the evolving and fluctuating 

nature of identity as a Japanese American, the use of Japanese as a second language 

(JSL), and professional issues concerning my ambiguous status within a Japanese 

institution as a native speaker instructor. I expected that these themes would also 

appear in my participants' narratives. 

Some of the participants and I were engaged in interactive journal writing 

that covered topics related to our experiences as Japanese Americans living in 

Japan or making visits to the United States for professional or personal reasons. 

These journal entries were another source of data that I referred to. In addition, I 

have collected written documents that participants prepared for me about different 

aspects of their lives in Japan and personal communications such as seasonal 

greetings that reflected the participants’ current status in Japan or the United States. 

Emails exchanged about negotiating interviews or additional comments from 

participants on already conducted interviews were another type of data I collected. 

One participant had published online a series of essays on her personal history of 
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identity negotiation during her life in Japan that I have downloaded and have 

referred to as another source of data. In order to protect confidentiality, I have not 

directly quoted from such information available online. 

The individual journal writing that I conducted spanned a period of three 

years, concurrent with other data collection. The contents covered incidents that 

occurred mostly at work that I felt were good examples of the kind of issues that I 

dealt with when interacting with students, colleagues, and administrators. I usually 

wrote in narrative form, describing the setting, characters, actions, particular words 

or phrases used, and my own reactions to the events. 

 

Participants 

The participants I have recruited for this study include four U.S. born 

Japanese American women TESOL professionals who have lived in Japan from 10 

to 30-plus years, myself as a fifth woman, and two males with over ten years of 

residence. One of the women participants was not interviewed individually and 

participated only in the focus group discussions. Although we shared the same 

Japanese American background, there was great diversity in the types of 

hometowns in the United States in which we grew up, when and where we obtained 

our training as TESOL professionals, current family situations, level of Japanese 

language ability, status at the institutions where we worked, current place of 

residence in Japan, and degree of participation in professional academic 

organizations. All of the participants were acquaintances of mine whom I met 
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through professional organizations before I began data collection except for one, 

who was introduced to me by another participant. I briefly describe the participants 

in the ensuing paragraphs. All names are pseudonyms. 

Vivian came to Japan over 30 years ago, after having lived in an area of the 

United States that did not have a large population of Japanese Americans. She is 

married and has raised a family in Japan. Prior to arriving in Japan, she had no 

training as a language teacher. Her first experiences teaching English were at small 

language schools for children. Later, she worked for a well-known United 

States-based commercial language school. After attaining a graduate degree in 

TESOL by attending a graduate program in the United States, she began to teach at 

a number of private universities in Japan as an adjunct lecturer. She recently has 

spent extended time in the United States in order to accommodate her husband’s 

job reassignment. Currently she is living in a suburban area of a large metropolis in 

Japan. 

Naomi has lived in Japan for over 25 years and is raising a family. Prior to 

coming to Japan, she lived in a multicultural community in the United States that 

has a substantial Japanese American community and was familiar with speakers of 

many other languages besides English. In Japan, she lives in an urban setting, 

participates in neighborhood activities, and fulfills the duties required of a 

housewife and mother. She received a master’s degree in TESOL by attending a 

program at a Japan campus of a U.S. university. She currently teaches at private 
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universities as a part-time lecturer and also teaches a group of senior citizens who 

formerly worked at the same company. 

Rosalyn lived in Japan for a brief time as a child but was born and raised in 

a suburban area in the United States that had a small community of Japanese 

Americans. She did not have much interaction with that ethnic group. Upon 

graduating from college, she entered the corporate world and worked successfully 

for several years. A vacation to Japan rekindled her interest in Japan and she briefly 

taught at a small conversation school. After returning to the United States, she took 

advantage of the visa newly offered by the Japanese government to descendants of 

Japanese nationals. She has taught at a number of language schools and universities, 

and her main work is now focused at the university level. She is raising a child with 

her husband in the outskirts of a metropolitan area. 

Ruth has lived in Japan for a total of more than 20 years. She has lived in a 

number of places in the United States that had both large and almost non-existent 

Japanese American communities. She is married and has raised a child mostly in 

Japan. She had a graduate degree in TESOL prior to her arrival in Japan. Having 

taught at several universities throughout Japan, she is currently employed full-time 

at a private university in an urban setting. In addition to her teaching career, she is 

active in professional development organizations in Japan and abroad. 

Gary resided in Japan for 18 years and at the time of this writing had 

recently left Japan to return to the community in which he grew up in the United 

States in order to care for an elderly parent. He taught mostly corporate clients and 
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children at a well-known language school in a major metropolitan location. Before 

entering the TESOL profession, he had been involved in the information 

technology field in the United States. He took advantage of the special visa 

program that started in 1990 for Japanese descendants living overseas to work in 

Japan. He was the only participant whose professional background did not include 

university teaching. 

Bruce grew up in a multicultural urban setting in the United States where he 

was surrounded by speakers of languages other than English. Prior to teaching, he 

worked in the manufacturing sector but realized his preference for working with 

people. His educational background includes spending time as an international 

student in Japan. He attended a U.S. university for graduate work in TESOL and 

received a master’s degree and then began teaching English at a university in Japan. 

His work situation is such that he is in contact with other NS English colleagues 

and with Japanese colleagues as well. He is married and raising a family with his 

wife. 

I have lived in Japan for over 30 years, having arrived as a student on a 

fellowship after graduating from college to study public health issues. My initial 

career plans were to become a public health worker in the United States who had 

Japanese language skills. My close connections to Japanese American communities 

shaped my worldview. Becoming a TESOL professional in mid-life after spending 

over 10 years immersed in Japanese society as a housewife and mother forced me 

to reengage with issues related to language, race, ethnicity, and the place of English 
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in Japan. I have worked mostly with adults and university students during the past 

20 years during which I completed a master’s course in TESOL at an institution in 

the United States. 

All of the participants in this study are U.S. citizens whose ethnic 

background is Japanese American. They were born and grew up in a variety of 

geographical settings in the United States. Characteristics that they share are that 

their L1 is English and they had little or no Japanese language ability when they 

arrived in Japan. They live in different parts of Japan and in various environments, 

ranging from large urban areas to more isolated rural settings. Outside research 

settings, I have engaged in informal meals, attended film showings, and arranged 

gatherings of other Japanese Americans for networking purposes with some of 

these individuals. These activities occurred sporadically, usually during spring or 

summer breaks, given the logistics and our busy work schedules. I have also 

included myself because I have decided to use data from my own writings and I 

have also revealed incidents about myself to participants in the course of some 

interviews. Basic information about the participants appears in Table 1 in the order 

of their appearance above. 

 

Table 1. Background of the Participants 

Name/Age/Gender Teaching context Japan residence 

Vivian/50’s/Female University, Language School 30 years + 
Naomi/50’s/Female University, Company 20 years + 
Rosalyn/40’s/Female University, Language School 10 years + 
Ruth//50’s/Female University 20 years+ 
Gary/40’s/Male Language School 18 years 
Bruce/30’s/Male University 10 years+ 
Laura/50’s/Female University 30 years + 
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Some of the participants were people I knew well or had met a few times 

casually while others were complete strangers referred to me by friends or 

colleagues. The degree of familiarity with the participants as well as the location of 

their homes or workplaces has influenced the frequency and length of interviews 

conducted. I have limited the extent of describing each participant concerning the 

contents of their work in order to protect their privacy at their request. Ruth was 

involved in focus group discussions, but does not appear as a central figure in this 

study. 

 

Sites 

I have chosen participants who have taught mainly at universities because I 

wanted to compare their experiences with my own. However, I also included one 

male participant who has taught mostly in corporate settings because of the 

difficulty of locating other male participants willing to be interviewed. Also, I felt 

that I could get another perspective on how a different type of teaching situation 

could affect the participant. The universities where the women participants and I 

and one male participant teach are privately owned. 

 As I indicated above, I collected interview data at venues convenient to the 

participants such as private homes, university offices, or cafés near the participants’ 

work place. If a face-to-face meeting was not feasible, I used computer-assisted 

communication systems such as SkypeⒸ. 
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I have made contact by email, telephone, and other means prior to the actual 

interviews to establish rapport with each of the participants in order to gather 

pertinent background information. I did not reveal specific questions in advance 

because I hoped to elicit impromptu and unprepared responses. However, I have 

explained the general topic area at the time of initial contact and have sent an 

Informed Consent form (see appendix) in advance of the interview. The form also 

explained the purpose of the study. In these initial contacts, I attempted to gain 

their trust by offering to tell some of my own experiences if they were interested. 

 

Data Transcription Procedures 

I understand that transcribing speech/talk into a written text is in fact a first 

step in the analysis and interpretation process. For one, the extent to which the 

spoken words and other paralinguistic features are included can greatly influence 

how the data analysis is conducted. “Representing audible talk as written words 

requires reduction, interpretation, and representation to make the written text 

readable and meaningful” (Bailey, 2008). Prior to transcribing, I listened to the 

interview data multiple times in order to familiarize myself with the topics covered, 

the order in which they occurred, the tone of voice of the participant, hesitations, 

and frequently repeated words or phrases, and to identify difficult to understand 

passages. I took notes during these listenings, noting the time at which they 

occurred so that I could selectively transcribe parts of the interview that were most 
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salient. In the ‘raw’ typed transcription margins, I inserted comments to assist the 

analysis process. 

There are a number of transcription conventions that can be used and I 

made decisions on which to use according to the contents of the interview, the type 

of narratives told, and purpose of the data analysis. Transcription conventions that 

capture the pauses, intonation, and emphasis of the spoken data as outlined in Ochs 

and Capps (2001, pp. xi-xii) were used for sections that required such details and 

are listed in Appendix D. When the interaction between multiple participants in a 

group interview or the interaction between the participant and me was the main 

focus of the analysis, it was important to include these details. Because the 

interviews were between native speakers of English, the pace and density of what 

was exchanged required extensive time during the transcription process and I was 

selective about what should be transcribed verbatim. For other parts of the 

interview, I summarized the contents in prose form and used short quotes when 

necessary. 

To represent portions of the transcripts in a way that is most effective to 

highlight the narratives or stories that emerge during an interview situation, I used 

lines grouped into stanzas (Gee, 2005). Stanzas are groups of idea units of speech 

or clauses without the false starts and repetition usually found in spoken language. 

The grouping of lines resembles stanzas in poetry from which the term is 

derived. Examples of interview data represented as stanzas are found in the 

Findings Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7. 
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Gee’s method requires the researcher to listen for the pauses and changes in 

pitch while the participant speaks during the interview. At these changes, the long 

stretches of speech could be parsed into lines that are then grouped to form stanzas 

(Riessman, 2008, p. 33). This type of transcript results in a written text that 

resembles a poem and is referred to as poetic representation (Richardson, 2003). 

Richardson suggested that the nature of spoken speech could be better served by 

such poetic representation in comparison to the traditional use of prose form in 

research accounts in which usually short snippets are used. Another feature of 

poetic representation was the absence of researcher backchanneling as well as 

pauses and false starts made by the participant. This allows the reader to focus on 

the gist of the participant’s stories. Another option was to mark off each stanza as 

categories of a conventional narrative, that is, abstract, orientation, complicating 

action, evaluation, result, and coda (Labov, 1972). This approach made the 

narrative available for clear analysis in terms of its structural components. 

Criticism about strict adherence to this approach pointed out that “focusing solely 

on chronologically ordered past tense clauses, analyzing them in isolation from the 

rest of the transcript…can only produce an overly simplistic, reductive analysis and 

interpretation” (Patterson, 2008, p. 32). It was clear that making decisions on how 

to transcribe audio data required consideration of the strengths and weaknesses of 

the many types available. 

In addition to the use of stanzas, I used within-text quotes and block quotes 

when the data were not in story form. For example, when participants commented 
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on or made interpretations about their experiences, a few sentences or key words 

were sufficient. Another example was when a narrative was told across a series of 

interviews that would then require separate block quotes tied together with my 

commentary in prose form. I then added my version of the context in which the 

particular quotes occurred, how the participant spoke at that time, and other salient 

features in order to give more coherence to the quotes that were separated by time. 

Representing audio data as written script required making many decisions 

about how best to illustrate what was spoken and how. What to do about the 

researcher’s input was another important consideration. I used a variety of 

transcription conventions, weighing the strengths and weaknesses of each. 

 

Analysis of Data 

My interest in both what the participants said and how they said it required 

a two-pronged approach when analyzing the oral data. Based on suggestions made 

by Riessman (2008), I use both a thematic analysis that focuses on the contents of 

the participants’ reports of events and experiences (p. 54) and a structural analysis 

that pays attention to the way the narrative is structured in order to deliver its 

message (p. 78). The combination of these two approaches can provide a more 

nuanced interpretation of the narratives. 

Thematic analysis has been used in a variety of social science research 

settings, such as probing how patients make sense of their lives with chronic illness 

(Williams, 1984), how substance abusers construct their identities in self-help 
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organizations (Cain, 1991), and how citizens resist legal authority on an everyday 

basis (Ewick & Silbey, 2003). Riessman (2008) introduced the above three as 

exemplars of how a thematic analysis approach can be used. Important in this type 

of analysis are four points: the definition of what a narrative is, how the data are 

represented, the unit of analysis, and the attention to context (p. 75). 

Of particular importance in thematic analysis is the degree to which the 

narrative data are kept “…intact by theorizing from the case rather than from 

component themes (categories) across cases” (Riessman, 2008, p. 53). In other 

words, the degree that the researcher conducts data reduction (Roulston, 2010) is 

the issue. At one extreme, data reduction can involve reducing the interview data to 

words or short phrases that occur throughout the interviews into categories and then 

classifying them further into codes. However, because I wish to “preserve 

sequences” so that the “story” will remain intact for analysis and interpretation 

(Riessman, 2008, p. 74), I give priority to understanding what each case was about, 

situated in a particular time and space. 

Definitions of a narrative can vary from a bounded segment from an 

interview to a life story. The types of oral data that I collected varied because 

participants’ accounts focused on a particular incident or covered a range of 

experiences during one’s lifetime. As for data representation, I have stated above 

that the transcribed data is shown as stanzas, block quotations, or summaries that 

are altered to exclude dysfluencies. Regarding the unit of analysis, I chose a 

bounded segment from an interview or the life story that unfolded over multiple 
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interviews. Finally, the degree of attention paid to the local context in which the 

data are positioned and the larger societal context will vary depending on the 

contents being analyzed. Therefore, there are no formulaic applications of set 

templates to the data. Rather, I endeavored to make the most appropriate choice to 

best illustrate and interpret the contents of the narratives. 

Structural analysis is also concerned with the contents of the narrative, but 

attention is focused on how the narrative is organized “to achieve the narrator’s 

strategic aim” (Riessman, 2008, p. 77). The way an account of an event or a life 

history is put together and the nature of its components, that is, the form and 

language used are scrutinized. Work by Labov and Waletzky (1967/2003) focused 

on identifying the “sequences and structural parts of the narrative that recur across 

stories about experience” (Riessman, 2008, p. 84). Those components can be 

divided into six types: abstract or summary of the story; orientation or the setting 

and characters; complicating action that lead to the turning point; evaluation by the 

narrator revealing his/her feelings; resolution or the outcome; and coda or the 

ending that brings the story back to the present. 

Another approach to structural analysis is that of Gee (1991), who focused 

on how the sequence of utterances is spoken, that is, the prosodic features such as 

pitch and intonation and the function of other linguistic markers. By shifting 

attention to how the narrative is divided into units, signaled by changes in 

intonation or the use of conjunctions, the group of clauses or stanzas could be 

examined in relation to the rest of the narrative. 
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With my own data, I can see how using the two approaches discussed above 

allowed me to tackle the expected wide variety of narratives collected from the 

participants. Initial listenings and rough transcriptions have revealed that some 

participants produced narratives that include all the components identified by 

Labov and Waletzky in the order expected. Other participants spoke in “small 

stories” (Georgakopoulou, 2006) or a number of short vignettes concerning a main 

topic but not neatly tied together by speech devices. As works by numerous 

scholars (Heath, 1983; Hymes, 1996) remind us, the type of narrative tradition that 

one is raised in and what is valued in different institutional or personal contexts 

often are at odds. In this study, I aimed to value the different types of narratives 

given by the participants and applied approaches most appropriate in order to 

interpret the data as fully as possible. I feel that my approach is in line with what 

Pavlenko (2007) has suggested regarding the use of autobiographic data in applied 

linguistic research. It is vital to remember that “…content cannot be analyzed in 

separation from context and form” (p. 167) and I strove to uphold such a stance. 

 

Criteria for Evaluation 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the trustworthiness of a qualitative 

research project is important to order to evaluate its worth. Trustworthiness 

requires establishing credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

In order to establish credibility, they suggest the following five techniques; (a) 

prolonged engagement, persistent observation, and triangulation to obtain credible 
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findings and interpretations, (b) peer debriefing to provide external checks on the 

inquiry process, (c) discussing inconsistencies within data to refine hypotheses, (d) 

referential adequacy through recorded data, and (e) member checking to directly 

test the finding and interpretations with the participants (p. 301). 

The above are all activities that I undertook throughout the research process. 

For example, sharing the ongoing progress of the project with peers informally or 

at academic gatherings is one way to get feedback on possible problems with the 

inquiry process. In addition, I contacted the participants when I had questions about 

the contents of interview data as well my interpretations of it. More specifically, I 

shared transcripts and findings that I use in the dissertation with the participants 

and obtained their approval. Over an extended period of time, it is possible to 

develop relationships with the participants to increase their trust in me as a 

researcher. My prolonged engagement with the participants was instrumental for 

building rapport and gaining their trust. The degree to which they were willing to 

share aspects of their professional and personal lives depended on such trust and 

aided our mutual understanding and co-constructing of meaning during the 

interviews. Although I am not in daily contact with the participants, I remained 

persistent in observing them when I did meet them, whether it was for an interview 

or for a social occasion. Triangulation through the collection of multiple types of 

data other than interview data such as emails, written memos, seasonal greetings, 

and essays published online was an ongoing process. 
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In order to establish transferability, I have made an effort to use detailed 

description when writing about the participants and myself. The interview settings 

and interactions, the workplace situation in Japan for instructors of foreign origin, 

and incidents that are the basis for many of the interview excerpts are written in 

great detail. By doing so, I make an attempt to show that the findings have 

applicability in other contexts. As for dependability, I have undertaken an inquiry 

audit by sharing parts of the findings with other qualitative researchers to get 

feedback on the research process and overall clarity of the project. In an effort to 

establish confirmability, I have kept an ongoing research journal consisting of 

handwritten entries, research notes used to troubleshoot problems during the 

research process, and email messages about my research concerns. 

 In another approach to the issue of trustworthiness in qualitative inquiry, 

instead of using standard criteria that have been designed for the experimental 

model of research, Mishler (1990) suggested the use of “Kuhn’s concept of 

exemplars—concrete models of research practice” (p. 415). Exemplars are defined 

so as to “contain within themselves the criteria and procedures for evaluating the 

‘trustworthiness’ of studies and serve as testaments to the internal history of 

validation within particular domains of inquiry” (Mishler, 1990, p. 422). For 

narrative inquiry, Mishler argued that the key issue for validation of research is 

“whether the relevant community of scientists evaluates reported findings as 

sufficiently trustworthy to rely on them for their own work” (p. 417). By referring 

to studies that can be considered exemplars in narrative inquiry, such as Gee (1985) 
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and Mishler (1992), I attempted to see how my study ‘measures up’ to those 

produced by leading scholars. 

As outlined in this chapter, I have framed this project within multiple 

research traditions in order to accommodate the interdisciplinary approach 

necessary to capture the vibrant aspects of lived experiences of the participants. 

The data contained both consistencies and contradictions about how each 

participant described her/his experiences and interpretations of such as she/he 

interacted with the researcher over a prolonged period of time. Decisions about 

methodological issues concerning transcribing, representation of data, and analysis 

required me to constantly refer back to the theoretical framework I have chosen. 

Such reflexivity on my part will be key to the quality of this project. 

 

Schedule for Conducting the Study 

I conducted interviews with five individuals, three women and two men 

who meet the criteria, that is, they are Japanese Americans born and raised in the 

United States, have lived in Japan more than 10 years, and are engaged in working 

as TESOL professionals. Table 2 displays the dates, types, length, and venues used 

for those interviews. 

From Table 2, it is clear that the frequency and total amount of time spent 

on interviews vary between participants. Another point needing mention is that I 

some participants were not interviewed in person, although they did participate in 

focus group discussions. Although SkypeⒸ is a valuable tool, I realize how 
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important it is to be able to observe the participant in a face-to-face situation and 

make note of body language, facial expressions, and other non-verbal means of 

communication. Each circumstance was different, but perhaps one hour was an 

optimum amount of time for a Skype interview.  

 

Table 2. Interviews Conducted 

Name Date Type Length Venue 

Vivian Dec. 2007 Skype 38 min. Home 
 Dec. 2007 Skype 75 min. Home 
 Jan. 2010 In-person 84 min. Home 
 Jan. 2010 In-person 75 min. Home 

 
Naomi Apr. 2008 Skype 53 min. Home 
 May 2008 Skype  43 min. Home 
 May 2009 Skype 65 min. 

 
Home 

Bruce Mar. 2009 In-person 26 min. School 
 Sept. 2009 In-person 35 min. School 
 July 2010 In-person 49 min. School 
 Oct. 2011 In-person 58 min Office 

 
Gary June 2009 Skype 63 min. Home 
 Aug. 2009 In-person 66 min. Café 

 
Rosalyn Dec. 2009 In-person 150 min. Home 
 Aug 2011 In-person 170 min. Home 

 
Group Feb. 2008* In-person 164 min. Home 
 Feb. 2012** In-person 54 min. Café 
*Group included Vivian, Gary, Naomi, and Ruth who has not been interviewed individually 
**Group included Vivian, Naomi, and Ruth 

 

As for face-to-face interviews, the circumstances dictated how much time 

could be spent. However, each participant responded differently to face-to-face 

interviews and SkypeⒸ sessions, so it was not my intention to attempt to 

standardize the interview schedules and methods. In fact, I found that some 
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participants were more willing to talk in more detail using SkypeⒸ. I therefore 

attempted to use the best method and venue possible, given the time and 

geographical restrictions concerning each participant. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM: 

ISSUES IN TEACHERS’ EVERYDAY LIVES 

 

The findings are divided into four chapters. First, Chapter 4 covers salient 

issues in the lives of the participants outside of the classroom where they tend to be 

perceived by the local population as perennial outsiders. Next, Chapter 5 deals with 

issues of how teachers represent themselves to students in the classroom and during 

other school-related activities. Chapter 6 explores issues originating at the 

workplace with colleagues and administrators. Finally, Chapter 7 explores the 

nature of interaction between me as the researcher and participants during 

interviews and how those interactions affected the content of our talk. 

Throughout the Findings chapters, I primarily represent the data in stanzas 

(Gee, 2011). Each stanza made of up of “a group of idea units about one important 

event, happening, or state of affairs at one time and place” or that “focuses on a 

specific character, theme, image, topic, or perspective” (p. 74). The beginning of a 

new stanza can oftentimes be determined by a slight hesitation or discourse marker 

such as “so.” In addition, following the suggestions of others for traditional 

narrative analysis (e.g., Gee, 2005; Labov, 1967; Riessman, 2008), I labeled each 

stanza as either abstract, orientation, complicating action, evaluation, resolution, or 

coda, according to its role within the overall narrative. Not all excerpts will exhibit 



 99 

all components, nor will they occur in the same order. This reflects how individuals 

vary in the way they organize stories (Gee, 2011). I removed dysfluencies and 

backchanneling to accentuate the different parts of the narrative. 

 

Preview of this Chapter 

Outside of the classroom, the participants lead lives as neighbors in their 

communities, spouses, or parents, and are oftentimes perceived as perennial 

outsiders in Japanese society. Daily life experiences for the participants vary 

widely depending on their residence location, marital status, spouse nationality, job 

stability, Japanese language ability, and a number of other factors. Stories about 

issues outside of classroom contexts often arose during both individual and focus 

group interviews. The influence of Japanese language proficiency on their sense of 

overall efficacy as functioning adults as well as the microaggressions regularly 

experienced are worthy of examination in order to better understand the context of 

their professional lives as educators. 

In describing the nature of the ‘Nikkei’ visa available for descendants of 

Japanese to work in Japan, Gary offers a window into Japanese immigration 

policies that affect some Japanese Americans. The application process for such a 

visa highlights the contested nature of Japanese heritage for those who attempt to 

live long-term in Japan to work. Next, Vivian shares her experiences with learning 

and using Japanese with a range of interlocutors. Following that, Bruce’s story 

deals with how he negotiates gender roles that he finds limiting and not viable for 
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him. Finally, Rosalyn describes how she navigates the confusing dynamics with her 

child’s teachers and playmates’ mothers. She often had feelings of uncertainty 

about how her actions might impact her child’s well-being at school. To close, I 

then explore my own experiences in light of the participants’ stories and comment 

on the similarities and renewed understanding I give to those experiences. 

 

Gary: Visa Credibility 

Visa status in some cases was introduced by the interviewees themselves 

during the course of revealing the circumstances of starting a career as a language 

teacher. Gary explained that he originally entered Japan on a work visa sponsored 

by the institution where he taught. However, because of the need to find another 

institution to become his sponsor after his contract ended, he chose to apply for 

what is colloquially called the Nikkei visa issued to those having Japanese heritage, 

up to the third generation. Beginning in 1990, this visa was introduced to increase 

the number of unskilled laborers during the economic bubble and primarily 

Brazilians of Japanese ethnicity entered Japan to work in mostly factories (Azuma, 

2000; Tsuda, 2003). In the following excerpt, Gary explains the process of getting a 

Nikkei visa and how he felt about it. His talk is presented in stanza form, with false 

starts and other dysfluencies removed as well as my backchanneling. My questions 

and comments are displayed in brackets between the stanzas, to augment the 

give-and-take nature of this passage. Words spoken with particular force are shown 

in capital letters. Changes in voice quality are marked by parentheses. 



 101 

 

Excerpt 1  (August, 2009) 

STANZA 1     Abstract  

So I needed to get my, to prove that I had Japanese ancestry 

I had to get MY birth certificate 

And then my parents’ birth certificates  

And their marriage license 

5 And then my grandparents’ marriage license 

And the grandparents’ birth certificates which means their family register 

koseki tohon 

 

[Oh if it still existed] 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

Well, my cousins got it  

So I had to give them all that information 

10 And then that was the big thing, y’ know 

The birth certificates were on microfiche 

Y’ know, had to find like, stuff 

[Oh, so there were fewer restrictions under that Nikkei visa] 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

Well that’s what I felt 

15 Well you weren’t tied to the company 

Because the company’s not the sponsor 

[But did you like have to report every time you changed jobs or something 

like] 

 

STANZA 4     Resolution 

Supposedly, but I never did 

You’re supposed to stick it on your card, your foreign card 

20 [Only if you moved or something, did you have to] 

 

STANZA 5     Resolution 

When you move 

But you’re supposed to put your company 

But I just never put it there 

It was always BLANK (laughing) 

25 [Oh, that’s interesting] 

 

STANZA 6     Evaluation 

I think I did once but 
“I don’t know the address yet” 
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“Okay” 

 

Gary related the details of getting a Nikkei visa in a matter-of-fact way and 

outlined the number of required documents that stretched back to his grandparents’ 

family registry in order to prove his Japanese ancestry (lines 2-6). The family 

registry contains information about marriage, birth, death, and divorce and is 

considered the defining document for identification purposes in Japan. Obtaining a 

copy of the family registry or koseki tohon is a difficult task because its access is 

limited to family members. Gary opted to have Japanese relatives obtain that for 

him (line 8). I facetiously questioned the very existence of that registry in line 7, 

although I now see such a remark as being very insensitive. I myself would not 

have wanted to undertake such an endeavor, for my own grandparents left Japan 

over 100 years ago and I would not know which village office to visit to obtain 

such a document. My own aversion to such bureaucratic red tape affected my 

tendency to align myself with Gary’s ordeal. His comment in line 12, “Y’ know, 

had to find like, stuff” was a supreme understatement to describe the huge amount 

of paperwork involved. 

The Nikkei visa allowed Gary more freedom to change jobs and not have to 

find a sponsor each time because he was essentially sponsoring himself. However, 

his comments on how he adhered to the regulations for that status were revealing. 

For example, when referring to the necessity of listing new employers on the alien 

registration card that all non-Japanese residents are required to carry, he remarked, 

“But I just never put it there. It was always BLANK” (lines 23-24). This remark 
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was followed by laughter and I remember feeling uncertain as to how to react. I 

also am aware of such regulations and remember being reprimanded for not 

reporting a change of passport number within the allowed time and became very 

anxious about such matters. In my non-committal “oh that’s interesting” (line 25) I 

did not join in with his laughter. Gary’s other example of partial compliance to the 

rules included a performance of an exchange with a city office official, explaining 

why there was no address for the company where he worked, to which the 

interlocutor merely said “okay” (line 28). His resistance to a system that gave 

preferential treatment based on Japanese ancestry by creating such a visa but then 

required the same adherence to regulations regarding alien registration was an 

object of mockery for Gary. 

In another example of the contradictions surrounding this visa, Gary 

expressed his exasperation when he was required by Japanese authorities to get a 

criminal check from the United States, many years after obtaining the visa. A high 

profile murder case in Japan in 2005 involving a Peruvian man who had used 

forged documents to enter on a Nikkei visa resulted in Gary having to get extra 

documentation after being awarded the visa. The following excerpt is an account of 

what Gary was thinking and feeling at the time he learned of this new requirement. 

 

Excerpt 2  (August, 2009) 

STANZA 1     Evaluation 

Like WHAT? 

And they didn’t know where to get it 

Their offices weren’t ready for doing it 
It’s just like WHAT? (rising pitch) 
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5 And just to make these restrictions 

Out of nowhere on their own whim 

 

STANZA 2     Example 

Then I did a little more paperwork 

Like I pay the Japanese taxes 

And then I did this 

10 Did all that other paperwork 

To get a permanent residence visa 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

What REALLY got me angry was 

It was only because I had that Nikkei visa 

“I’m a permanent resident, do I need this again?” 

15 “No, you don’t need that for permanent residence” 

It’s like WHAT? (rising pitch) 

 

STANZA 4     Evaluation 

But it was just because of that one guy 

But he LIED 

And they didn’t cover that he LIED (explosive) 

20 It wasn’t the VISA 

It was this GUY had a criminal record 

And using a FAKE Japanese registry 

If he didn’t have the Japanese registry 

It would’ve been okay 

 

Compared to the previous excerpt, Gary spoke with much more emotion 

during this passage concerning the need to get a criminal check from the FBI in the 

United States. When he was informed of this new requirement, he was in the 

process of applying for permanent residency (lines 10-11) so he had already 

submitted an extensive number of documents for that purpose. The reasons for his 

astonishment and anger were many. To begin with, the decision seemed sudden and 

arbitrary to him (lines 5-6). In addition, the offices that he dealt with were not well 

informed about the new regulation and could not advise him as to how to obtain 

such documentation (lines 2-3). Also, the bureaucratic inconsistencies about 



 105 

different visas did not make sense to him (lines 10-11, 15-16). Above all, his anger 

appeared to stem from the fact that he had been positioned by the authorities as 

someone suspect solely on the basis of being a Nikkei visa holder (line13). 

Through his show of strong emotion by speaking certain words with extra stress 

and volume such as WHAT (lines 1, 4, 16), REALLY (line 12), LIED (lines18-19), 

VISA (line 20), and GUY (line 21), Gary distanced himself from the suspected 

murderer with whom the only connection he had was holding the same type of 

Nikkei visa. 

Visa status in any country can dramatically affect the amount of freedom 

one has in conducting one’s everyday life. This topic does not appear in academic 

articles about English language teachers in Japan and no doubt is accepted as being 

one aspect of living as a transnational in today’s globalized world. Gary’s case 

illustrates what types of issues can arise when visas are issued based on ethnicity. 

The assumption by government officials that Japanese ethnicity would filter out 

undesirable applicants exposed deep-seated ethnocentric views. As for Gary, he 

expressed a sense of incredulity when he was required to provide a criminal check 

by the same entity that issued the visa based on his Japanese heritage. The 

contested nature of ethnicity manifested by the Nikkei visa issue highlighted the 

underlying message about the trustworthiness and value of Japanese descendants in 

Japanese society. 
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Vivian: Japanese Lessons 

The topic of Japanese language use came up often in Vivian’s interviews. In 

particular, she spoke about how her limited ability was negatively affecting her life 

in Japan. Theorizing about people’s linguistic resources, Blommaert (2005) stated 

that people “are constrained by the range and structure of their repertoires” and that 

“the distribution of elements of the repertoires in any society is unequal” (p. 15). 

During an interview conducted at her home, Vivian told me about a new language 

class in which she was being tutored by a volunteer. She had certain expectations 

about what she wanted to accomplish and was dismayed to learn that her tutor had 

other ideas about what she should learn. In the following excerpt, her narrative 

covers basic differences between Vivian and the tutor about her use of Japanese. 

The excerpt starts at a point after she mentioned that her tutor evaluated her 

Japanese as not being “that bad.” 

 

Excerpt 3  (January, 2010)  

STANZA 1     Abstract 

I don’t like to always begin a conversation with 

“I’m sorry, my Japanese is not very good” 

And he said, “Why?” 

I said, “because that I just want to, y’ know (hesitation) 

5 Get a STAMP or do something at the BANK 

 

STANZA 2     Orientation 

And I don’t want to go through this w h o l e history of 

Why I can’t speak Japanese well 

I would just like to be able to learn or to KNOW what is STRANGE 

To know, well, how GOOD my Japanese is to a JAPANESE speaker 

10 So if I’m saying THIS all the time 

Maybe I should be saying it a different way” 
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STANZA 3     Complicating Action 

But he said, “But why don’t you just say 

Ja watashi wa nihonjin no kao wo shiteiru kedo 

Watashi wa nihonjin ja nai” 

15 (I have a Japanese face but I am not Japanese) 

And I’m thinking “WHAT?” (high pitch) 

 

STANZA 4     Complicating Action 

And he says that there’s nothing wrong 

“Nan de sore ga dame desu ka?” 

(Why is that not any good?) 

20 I just want to, y’ know, change money (high pitch) 

Or I just want to buy a stamp 

I don’t want to, y’ know 

He says “de mo ne, sore wa sonnani jikan kakaranai, nihongo de” 

(But you see, it doesn’t take that long to say that in Japanese) (laughter) 

 

STANZA 5     Evaluation 

25 And I’m thinking, ah this guy 

And so I said, well maybe he’s never been through that 

“When I go to Europe, y’ know, I can’t speak English” 

“But you’re JAPANESE   (high pitch) 

You’re not EXPECTED to” (high pitch) 

30 But instead of having this interesting conversation 

It was just cut off 

It was just, “Oh, so desu ne. (Oh, I see.) 

I’m Japanese so it’s easier for me to travel” 

And it’s just back to “so ne”  

 

STANZA 6     Resolution 

35 It’s more of a, not emotional 

It’s more my own personal problem 

And that has nothing to do with language 

It’s something that I have to get over 

So I just let that slide by 

 

At the time of this interview, Vivian had begun taking Japanese lessons 

sponsored by a local government entity. Her tutor was a male volunteer, somewhat 

older than her. Although she had explained to the tutor that she did not like having 

to apologize each time to an interlocutor about her Japanese ability (line 2), her 
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concern was brushed aside (lines 12-15). Vivian wanted to know how to work with 

her current knowledge of the language so that she would not be met with great 

puzzlement or outright rejection. Vivian’s extensive experience living in Japan had 

sensitized her to this type of reaction and she had wanted to learn how to improve 

“what is strange” (line 11). She requested the tutor to help her become aware of 

what she was saying that might be causing misunderstanding (line 10). Her remark 

“how good my Japanese is to a Japanese speaker” (line 9) reflected how she 

measured her ability with that of a native speaker. By attempting to overcome what 

she saw as barriers to communication with Japanese speakers, she was unwittingly 

putting herself in a very challenging position of trying to attain native-like ability 

so that others would not position her unfavorably. 

As for the tutor, he dismissed her concern about saving face and suggested 

that she merely be honest about why her phenotype and non-Japanese status did not 

match (lines 13-15). From his view, it wouldn’t take that much time to make such 

an explanation (lines 23-24) that supposedly would then allow for smoother 

communication to occur. However, such a strategy is based on the assumption that 

a potential interlocutor knowing Vivian is not Japanese might lead to improved 

communication. Her remark that he was unable to understand her situation (line 26) 

and why she resisted saying such a thing was met by his attempt to equate his 

experience of being a traveler in Europe who could not speak English well (line 27). 

Vivian pointed out that such a comparison missed the mark, for his phenotype 

allowed him to escape expectations about his English language ability (lines 28-29). 
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Any further discussion of Vivian’s core concern of how race and language affected 

communication was “cut off” (line 31), leaving her unable to further probe the 

topic with him (line 34). Her tone of voice conveyed a sense of resignation at being 

unable to get him to understand her point of view. 

Finally, Vivian’s last remarks in this excerpt are noteworthy. Although she 

began by framing the issue of communication difficulties as a matter of language 

skills (lines 10-11), she then retracted by placing blame for her trouble as “not 

emotional…my own personal problem” (line 36) unrelated to language skills (line 

37). This type of contradiction is not uncommon when people discuss identity, for 

the multiple lenses that we use to understand our experiences do not always reflect 

the same images to us. Further on in the interview, Vivian returned to the theme of 

communication problems and spoke in a subdued manner of her feelings about her 

life in Japan. 

 

Excerpt 4  (January, 2010) 

STANZA 1     Thesis 

Yeah, I wanna be able to speak Japanese  (high pitch) 

But I won’t be able to speak it perfectly 

So maybe it’s okay, 

If I just continue the way I am 

 

STANZA 2     Antithesis 

5 But then no (.) 

If I’m going to live here, forever, 

I have to be able to speak 

So that people are not afraid to approach me 

Because I have nothing to give them (fast paced) 
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STANZA 3     Support of Antithesis 

10 For example, if I were White  

Or if I were y’ know (.) 

I looked like an American 

Like a typical American with, y’ know (fast paced) 

Brown hair or white skin 

15 People would be interested. 

Like “I wanna be this person’s friend” 

As a token y’ know foreign friend.  

 

STANZA 4     Support of Antithesis 

But I have nothing ORIGINAL to give them.  

I have nothing y’ know SPECIAL to give them 

 

STANZA 5     Resolution 

20 And so the only thing I can do is 

To be able to speak enough Japanese  

So that I’m approachable 

That they know that 

I can have a regular conversation with them 

25 As just a person 

And that’s my goal 

 

I sensed that Vivian struggled with describing her ambivalent feelings about 

Japanese language use by the quality of her voice and hesitant manner of speaking. 

She expressed her desire to use Japanese and her realization that becoming a native 

speaker was not a realistic goal (lines 1-2). She ventured that acceptance of the 

status quo concerning her Japanese ability was an option. However, she quickly 

changed her mind. “If I’m going to live here forever, I have to be able to speak so 

that people are not afraid to approach me” (line 6-8) portrayed her as feeling that 

she is responsible for making people want to communicate with her. This was 

further qualified to mean that she must mold herself so that she would become 

somehow acceptable to her possible interlocutors because otherwise, she has 
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“nothing to give them” (line 9). Her “nothing” means that her phenotype is not 

desirable for those who “wanna be this person’s friend” (line 16) because she does 

not fit the bill as a “token …foreign friend” (line 17). Working within the 

nihonjinron paradigm that had become a frame of reference for her, Vivian saw 

that the only way for her to “live here forever” was to gloss over her heritage and 

“be able to speak enough Japanese” (line 21) so she “can have a regular 

conversation with them just as a person” (line 24-25). Vivian reached this 

conclusion because in order to make her background understandable to most 

Japanese interlocutors, she had to master Japanese to an extent that she would be 

seen “just as a person” who was not marked by any foreignness. 

Vivian is caught between two powerful and conflicting discourses. She is 

positioned as someone who shares a phenotype with Japanese but is considered odd 

or unapproachable by reason of her nonnative-like language ability. This 

positioning gives her, as a Japanese American, little leeway to craft satisfactory 

responses to new interlocutors. Giving detailed explanations about her linguistic 

ability becomes tiresome and resentment grows if she feels the need to apologize 

for her interlocutors’ confusion. Vivian’s stories illustrated one important aspect of 

teachers’ lives outside of the classroom that might shed light on their choice of 

classroom praxis and the nature of interaction with students. 
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Bruce: Role Model for Other Fathers? 

When describing his family life in Japan, Bruce spoke about the dilemmas 

he faced being positioned by his Japanese wife and her friends as a model to be 

emulated by Japanese men. Gender roles are often discussed from the viewpoint of 

non-Japanese women living in Japan in scholarly works in applied linguistics 

(Ogulnik, 1998; Siegal, 1996; Simon-Maeda, 2004, 2011). However, little 

information is available about how men describe their work as language teachers 

and their family lives. Bruce began his description emphasizing that he was not 

Japanese and therefore he rejected many of the expectations and evaluations of his 

role as a husband and father made by others. In particular, he resisted being 

compared to other Japanese men, because implicitly in such comparisons, he was 

positioned as Japanese. In the following excerpt, Bruce describes how he 

understands gender roles for men and how he attempts to carve out his own niche 

that best represents his values and the realities of daily life. Displayed as stanzas, 

his perceptions of Japanese gender norms are then followed by his evaluation of 

them, forming three dyads. 

 

Excerpt 5  (July, 2010) 

STANZA 1     Example 

I think that as a male, their responsibilities 

Let’s say at the hoikuen (day care center) 

The fathers get together, drink to get drunk 

 

STANZA 2     Evaluation 

I don’t like to really get into 

5 I’m too busy for that 
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STANZA 3     Example 

But a Japanese father would join in when they could 

Because that’s one of the social responsibilities 

Doing the local omikoshi (portable shrine) 

The local temple clean up 

10 All of these things are 

There are certain local responsibilities 

For GUYS to do these things 

And GIRLS do these things 

 

STANZA 4     Evaluation 

I tend just do little bit of whatever I can whenever I can 

15 I don’t really care what it is 

But it can be seen as STRANGE, y’ know 

 

STANZA 5     Example 

“Why is Bruce watching the kids” 

That’s the mom’s job through the eyes of Japanese 

Versus my wife goes 

20 “He likes kids, he’d rather be doing that 

Than what you guys are doing” 

And then the other wives saying 

“Wow, that’s a Japanese father with the kids” and what not 

 

STANZA 6     Evaluation 

I wonder what her friends wonder, think about that 

25 Because if I looked WHITE 

Clearly White or BLACK, doesn’t matter 

I’m sure there would be this 

“Ah he’s very different, he’s from another country” (whisper) 

But because I look Japanese 

30 They must psychologically, I think 

It must be a different impact on their mind 

Because I don’t play the role of the typical male 

 

Bruce found certain social practices in his community not in line with his 

lifestyle and values. For example, he did not enjoy the social drinking that the 

fathers of children attending the same day care center engaged in (lines 2-3). He 

viewed certain activities as obligatory for fathers, calling them “social 
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responsibilities” or “local responsibilities” (lines 8, 11) and the implication would 

be that non-participation could be detrimental. Attempting to participate on his own 

terms could cause him to become the center of attention. In another example, 

Bruce’s “watching the kids” (line 17) at a community event is worthy of comment 

by other fathers because it was considered “the mom’s job” (line 18). His behavior 

was defended by his wife (line 21-22) who framed Bruce’s actions as a matter of 

personal preference (line 20). However, he was then positioned as a Japanese male 

by other mothers, who expressed their wonder, “Wow, that’s a Japanese father with 

the kids” (line 23). 

Throughout this excerpt, Bruce compared his way of thinking and acting 

with what he perceived as the expected male role and how his noncompliance 

would cause comment. At venues where fathers are expected to participate in 

certain activities such as drinking or setting up a portable shrine at neighborhood 

festivities, Bruce’s stance was “I tend just do little bit of whatever I can whenever I 

can” (line 14). By choosing to do things unexpected by most, he was met by both 

puzzlement (line 17) and admiration (line 23). In particular, other wives’ comments 

could be seen as a comment on how their own husbands did not take care of the 

children. However, Bruce wondered whether people’s response would be different 

if he was visibly foreign. Expectations that foreigners would do things differently 

were framed as a matter of looking visibly different (lines 25-26). Interestingly, 

Bruce said these comments in a much lowered voice, portraying the Japanese 

parents speaking in hushed tones about someone who was different in their midst. 
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Because he looked Japanese, Bruce drew unwanted attention by behaving in ways 

that he considered the best he could do under the circumstances but that did not 

match the expectations of his neighbors. Being expected to conform to distinct 

gender roles that he characterized as “GUYS” and “GIRLS” (lines 12-13), Bruce 

spoke about resisting those norms and how that involved the risk of being singled 

out for scrutiny. 

 

Rosalyn: Halloween and Cultural Diversity 

In a situation similar to that of Bruce, Rosalyn also found that dealing with 

social networks involving her child could be full of challenges. She did not have 

access to advice about navigating the terrain of her child’s school. Prior to the 

excerpt below, Rosalyn mentioned how she was concerned for her child’s welfare 

in school. In addition, she talked about how it was difficult for her to find a place 

within the circle of mothers of her child’s classmates. School in Japan plays a 

major part of a child’s life, with the amount of time spent there significantly longer 

than the United States per day and per school year and with a great deal of 

involvement by mothers. This excerpt describes Rosalyn’s attempt to become 

involved in her child’s school life that resulted in unexpected resistance by other 

mothers. 

 

Excerpt 6  (December, 2009) 

 

STANZA 1    Abstract 

When my daughter was in elementary school 
I would do Halloween parties there  
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And I think, Was that a mistake to do that? 

To make her stand out 

5 Or make the other mothers 

I had a sense that the other mothers were not happy 

 

STANZA 2    Complicating Action 

Because one would say 

The teacher asked us 

“Well, is Halloween a religious holiday? 

10 Are you trying to…” 

She didn’t say it but the implication was 

“Are you trying to turn our kids into Christians by policy” 

“No no no, a long time ago it was…” 

 

STANZA 3    Evaluation 

So I guess we wanted to bring or to share our culture? 

15 But at the same time 

On the one hand they say 

“Yeah, we want to know about it” 

But actually no, y’ know 

There’s some kind of line there 

20 And we weren’t really ever sure 

If we crossed the line or what 

 

STANZA 4    Resolution 

So I think maybe the school might have been happy 

But some parents weren’t or, y’ know 

I guess maybe Americans, just everybody 

25 I don’t know again if being Japanese American 

Maybe made the school trusted us a little more? 

Or what 

 

Rosalyn had volunteered to put on Halloween parties for her child’s 

elementary school class. Halloween, like other Western celebrations such as 

Christmas or Valentine’s Day, has become a part of the Japanese landscape in most 

urban areas, as evidenced by the presence of such themed products in department 

stores and local shops. She described her reasons for undertaking such a project as 

“we wanted to bring or to share our culture” (line 14). Using the cultural resources 
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that she had, she surmised that such an effort on her part might help to bridge a gap 

that she experienced with her limited dealings with the school. However, reflection 

on those efforts left her doubting the wisdom of such actions. For one, doing 

anything that was out of the ordinary could negatively affect her child for it would 

“make her stand out” (line 4). In addition, some mothers apparently questioned her 

motives and spoke through the classroom teacher, who asked Rosalyn, “Well, is 

Halloween a religious holiday?” (line 9). Unexpectedly, an attempt to link her 

American connection through Halloween that had become increasingly popular in 

Japan had made Rosalyn an object of suspicion. 

By offering to present an aspect of popular American culture, Rosalyn was 

positioned both positively and negatively by the recipients of her efforts. She noted 

the ambivalence that met her attempts and interpreted it to mean that the school and 

other parents felt, “Yeah, we want to know about it, but actually no” (lines 17-18). 

Without the school’s permission, Rosalyn would not have been able to introduce 

Halloween parties, which were not part of the regular school curriculum. Such an 

interest could be understood within recent efforts in schools to introduce aspects of 

other cultures, the so-called “internationalization” project. She surmised that the 

initial positive reaction by the school could have been based on her Japanese 

American background (lines 25-26). Having a Japanese face, she could be the 

purveyor of foreign culture and not overwhelm the children by being visually 

different from them. However, the parents’ perception could be more complicated. 

Because of her phenotype, Rosalyn could be seen as ‘one of us’ who should 
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thereby abide by rules that determined who normally took charge of parent-related 

activities. Not being in a position of power in the PTA, Rosalyn’s agency in 

instituting something new could be seen as violating the local hierarchy. In addition, 

the implication made that Halloween was religious in nature (lines 11-12) could be 

seen within the larger context of Japan’s long-term, ambiguous relationship with 

Christian missionary work conducted by outsiders. 

Rosalyn had apparently “crossed the line” (lines 21) that demarcated 

allowable activity for outsiders. With intention of creating bridges through 

intercultural exchange in her daughter’s classroom, she found that dynamics 

worked against her doing anything that highlighted the fact that she was not 

Japanese. She was left feeling chagrined and worried about her efforts to help her 

child become better accepted at school. Life outside her own English language 

classroom was confounded by mixed messages concerning how welcomed her 

child and she herself were. 

 

Commentary/Laura’s Stories 

As I listened to each of the stories shared by the participants in this chapter, 

I was struck by the similarities to my own experiences. Despite the variety in our 

individual situations, common themes concerning visa status, Japanese language 

use, gender roles, and family member wellbeing were evident. In this section, I will 

comment on the above issues raised by the participants as they affect my life in 

Japan outside the classroom. 
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Experiences dealing with immigration policies since I have lived 

continuously in Japan since 1974 have reinforced my sense that foreigners are 

considered highly suspect and tolerated begrudgingly. Although progressive 

changes have been made so that fingerprinting using invisible ink for alien 

registration card renewal, a practice recently abolished with the integration of alien 

registration integrated into the overall database for all residents of Japan, I am 

required like all other non-Japanese to carry that card on my person at all times. I 

have vacillated between feeling the need to take it out of my wallet and put it into 

my jacket pocket for a walk in the neighborhood and not bothering to bring my 

wallet at all when accompanied by my Japanese husband on a short trip to a 

supermarket. Although Japanese Americans might not be targeted through racial 

profiling like other non-Japanese who report being repeatedly asked for their 

documents, I am nonetheless aware that a visit to the police station and/or 

substantial fine could be the result of failing to take the necessary precautions. 

The crowning insult for me was being required to undergo a complete 

health check conducted at the municipal hospital when I applied for permanent 

residence status. I opted for permanent residence status because I wanted to have 

more stability compared to the visa for spouses of Japanese nationals, especially 

after the birth of my second child. Included in the battery were tests for sexually 

transmitted diseases and psychological disorders. This is no longer a requirement (1), 

but the humiliation was scarring. During the final interview conducted with my 

husband, the immigration officer leered at us, as he asked about the low rent we 
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paid for modest dwellings at the time. Although I am now better informed about 

immigration policy, I continue to meet dealings with immigration or municipal 

officials for routine procedures with a deeply embedded sense of dread. 

Like the participants, I have struggled with Japanese language use, 

especially after attaining a level at which I could ‘pass’ momentarily as Japanese. 

Neighbors or shopkeepers have quizzed me about where my parents’ home was, a 

question often asked of women by other married women with children. Having to 

provide long explanations prompted me to become vague thereon, saying that my 

parents’ home was “far from here.” Eventually I was able to find a small circle of 

playmates for my young children based on literacy activities. However, I 

discovered that our being included was based on my being foreign and 

English-speaking. Unquestioning loyalty was the price for acceptance into such a 

group and I learned the hard way how to navigate membership in social groups 

with agendas for social change. From those experiences, I developed a strategy that 

minimized or even hid my nationality, so that my otherness would not be the cause 

for selection or rejection. I decided to not use English in front of others with my 

children and never offer information about my background unless specifically 

asked. 

Now that over 20 years have passed since becoming an English language 

professional and my children have all grown up, I speculate if I could have done 

things differently. Maybe not, considering how self-conscious I was about my 

Japanese language ability never being good enough, i.e., good enough to pass, and 
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my underdeveloped sense of the possibilities available for being in the world. At 

that time, I could not imagine embracing a hybrid identity that allowed me to be 

open about my heritage as a descendant of emigrants from Japan while living in 

Japan. From my current vantage point, I see myself as having done the best I could, 

as a stay-at-home mother whose only marketable skills were having English as my 

first language, something that I suppressed for many years in order to avoid being 

singled out as different. Living in the United States temporarily on sabbatical for 

one year has also given me an opportunity to explore multiple ways to claim and 

actualize my hybrid identity outside a limiting dichotomy of being Japanese or 

non-Japanese. Through interaction with new acquaintances and old friends in 

university settings, ethnic community sites, or public spaces, I have experienced 

firsthand being able to (re)present myself in much more complex ways not limited 

to perceived Japaneseness. Discovering that such hybridity is oftentimes valued is 

indeed liberating. 

 

Summary of this Chapter 

In this section, I summarize the findings from interview data with a focus on 

experiences of the participants outside of classroom contexts. The notions of 

ethnicity invoked by certain visa requirements highlighted the contested nature of 

Japanese lineage and how that was interpreted by such a visa holder, Gary. As for 

Japanese language ability, conflicting views with a tutor about strategies for 

improving spoken communication reflected Vivian’s ongoing quest for determining 
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her agency in communicating with Japanese language interlocutors. In addition, 

navigating gender roles with group members connected to his children’s social 

network posed challenges to Bruce, who attempted to behave in ways that reflected 

his values but that did not meet local expectations. Rosalyn experienced mixed 

messages about her efforts to introduce aspects of American culture to her child’s 

elementary school classroom. Finally, my commentary on how the issues raised by 

the participants affect my own life outside the classroom illustrates how someone 

who is Japanese American and shares the same phenotype as Japanese people poses 

quandaries for a Japanese society that remains highly ambivalent about our very 

existence. 

 

(1) http://www.immi-moj.go.jp/english/tetuduki/kanri/shyorui/05.html 

downloaded October 11, 2012. 

http://www.immi-moj.go.jp/english/tetuduki/kanri/shyorui/05.html
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

 INSIDE THE CLASSROOM: 

SELF-PRESENTATION AND SKEPTICAL STUDENTS 

 

One of the major themes found in the interview data concerns how 

participants challenge the contested nature of their language teacher identities, 

among other places, in the context of their classrooms and of school related events. 

As Blommaert (1999) has stated, 

People do indeed creatively select forms of discourse, but there is a limit to 

choice and freedom. It is this interplay between creativity and determination 

that accounts for the social, the cultural, the political, the historical in 

communicative events—the connection between agency and structure, or 

micro-events and macro-relations and patterns in society. (p. 99) 

Participants wrestle with not only the linguistic resources available to them but also 

the circumstances in which they are allowed to speak. In their classroom interactions 

with students, “patterns of inequality” come into play concerning the teachers’ 

ethnicity and shape what they say in their self-introductions to students. Some might 

attempt to make a detailed explanation of who they are, tracing their heritage and 

citizenship to emphasize their native English speaker status and therefore the 

legitimacy of their being in charge of the class. In contrast, others might offer no 

explanation and feign ignorance of the Japanese language in order to convey the 

message that they are not a Japanese national. Participants exhibit individual choice 
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and creativity or agency within the constraints of student/institutional expectations 

for who are legitimate ‘native speaker’ English teachers. 

Excerpts from transcribed interview data of six participants, including 

myself, reveal that individuals apply a range of negotiation strategies, sometimes 

seemingly contradictory in nature, when dealing with students inside the classroom 

and during school related events. The participants understand the forces that position 

them unfavorably in the eyes of many students, where race plays a role in 

establishing credibility as an English teacher in Japan. One participant described the 

first day of a university class as follows: “When I come [sic] in, I could hear, I could 

feel students’ disappointment. I’m not the typical English teacher, you know, a 

White teacher, and I could feel the disappointment.” Reasons and ways for 

negotiating their identity are diverse, reflecting how the participants have chosen to 

employ their agency to position themselves more favorably in light of the challenges 

they face in the classroom. 

The following sections focus on individual participants’ identity 

negotiations as English teachers in interactions with their students. First, Vivian 

describes her exclusive use of English in the classroom. Following that, Naomi 

explores changes in her self-introductions to students. Gary talks about how he 

does not use teacher talk or Japanese. In the next example, Rosalyn wonders about 

her students’ unabashed inquiry about her racial makeup. Then, Bruce relates 

episodes about students’ failure to understand that he is not Japanese. Finally, I 

ponder my own ambivalent self-presentation strategies. 
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Vivian: Making Things Clear 

Vivian described using strict rules for students’ speaking only English with 

her. She also talked about how she made explanations about her background from 

the first day of university classes. Her reasons are shown in Excerpt 1, based on the 

transcript of a focus group discussion with other Japanese American English 

teachers. 

Excerpt 1  (February, 2008) 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

I never speak in Japanese to them 

And they’ll say something in Japanese 

And I’ll say “No” 

And then I stop playing the game 

 

STANZA 2      Orientation 

5 I’ll say “Because I look Japanese 

I want you to think that 

When you speak to me 

You will have to use English 

 

STANZA 3      Orientation 

Because I think it’s best for you 

10 To always think that 

When you speak to me 

You have to use English 

And it’s going to help y’ know 

You need to speak English” 

 

STANZA 4      Resolution 

15 And then once they understand the reasoning 

Then there’s no problem 

 

STANZA 5      Complicating 

Action 

But if I keep playing games with them 

“Oh you understand” 
“Oh you don’t understand” 
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20 “I just probably understand 

A lot of what you’re saying 

But I won’t answer” 

 

STANZA 6      Evaluation 

And there’s a reason 

And then once they understand it 

25 Then we can get down to business 

But I think it’s really important 

The first couple of weeks to just y’ know 

 

STANZA 7      Coda 

They’re not kids 

They’re adults 

30 And they should be treated like adults 

And not have a guessing game 

 

Vivian’s classroom praxis required students to use English with her and she 

refused to engage with them if they addressed her in Japanese. She resisted the 

assumption that most students have that someone who looks Japanese is a Japanese 

national, a tenet of the widely embraced nihonjinron, a system of beliefs defining the 

so-called unique nature of Japanese people and culture (Befu, 2001). If she did not 

impose this requirement, Vivian’s identity as a legitimate English teacher within the 

narrowly defined context of English learning/teaching would remain contested and 

bound to the “macro-relations and patterns in society.” These patterns include the 

fact that most universities throughout Japan offer English classes that are 

categorized broadly as grammar/translation-focused classes taught by Japanese 

nationals in Japanese and communicative skills and content-based classed taught by 

native speakers in English. This structural dichotomy provides the framework that 

assigns teaching roles according to nationality. Her long-term experience teaching 

at the tertiary level has informed her decision to insist on an English-only rule, which 
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has ramifications for her students’ learning and maintenance of her legitimacy as a 

native English speaking teacher. Due to the limited nature of the choice and freedom 

to use a wider range of discursive tools, Vivian chose not to codeswitch with students. 

By distancing herself from the Japanese language, she resisted deeply-held beliefs 

found prevalent in Japan that connect Japanese ethnicity and language ability. Her 

identity as an English speaker is vital in order to overcome students’ doubts about 

who she is. 

Interestingly, Vivian remarked that keeping one’s identity ambiguous was 

equivalent to “playing games” (lines 4, 17) or “a guessing game” (line 32). She 

reasoned that if she did not address what Kondo (1990) described as “cognitive 

dissonance” caused by a Japanese American English teacher who was expected by 

students to act like a Japanese national, the students would remain confused. 

Explaining to the students about her identity was Vivian’s way to deal with such 

potential misunderstanding. Referring to her students as “adults” (lines 29, 30) who 

deserve to be treated as such, she believes that explaining openly about her heritage 

is equated to more adult-like behavior. However, during the same discussion, Vivian 

made the following comments, displayed in Excerpt 2, about how introducing 

herself as a Japanese American was not always a part of her introductory repertoire 

and that such an explanation did not necessarily clear up the students’ confusion. 

 

Excerpt 2   (February, 2008) 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

Ever since I started to talk about 
Who I am 
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Because I used to never do 

“I’m American” 

5 And then I could feel that 

They were not satisfied 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

But they’ll come back to it 

During the year 

Because they’ll make some comment 

10 And they’ll say 

“Ah, Vivian is Japanese American 

Vivian doesn’t know this 

She’s not Japanese” 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation/Resolution 

And they’ll come back to it 

15 “Oh yeah Vivian’s not Japanese” 

I think that helps me in the classroom 

If they know who I am 

And where I came from 

And it’s all open 

 

In Excerpt 2, Vivian further detailed how her explanation about being 

Japanese American was key to improving the learning environment for students. She 

reasoned that having this background information about her gave students a way to 

deal with their puzzlement over her lack of knowledge of Japanese social norms. 

Without her explanation, they would remain confused and could not learn because of 

their concern for who she is. However, students did not overcome preconceptions 

about who can be an English teacher after hearing one explanation. Vivian reiterated 

that “they’ll come back to it” (line 14) referring to their need to renegotiate her 

identity among themselves multiple times over the course of the semester or year. 

The fact that students do have a new paradigm to discuss among themselves about 

how nationality, ethnicity, language, and culture are intertwined points out the 
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possibilities that such interventions can prod. However, the onus of mitigating the 

‘confusion’ remains on the shoulders of someone who does not fit the students’ 

preconceived notions of who English teachers are. Feeling such a necessity to 

‘explain’ reflects the “macro-relations and patterns in society” ever present in the 

classroom, where both students and teachers struggle to find ways to deal with the 

powerful and internalized narratives that limit how language can be learned and 

taught. 

 

Naomi: No Longer Explaining 

Another participant who was present at the focus group discussion described 

above shared a contrasting story during an individual interview conducted a few 

months afterward. Naomi’s story illustrates the multiple possibilities available to 

educators who find they need to negotiate their identity with students from the first 

day of class. Unlike Vivian, Naomi used to explain who she was to her students at the 

beginning of each semester. However, after participating in informal sessions with 

other Japanese American language educators over a span of several years in which 

stories were shared about intercultural and identity issues, Naomi found that she had 

changed her praxis. 
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Excerpt 3  (April, 2008) 

STANZA 1     Abstract/Orientation 

I used to introduce myself all these years 

As a Japanese American 

And then talk about 

How I look exactly 

5 Like the lady next door 

Like your mother or something like that 

But that I’m actually from America 

And I was born there 

So I used to talk about that 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

10 And then the funny thing is that for Vivian 

She really started making it very clear 

Whereas for me 

After going through some of our gatherings 

I felt 

15 “Oh, I don’t have to say that anymore” 

 

STANZA 3     Complicating Action 

So this past year was the first time 

I didn’t introduce myself as a Japanese American 

I didn’t make it a point 

20 On the first day to talk about 

How I really look like everyone else 

But that I was an American from Hawaii and so on 

And I would really make that very clear 

But then this past year was 

25 The first year I didn’t say that 

 

STANZA 4     Resolution 

I just said that this is my name 

And I’m from Hawaii 

And I never made it a point 

To talk about that I’m Japanese American 

30 I thought “I don’t have to say that” 

I don’t know why 

 

STANZA 5     Evaluation 

But this past year  

That’s how I felt 
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Naomi used the example of Vivian’s story to contrast how the two of them 

have developed opposite trajectories for negotiating their identities with students. 

Until very recently, Naomi emphasized in her self- introduction that she was 

someone who looked “exactly like the lady next door” or “your mother” (lines 5, 6) 

but that her birthplace was America. For Americans, one’s birthplace remains a 

strong marker for who can claim citizenship, as recently demonstrated in an 

increasingly polarized society grappling with notions of who is allowed to live and 

work in the United States. Naomi mentioned her birthplace of Hawaii as further 

evidence that she was indeed an American. Juxtaposing her invisibility as a foreigner 

in Japan, i.e., that she could be mistaken for the students’ neighbor, with proof of her 

U.S. citizenship through invoking her birthplace, she endeavored to establish her 

credentials as a legitimate teacher. Such an attempt was based on the expectation that 

her students would be able to make the connection between birthplace and 

nationality. It is questionable whether the students would make the necessary 

connections, for according to the tenets of nihonjinron, nationality is thought of 

being in the ‘blood’ and therefore being Japanese or not is more about genealogy 

than geography. 

As illustrated above, teacher strategies for negotiating their identity with 

students developed and changed over time. In Naomi’s case, her reasons for 

changing her self-introduction are described in Excerpt 4, highlighting how 

discussions with other Japanese American educators might have influenced her 

praxis. 
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Excerpt 4 (April, 2008) 

STANZA 1     Orientation 

What was going on? 

I myself I’m not really sure 

But I thought 

I didn’t have to 

5 Explain away my looking 

I felt 

I didn’t have to try to explain 

My looking like them 

 

STANZA 2     Orientation 

Whereas that’s something I felt 

10 I always had to do before 

So that they would accept me 

As a legitimate American teacher 

A native English speaker 

 

STANZA 3     Complicating Action 

 

But this past year 

15 Maybe it was myself 

I just accepted that 

I didn’t have to explain 

My looking like their mother 

Or their neighbor 

20 Or something like that 

 

STANZA 4     Evaluation 

So maybe just going through 

The Japanese American get-togethers 

And having an awareness raised 

About those issues 

25 About identity and so on 

 

STANZA 5     Resolution 

I don’t know 

It wasn’t a conscious decision 

It just happened this year 

And I noticed it 

30 Especially after Vivian made a point 

About saying that’s how she really introduces herself now 
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STANZA 6     Coda 

But I felt 

But I stopped 

 

Naomi noticed that she had stopped making explanations about her ethnic 

background in her self-introductions at the beginning of the academic year. She 

referred to this change as something that “just happened” (line 28) and was not a 

“conscious decision” (line 27). The phrase “explain away my looking” (line 5) like 

other Japanese is self-deprecatory in its nuance of having to make her ethnicity 

disappear so that students would “accept me as a legitimate American teacher” 

(line 12). Although this practice had become habitual, it was clearly something that 

Naomi had not enjoyed, demonstrated by the upbeat tone of the story about 

abandoning it. Normally, one’s ability as a teacher would be proven through the 

course of interacting over time with the students, but her declaration at the start of 

each course might have chipped away at her self-esteem. Such subtle challenges to 

her identity based on her ethnicity can be seen as a form of what Sue, et al. (2010) 

have defined as “microaggression.” Documenting the subtle yet consistent forms of 

verbal and non-verbal behavior toward people of color in the United States that 

challenge and devalue their worth, Sue et al. concluded that experiencing such 

daily putdowns has real and serious consequences on their mental health. The same 

could be said for those living elsewhere who constantly face stereotypical reactions 

that limit their options for ways of being in the world. For the participants and me, 

every new classroom brings the same potential for such microaggression to occur, 
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as our ability as NS is challenged and our unwillingness or inability to use Japanese 

is questioned. 

What had triggered such a major change for Naomi? How did she come to 

resist the forces shaping her as someone unable to fulfill the role of a desirable 

English teacher? She gave as a possible reason her membership in a community of 

like-minded educators who periodically shared experiences about how they dealt 

with such challenges. As Naomi explained, “going through the Japanese American 

get-togethers and having an awareness raised about those issues, about identity” 

(lines 21-25) had a role in her renegotiating her identity with students. Knowing 

others who shared the same concerns of proving their legitimacy to stand in the 

classroom lessened her sense of isolation. Naomi, who came to realize that the 

choice was hers, “just accepted that I didn’t have to explain my looking like their 

mother” (lines 16-18). Her new found sense of agency opened up new possibilities 

for how to present herself to students, on her own terms. 

 

Gary: Take It or Leave It 

In contrast to Vivian and Naomi, during the same focus group discussion 

mentioned above, Gary emphasized how he remained consistent in his interactions 

with students over the years. His unwavering tone of voice and forcefulness in 

speaking throughout his story underlined how he maintained his contested identity 

in the classroom. According to this account, Gary left little room for negotiation 

with his students, for he insisted on doing things his way. Like Vivian, he insisted 
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on using only English and like Naomi in Excerpt 2, he usually did not offer any 

explanations about his Japanese American background. In Excerpt 5, Gary talked 

about multiple events or hypothetical situations to illustrate how he negotiated his 

identity. This type of narrative can be seen as an example of a ‘small story’ 

(Georgakopoulou, 2006) whose telling does not always fall neatly into Labovian 

categories of abstract, orientation, conflicting action, resolution, evaluation, and 

coda (Labov & Waletzky, 1967). Gary vividly drew a picture of himself with 

students through a couplet series of examples followed by explanations. 

 

Excerpt 5  (February, 2008) 

STANZA 1     Example #1 

Sometimes I just write my first name 

Sometimes I’ll write my full name 

 

STANZA 2     Explanation #1 

If they’re at a higher level 

I might explain 

5 Sometimes I just let them 

Ask me questions 

 

STANZA 3     Example #2 

But two things I almost never emphasize, y’ know 

“THIS is a BOOK” 

 

STANZA 4     Explanation #2 

I never emphasize anything in the sentences 

10 Almost never 

Whereas other teachers will 

When you’re teaching English 

Especially when you’re using only English 

 

STANZA 5     Example #3 

You know, “this’s hot chocolate” 

15 I won’t go 

I t ’ s  H O T  C H O C o l a t e” (drawn out) 
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STANZA 6     Explanation #3 

I almost never emphasize anything 

I just use regular English, regular speed 

So I almost never slow down 

20 I always keep my same speed 

Even when I’m teaching 

Low low low levels  

 

STANZA 7     Explanation #3a 

And I wouldn’t say 

I OVER emphasize being American 

25 But I just say 

I’m not going the other way 

 

STANZA 8     Example #4 

“I’m American” 

“Hello I’m from Greenville” 

They’re like “WHAT?” 

30 “Greenville” 

“Gu-Reen Bee-Ru?” 

 

STANZA 9     Explanation #4 

And so that’s it 

How I teach 

Other teachers will change 

35 Or even use some Japanese 

 

STANZA 10     Example #5 

I say 

“You can ask me some Japanese questions 

But you have to practice English 

How do you say da-da-da in English? 

 

STANZA 11     Explanation #5 

40 You either do what I want 

Or I won’t answer” 

 

The fast-paced monologue in the above excerpt highlights aspects of Gary’s 

praxis and captures the essence of his identity negotiating in commercial language 

school classrooms. Although Gary began by stating that he used a range of 
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strategies such as “I might explain, sometimes I just let them ask me questions” 

(lines 4-6), the gist of his account centered on how he kept control over language 

use. For example, he claimed that “I almost never emphasize anything. I just use 

regular English” (lines 17-18). Gary projected himself as an English speaker who 

uses “regular speed” (line 18) and who does not use ‘teacher talk,’ even when 

teaching “low low low levels” (line 22). By doing so, he can overpower his 

interlocutors using a flood of English. Whether or not they could understand was 

not the issue, but who was controlling what was happening was. Slowing down or 

using exaggerated enunciation to assist students’ comprehension was not a part of 

Gary’s praxis (lines 8, 19). He did not offer an explanation regarding the 

pedagogical effectiveness of this, but spoke about it in a matter of fact manner, 

suggesting that speaking at regular speed with any student had become an integral 

part of his strategies to prevent any challenge to his authority. 

What Gary described about his teaching methodology requires 

contextualization within the overall teaching environment, where most of his 

colleagues are visibly non-Japanese. He contrasted his teaching style with that of 

his colleagues who adjust their speech to students’ comprehension levels or use the 

students’ L1, Japanese. Concerning this, Gary qualified that he does not “OVER 

emphasize being American” (line 25) and illustrated in the hypothetical dialogue 

below taken from lines 29-32, how he might interact with a student. 

Gary: Hello, I’m from Greenville. 

Student: W H A T? 

Gary: Greenville. 

Student: G u - R e e n B e e -R u? 
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In this example, Gary showed how he would model doing introductions but 

would make no adjustments in speed and also mimicked how a student might have 

difficulty in deciphering place names. Displaying where he is from is a way to 

position himself as being not from Japan, as well as maintaining the upper hand by 

referencing a possibly unknown entity, Greenville. The student would have no 

other recourse but to ask for clarification by saying, “W H A T?” “G u - R e e n B e 

e-R u?” thereby keeping Gary in charge of what was to happen next. The focus on 

Greenville would continue to accentuate Gary’s belonging to world outside of the 

student’s realm, separating him from those who are Japanese. Student 

pronunciation of Greenville was represented as G u - R e e n B e e-R u, an 

exaggerated form of possible Japanese multi-syllabic pronunciation of English 

words. 

To those who want to speak to him in Japanese, Gary first displayed a 

willingness to compromise his English-only stance with “You can ask me some 

Japanese questions but you have to practice English” (line 38). He gave an example 

of how students might ask for English equivalents; “How do you say da-da-da in 

English” (line 39). However, he then delivered a hypothetical ultimatum to show 

who was in charge; “You either do what I want or I won’t answer” (lines 40-41). 

Refusal to interact with students when they address him in Japanese is similar to 

Vivian’s way to manage interactions. Such an uncompromising strategy suggests 

the need to enforce strict rules to maintain control over student-teacher interactions. 
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Reinforcing the image of an English-only speaker was one way that Gary had 

chosen to present himself to students who are inclined to use Japanese with him. 

 

Rosalyn: Half of What? 

In one of two individual interviews, Rosalyn shared an episode about 

socializing with students outside of class. Normally, she did not go out with 

students, but in one case she spent extensive time with a small group, leading to a 

sense of closeness. Studies such as Schmidt and Frota (1986) document how 

socializing outside the classroom can create a scenario where conversation topics 

not normally discussed can emerge. In Excerpt 6, Rosalyn was positioned by 

students in an out-of class activity in such a way that she had to counter their 

claims about her ethnicity. This extended turn of speech came after my inquiry 

about her relationship with students. It is divided into stanzas that are subsequently 

labeled for their narrative function. Following that is an analysis of how her 

ethnicity and role as English teacher were seen as intertwined. 

 

Excerpt 6  (August, 2010) 

STANZA 1     Orientation 

I recently went out with a class for the first time 

I mean I usually don’t go out with classes 

But this term, I helped a small group of students 

A lot outside of class time 

5 And I guess 

They felt more attached to me 
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STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

So we went out 

And they said something like 

“You’re half” 

10 And that’s the first time anyone who’s ever 

Well, not the first time 

But for a long time 

No one has ever thought 

That I was half Japanese in Japan 

 

STANZA 3     Orientation 

15 When I lived in America 

When I was young 

Someone asked me 

Because my first name was Rosalyn 

They assumed that I was half Japanese 

 

STANZA 4     Evaluation 

20 But if you look at my face 

And I don’ t look… (laughing) 

So I was kind of struck dumb 

“No I’m…” 

 

STANZA 5     Complicating Action 

I tried to explain to them that 

25 ALL my ethnicity was Japanese 

and how that worked, too 

Because they said then, y’know 

“Then why is your name Taguchi?” 

“Why is your first name Rosalyn?” 

 

STANZA 6     Evaluation 

30 Like that had an effect on or 

That would have a relationship 

To being ‘half’ or whatever 

 

STANZA 7     Evaluation 

So that was something 

That struck me recently 

35 That they would think that 
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STANZA 8     Complicating Action 

Maybe I’m assuming that 

They thought that an English teacher 

Who spoke English like I do 

Could not be all Japanese 

40 Or I mean not all Japanese blood 

 

STANZA 9     Evaluation 

So they assume that 

There had to be some foreign mix in there somewhere 

For me to be capable of teaching them 

Like a native speaker 

 

STANZA 10     Resolution 

45 I’m not sure 

If that was what they were thinking 

But it just seemed like that day 

There was some kind of assumption there 

 

Excerpt 6 was embellished by much laughter and dramatic voicing as 

Rosalyn told this incident. The vivid recollection was based on strongly felt 

emotions triggered by the conversation with her students on her ethnicity. 

Comments and questions by her students positioned Rosalyn within narrowly 

defined possibilities for someone Japanese American, revealing the contested 

nature of such an identity seen through the eyes of these Japanese students. Caught 

off guard by the statement “you’re half” (line 9), Rosalyn was “struck dumb” (line 

22), reflecting that she did not expect such a comment to be made by students 

toward their teacher. 

The concept of being half Japanese, half White is documented by Kameda 

(2010), who explored how the label ‘half’ or its Japanese equivalent ‘hafu’ is 

contested, embraced, and utilized among young women of mixed race in Japan. 

Within the ‘hafu’ polemic, facial and hair characteristics, skin color, body shape, 
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and English and Japanese language ability are crisscrossed with contradictory 

references to the desirability of ‘otherness’ possessed by individuals who are 

considered or claim to be hafu. Prominent in the Japanese fashion and 

entertainment world, hafu celebrities populate the media landscape familiar to 

students. 

Rosalyn’s reaction to students’ unsolicited remark about her ethnicity 

reflected her sense that violations of American conversation conventions 

concerning race had been committed. In addition, she felt that students were 

misinterpreting her phenotype, as reflected by her laughter accompanying the 

comment “But if you look at my face and I don’t look…” (lines 20-21). In addition 

to students’ misreading her ethnicity, Rosalyn questioned how they made 

connections with names and ethnicity, illustrated by lines 30-33, “why is your first 

name Rosalyn?” like that had an effect on or that would have a relationship to 

being ‘half’ or whatever,” and lines 29 “then why is your name Taguchi?” Because 

the name Rosalyn did not fit into the Japanese lexis, the students reasoned that their 

teacher must be hafu, the exoticized mixed race person who was partly Japanese. 

Her explaining that “ALL my ethnicity was Japanese” (line 25) did not clear up 

their confusion either. For the students, “there had to be some foreign mix in there 

somewhere for me to be capable of teaching them like a native speaker” (lines 

42-44). 

Explanations about her ethnicity were not effective in overcoming pervasive 

discourses that roll together race, names, and language into inflexible bundles of 
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who might be an English teacher in Japan. As Rosalyn explained, “they thought 

that an English teacher who spoke English like I do could not be all Japanese” 

(lines 37-39), and therefore they assumed that she was of mixed race. The fact that 

such a topic came up at all was troubling, whether or not there was any malicious 

intent. Being of the majority, students positioned Rosalyn in such a way that she 

had to defend and explain her ethnicity to them. 

 

Bruce: Simmering Below the Surface 

Bruce revealed in the following long passage how attempting to understand 

the other’s point of view was oftentimes undermined by strongly held beliefs 

concerning identity. For students, semiotic cues such as Bruce’s name represented 

in katakana, a syllabic script used mainly for foreign words, signaled that Bruce 

was not a Japanese national. Another powerful suggestion was the strict 

English-only rules for the classroom. As for Bruce, he exhibited his understanding 

of his students’ confusion throughout the excerpt. However, Bruce’s and students’ 

efforts to overcome the powerful discourses that privilege White English teachers 

was an ongoing struggle, one that could leave both unconvinced and exasperated. 

Excerpt 7 mirrored much of what has been said about the nature of 

misinterpretation of the Japanese American English professionals’ identity in 

English-medium classrooms. 
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Excerpt 7  (July, 2010) 

STANZA 1     Orientation 

The first impression they get of me, of course 

Is that I’m Japanese 

They notice my name on the course syllabus 

Or in the course catalog with katakana 

5 So they’re “hmm, katakana?” 

I’m not sure 

But they come in 

And they see me 

And they see Japanese 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

10 And I had mentioned in the past that 

That tends to one degree calm some students, to others 

“Oh, Japanese teacher. How come?” 

They’re coming right out of high school 

They’re freshmen  

15 Got to whip them into shape 

 

STANZA 3     Complicating Action 

But once they realize 

The class begins 

That my style of teaching 

And my methodology is all based on English only 

20 Teaching structure, teaching format 

That they wonder “hey aren’t you Japanese 

Can’t we just use Japanese?” (whispering) 

“No I’m not Japanese” 

 

STANZA 4     Evaluation 

 

There’s a little confusion in the beginning 

25 But my teaching style in the classroom 

Puts that to the side 

And it doesn’t put it to the forefront 

That I look this way and why? 

Because right when we start 

30 We get right into studying and the whole class building 

And group dynamics and what not 
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STANZA 5     Complicating Action 

But every now and then I give them a break and ask 

“Do you guys want to ask me anything?” 

And they’ll say, “Are you Japanese?” 

35 And it’ll come out 

 

STANZA 6     Evaluation 

It’s probably at the back of their mind 

They’d like to ask 

But they never have 

Or I never give them the chance 

But how does it in the beginning of semester 

40 When I give them that chance, 

That answer, they don’t understand 

 

STANZA 7     Evaluation 

As many Japanese students don’t understand 

The composition of American society 

But it doesn’t seem to affect the majority of them 

45 Because they enrolled in an English course to learn English 

And once I get them going 

They just wonder 

“Is he Japanese? 

Can you see if he’s Japanese or not?” 

 

STANZA 8     Complicating Action 

50 Every once in a while, 

I’ll have students 

Who will just assume that I’m Japanese 

And can understand Japanese 

And will bring Japanese full long text 

55 One girl asked me 

“My mother asked if you could translate this” 

I said, “WHAT do I TEACH? 

I’m sorry, but this 

You bring to a JAPANESE teacher” 

60 “You’re not Japanese?” 

 

STANZA 9     Evaluation 

And it’s like some people are a little 

What you call tennen boke (naturally slow) 

Because some things don’t click 
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Bruce’s story reflected the ongoing contested nature of his identity 

throughout the semester or academic year. In Excerpt 7, he exhibited both 

confidence in his praxis to overcome students’ positioning him as a Japanese 

national and ambivalence about its success. He viewed his Japanese appearance as 

something that could both “calm some students” (line 11) and disappoint others, 

“Oh, Japanese teacher. How come?” (line 12). Bruce attributed such responses to 

students’ inexperience and naiveté because “they’re coming right out of high 

school” (line 13). Similar to Naomi and Gary, Bruce did not explain his ethnicity at 

the beginning, and concentrated on getting “right into studying and the whole class 

building and group dynamics” (lines 30-31). Bruce claimed that not addressing 

students’ confusion about his ethnicity “puts that to the side and it doesn’t put it to 

the forefront” (lines 26-27). However, he commented that when given the 

opportunity to ask him questions, invariably students wanted to know “are you 

Japanese?” (line 34). Bruce’s English-only classroom rules also elicited resistance 

by students, who challenged him with “Hey, aren’t you Japanese? Can’t we use 

Japanese?” (lines 21-22). Not addressing his ethnicity and insisting that only 

English be used did not necessarily produce desired results. 

Bruce expressed mixed feelings about the dilemma of how to best address 

this issue. On the one hand, he was patient and understanding, granting that 

“they’re freshmen” (line 14) who would “like to ask, but never have, or I don’t give 

them a chance” (lines 37-38). He admitted that their curiosity was not addressed 

and “it’s probably at the back of their mind” (line 36). When Bruce did offer 
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explanations, deeper comprehension did not result, for he thought that “many 

Japanese students don’t understand the composition of American society” (lines 

42-43). He revealed some irritation when relaying the conversation he had with a 

student whose mother requested that a “Japanese full long text” (line 53) be 

translated. The conversation is rearranged below, based on lines 55-59. 

Student: My mother asked if you could translate this. 

Bruce: WHAT do I teach? I’m sorry but this, you bring to a JAPANESE  

teacher! 

Student: You’re not Japanese? 

 

Having a student request a favor on behalf of her parent was no doubt problematic, 

but Bruce emphasized that asking him to translate a long Japanese text was what 

was out of order. “WHAT do I TEACH?” (line 56) is his admonition, focusing on 

his challenged professional identity. 

Despite his efforts to create a classroom rich with target language use and 

his replies to queries about his nationality, Bruce revealed his impatience having to 

constantly deal with this issue. Referring to people like the student above as tennen 

boke (naturally slow), Bruce used a generally affectionate Japanese term to 

describe their inability to grasp what his Japanese American status involved. 

Although he used humor to soften his display of exasperation, Bruce’s example 

illustrated that someone who considered himself tolerant had his limits when 

constantly dealing with being positioned as a Japanese national or someone who 

had native Japanese language ability. 
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Laura: Ambiguity as Strategy 

My interest in how the participants deal with projecting who they are to 

their students stems from my own ambivalent feelings about negotiating my 

identity with students. In Excerpt 8, I explained that my teaching context is 

somewhat different from that of the other participants because of the administrative 

duties I carry out using Japanese. Similar to Bruce, Vivian, and Gary, I attempted 

to enforce an English-only classroom environment, despite the fact that I have 

reservations about how effective that strategy is. My description could be seen as a 

reflection of conflicting feelings about my practice and the strength of my 

explanations. 

 

Excerpt 8  (During interview with Naomi, April, 2008) 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

I’ve been at the same university now 

For over 10 years now 

And teaching as part-time 

And now I am full-time 

 

STANZA 2     Orientation 

5 But I’m finding, though 

As my duties increase beyond 

Being an English teacher 

That I have all these multiple identities 

That the students see me 

 

STANZA 3     Complicating Action 

10 The first time students see me at orientation this year 

I had to explain about where to go to get guidance 

For this and that 

And that was all done in Japanese 
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STANZA 4     Complicating Action 

But in the English class 

15 Although our students’ level isn’t that high 

I conduct my classes completely in English 

Only once in a while 

I’ll let out one Japanese word like sugoi (great) 

Something like that to get some tension relief 

20 But I really don’t introduce myself either 

 

STANZA 5     Evaluation 

And I was thinking about why is that 

Because yes, I was kind of comparing myself 

To what Vivian was saying 

And thinking, “Why?” 

 

STANZA 6     Resolution 

25 There is no one right way 

But how do we approach this? 

Our image of who we are 

How do students see us? 

 

My choosing not to make self-introductions or to give explanations about 

my ethnicity in the English language classroom resembled the practice of Gary, 

Bruce, Rosalyn, and Naomi as evidenced by “but I really don’t introduce myself 

either” (line 20).Unlike the other participants, I was usually first seen by students 

during orientation week, in an administrative, Japanese-speaking role, so I could 

not feign lack of Japanese language skills. I attempted to keep an English-only 

environment in the classroom, similar to the above participants, but would use my 

knowledge of Japanese occasionally. For example, by using colloquial language 

such as sugoi (line 18), I tried to momentarily close the student/teacher gap and 

demonstrated my affinity with the language used by young people. In response to 

Naomi’s question that triggered this response, I offered no particularly strong 



 150 

reasons for my practice. Instead, I commented on the validity of various strategies, 

for “There is no one right way, but how do we approach this” (lines 25-26) to 

maintain an air of neutrality as a colleague who is also a researcher. Ambiguity can 

be seen as my default response to questions about my practice and a reflection of 

my own feelings about the constant shifting between clearly demarked roles that I 

would like to consolidate in a creative way. 

 

Summary of this Chapter 

The major theme that emerged as I examined the data for this chapter was 

the challenge the participants and I all face of having to prove ourselves as 

‘authentic’ teachers of English. With students in classroom or informal situations, 

the participants demonstrated their agency in negotiating their identity in a number 

of ways. For example, they chose whether or not to introduce aspects of their 

ethnicity and how extensive to make those explanations. In addition, limiting 

language use to English during instruction was another way the participants 

attempted to challenge the perception that they were naturally willing speakers of 

Japanese in an English language classroom. Attempts to use students’ curiosity about 

the participants’ background were sometimes harnessed to provoke deeper 

understanding of the relation between nationality, race, and language. 

The excerpts documented a combination of strategies such as displaying 

one’s belonging to a place outside of Japan, tight control of language use, engaging 

in discussion about ethnicity, or elementary explanations of the historic Japanese 
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diaspora. By doing so, the participants have shown how they momentarily 

appropriate nihonjinron in order to favorably position themselves in the classroom 

with students as native speakers. This was not an accumulative process but 

something that required repetition and retooling over years in order to challenge 

positioning done by students and the English language learning context in Japan. 

This constant revisiting of the same landscape with each class could cause fatigue 

and a sense of helplessness over pervasive discourses that exist not only in Japan 

but echo experiences of repeated mistaken identity in the United States. The 

spectrum of strategies discussed here is not exhaustive and no doubt teachers in 

similar circumstances throughout the world harness additional means to negotiate 

contested identities so that they can function successfully in the classroom in the 

face of sometimes skeptical students. 
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CHAPTER 6 

FINDINGS 

IN THE OFFICE: INTERACTION WITH COLLEAGUES AND 

ADMINISTRATORS 

 

In addition to interacting with students in the classroom, the participants in 

this study must interact with colleagues in meetings or with administrators in 

offices to accomplish routine or special tasks. This aspect of their lives as language 

educators also impacts their sense of self-esteem based on power relations centered 

on their contract status, nationality, language ability, gender, and race. Power that is 

wielded by colleagues concerning teaching loads or the assignment of job-related 

tasks and information that is controlled by administrators that is needed to carry out 

one’s job is ever present. Whether their colleagues hail from similar 

national/cultural zones or are members of the Japanese mainstream, participants 

report that they must navigate the uncompromising tenets of nihonjinron and 

limited world views that position them unfavorably in their workplaces. 

In the sections below, the participants share experiences of being judged by 

their peers based on standards that do not encompass the complexities inherent in 

their being Japanese American in Japan. These experiences offer a window into the 

way the participants handle the dilemmas they face on a day-to-day basis at work. 

First, Rosalyn recalls going through an evaluation process by her peers and her 

ensuing puzzlement at the results. Her case differs from the others in that her 
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interaction with White male colleagues was the issue. Following that, Vivian 

describes typical interactions with office staff that highlight the challenges of 

getting information using a second language. Next, Bruce explores the reasons 

behind a tense situation that developed in a meeting with colleagues and how that 

experience motivated him to reflect on his communication practices with Japanese 

administrators and staff. Finally, I ponder the possibility of achieving a status at my 

workplace where I will be able to participate at a level commensurate to my 

language skills in both Japanese and English. 

 

Rosalyn: What, me? Passive? 

In the first interview with Rosalyn conducted in December, 2009, I was 

struck by her description of working as an English language educator as being a 

‘refuge’ from the larger Japanese society. I interpreted her description to mean that 

she felt safer and more secure in an environment where the language used was 

English and she did not have to constantly negotiate her identity with every 

interlocutor. However, during an interview that took place 18 months later, she 

spent considerable time talking about a recent peer review of her work performance 

at her university. She spoke about her surprise and dismay at how she was being 

perceived by her colleagues. Although these colleagues, who were White males, 

shared to an extent the same cultural and linguistic background as hers, their 

comments did not match her perception of how she was carrying out her duties. 
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The key word she repeated was ‘passive’ and her resistance to this evaluation is 

illustrated below in the following excerpts from the same interview. 

 

Excerpt 1  (August, 2011) 

 

STANZA 1     Complicating action 

So when I saw the comments 

“Rosalyn is really nice 

But maybe if she couldn’t be passive?” (high pitched voice) 

Or, y’ know, they’re trying to describe (.) 

5 My colleague in the feedback for the, y’ know 

So passive came up a few times 

 

STANZA 2     Evaluation 

Because on MY end I’m always feeling 

I’m PUSHING pushing pushing, y’ know 

10 And I think I’ve put a SMILE on it, y’ know 

So they don’t see it as pushing? 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

I had a student teacher come to observe me 

As part of her master’s process and she said 

“I think your smile kind of forces your students (chuckle) 

15 To do things (hearty laughter) 

You just keep smiling at them” 

And she said “it’s just a really good way” 

 

[L: Smiling instead of shouting or (chuckle)] 

 

STANZA 4     Resolution 

Yeah, maybe that’s because 

20 I approach things with a smile 

Rather than get really, y’ know 

“I have to talk to you about this” (stern voice) 

But maybe they see that more as (.) tentative 

Whereas I’m feeling like 

25 I’m kind of putting myself out there, y’ know 

 

This first excerpt sets the stage for following excerpts that elaborate on the 

theme of what being labeled ‘passive’ meant to Rosalyn. To begin with, she 
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expressed her disbelief at receiving such an evaluation. The change in her voice 

quality suggested the strong emotions she felt, for her voice pitch rose after she 

quoted what someone had written that suggested she would be better off if she 

changed her ‘passive’ ways (line 3). In addition, there was a notable pause (line 4) 

between the problematic word ‘passive’ and the noun modified by that adjective, 

that is, Rosalyn herself. In fact, partial statements were strung together to imply the 

connection between the word ‘passive’ and the act of her peers evaluating her in an 

unfavorable manner (lines 4-5). Rosalyn’s strong reaction to being labeled passive 

reflected both her own negative perception of what being passive invoked as well 

as her disagreement with her peers’ evaluation of her. 

Rosalyn countered her peers’ evaluation, stating that she saw herself as 

constantly “PUSHING pushing pushing” (line 9) or “putting myself out there” (line 

25). Far from being passive, she saw herself taking the initiative and taking risks. 

Being employed on multiple, limited-term contracts added pressure to perform, 

which is a situation widespread in many Japanese universities for English language 

teachers. What her peers considered passive was, in fact, her way of 

communicating with students or colleagues to get the desired results. Calling her 

practice as “put a SMILE on it” (line 10), Rosalyn quoted a student teacher 

observing her class who appraised its effectiveness as follows: “… your smile kind 

of forces your students to do things. You just keep smiling at them” (lines 14-16). 

For Rosalyn, using a less threatening way rather than a stern “I have to talk to you 
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about this” (line 22) has proven to be successful, although her peers might not have 

been able to perceive how she used her ‘smile’ effectively. 

Further exploring the roots of the ‘passive’ label, Rosalyn offered other 

insights about why her peers have judged her the way they did. Excerpt 2 begins 

with my question and deals with how Rosalyn interacts with her colleagues in 

meetings. She reflects on how what she normally does in meeting situations might 

be seen as an example of being ‘passive.’ 

Excerpt 2  (August, 2011) 

 

[L: I’m just curious, are most of your colleagues male? Or…] 

 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

Most are male 

And in the meetings that we have 

I’m the only native speaker female we have in the meetings 

But there’s one Japanese woman 

5 Who comes as translator for the Japanese manager, y’ know 

So I’m sitting here thinking 

“Where, where are all the women?” 

 

[L: That’s very common, that’s the situation of Japanese universities] 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

The men tend to go on, y’ know 

And get sidetracked 

10 And in their meetings so, y’ know 

A lot of times, I’m just like 

There’s nothing for me to say 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

Because they’ve just said it all 

Or there’s nothing for me to contribute to 

15 For I have certain section 

That I’m responsible for 

If I have a comment, I’ll make it 

But y’ know, it’s not something I’ll expound upon 

Usually it’s, I make my point 
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20 That’s it 

But certainly I come across as quiet at the meetings, too 

I’m sure (chuckle) 

 

Rosalyn described her dismay at the existing gender imbalance in the 

meetings that she is required to attend. She was the only NS woman educator there 

along with a Japanese woman who acted as interpreter for the Japanese-speaking 

office manager (lines 3-5). Rosalyn appraised this situation as one that is tipped in 

favor of her male colleagues who apparently used the meetings as an opportunity to 

expound their views, because they “tend to go on … and get sidetracked” (lines 

2-3). She contrasted her communication style with theirs, stating “If I have a 

comment, I’ll make it” (line 17) and “Usually it’s, I make my point, that’s it” (lines 

19-20). Apparently not wanting to be redundant, Rosalyn explained that “There’s 

nothing for me to say because they’ve said it all” (lines 12-13). However, she 

recognized that her way of participation might be one of the reasons for being seen 

as ‘passive’ because she acknowledged that “…certainly I come across as quiet in 

the meetings” (line 21). For the male colleagues who dominate the speaking time in 

meetings with their long, sometimes off the track commentary, Rosalyn’s concise 

remarks might appear to be inadequate because of their infrequency. The dilemma 

for Rosalyn in this situation was that she was outnumbered by male, Western 

colleagues who shared a communication style that they deemed more valuable, and 

by not adapting to it, she risked being seen as less involved and less enthusiastic 

about the issues being discussed. Her professional persona in the meeting room did 

not come across to her male colleagues as that of someone who was highly engaged 
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and an active team player. She notably referred to these gatherings as “their 

meetings” (line 10), a place where she did not feel a real member for the reasons 

described above. 

As for other aspects of her duties, Rosalyn explained that her involvement 

with many projects has also been a sphere in which her working and 

communication styles were possibly misinterpreted by colleagues. In Excerpt 3, she 

introduced for the first time the stereotype of the Asian woman lacking in positive 

attitude and actions, the ‘passive’ person she wanted to distance herself from. She 

also introduced another character, her immediate manager who agreed that her 

being evaluated as ‘passive’ was not appropriate. In addition, Rosalyn and her 

manager’s contrasting understandings of a particular incident revealed how the 

same phenomenon could be interpreted so differently. The concept of showing 

tolerance to a demanding colleague was seen as an example of passivity and added 

another layer to Rosalyn’s dilemma of how to work ethically with her peers. 

 

Excerpt 3  (August, 2011) 

 

STANZA 1     Complicating Action 

I started to be more involved in research projects 

So one of the things on the review comments was that 

“Rosalyn NEEDS to lead her own research project” 

 

STANZA 2     Evaluation 

Which like, “Oh my god” 

5 I’m so new at all this (chuckle) 

Which takes up a lot of time 

And a lot of personal time, too 

And I have the coordinator position 

And then, y’ know, I’m on two projects right now 
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From her description, Rosalyn’s workload is full of administrative duties in 

addition to being involved with research projects, positioning her as an integrated 

member of the department. The suggestion that she needed to do more research was 

a surprise to her (lines 1-5), revealing an unduly harsh evaluation of her 

performance or colleagues unaware of how much she was already doing. In another 

part of the interview, she revealed that she found herself doing more work than 

before, therefore rejecting the insinuation that she was not doing enough. Rosalyn 

had this to say about how she viewed her efficacy as a colleague: 

I do realize that, for example, the things that I bring up tend to, I’ll bring up a 

new idea and it tends to go on. I mean it tends to, it doesn’t just die. It gets 

picked up, whatever. You know, I feel like sometimes I don’t know if I 

should contribute or say, but when I do contribute or say something, y’ know, 

things do happen. 

(Aug. 2011) 

 

In this statement, Rosalyn offered modest claims for her participation in meetings 

where when she did speak out and her contributions were valued because they 

resulted in action. Therefore, Rosalyn’s voiced surprise and dismay at her being 

evaluated ‘passive’ is understandable. She further elaborated on the theme of 

passivity in Excerpt 4 below. 

 

Excerpt 4  (August, 2011) 

 

STANZA 1     Abstract  

And I think part of it being (.) y’ know, Asian female 

You know what I mean 

Because I don’t have that 

Just a few co-workers there 

5 Which I don’t know 

I guess I’m, y’ know 

I’m soft spoken or smiling (laughing) so 
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[L: so what does passive mean? And so being aggressive then is being 

better?] 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

I was talking with my manager about this and y’ know 

Because we were discussing the comments 

10 And y’ know, he seems to be very positive 

And so y’ know, he said 

“I don’t think you’re passive 

People think that you’re patient or TOLerant 

When you put up with [more] things than, y’ know 

15 Other people will” 

 

STANZA 3     Complicating Action 

There was a case where I was getting some emails 

From ah, we were doing a pilot study on some study abroad options 

And I was getting emails from someone 

Who had students who were having problems with the program 

20 And he cc’d my manager the whole time 

And my manager was saying 

“He’s getting, it’s getting to the point of harassment” 

And I didn’t see it all, y’ know (chuckle) 

 

STANZA 4     Evaluation 

I just answered him the way I thought, y’ know 

25 He had questions 

I answered them 

He had more questions 

I answered them, y’ know 

Y’ know, I didn’t feel that 

30 He was getting, y ’know, harassing 

And my manager just said several times that 

He thought it was really getting close to that line 

 

STANZA 5     Resolution 

And I thought  

“Am I not perceiving something? 

35 Am I not, I don’t know (.) too tolerant?” (chuckling) 

 

Rosalyn broached the subject of how race figured into the evaluation of her 

being ‘passive.’ Women of color have reported on their experiences in U.S. 
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academia in which they are pigeonholed in ways that limit how they can realize 

their professional ambitions (Lin, Kubota, Motha, Wang, & Wong, 2006). This was 

the image that she referenced, i.e. the Asian female academic who was seen as 

being ‘passive’ due to her lower voice volume and communication style that avoids 

confrontation. Rosalyn alluded to this image in “I’m soft spoken or smiling” (line 

7), which was preceded by other phrases that referred to the issue indirectly. 

Linking this stereotype to herself was something that she was not comfortable 

doing, as evidenced by no further elaboration of the topic. Rather, she sought my 

implicit understanding of the race issue with “You know what I mean” (line 2). 

A corollary to the passivity issue was further developed in the rest of Excerpt 4 

concerning the divergent views with her supervisor on her interaction with a 

particular colleague. Referring to an exchange of emails with that male colleague, 

Rosalyn’s supervisor, who was included in the communications, expressed concern 

that “It’s getting to the point of harassment” (line 22). She described the flow of 

emails with the colleague in a matter-of-fact way (lines 25-29) but her supervisor 

was alarmed about the nature of the exchange, viewing that the colleague “… was 

getting, y ’know, harassing” (line 30). Here, the issue of Rosalyn’s ‘passivity’ is 

reframed by her supervisor who introduced the concept of being “patient or tolerant 

when you put up with [more] things than, y’ know, other people will” (line 13). 

Rosalyn’s ‘patience’ with constant emails from a male colleague who evidently 

was complaining about a program that she administered was not seen as a virtue by 

other colleagues, but a weakness and another example of her ‘passivity.’ Showing 
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tolerance to such an annoying colleague was another example used against Rosalyn, 

who did not perceive her actions as a weakness, but her way to manage work 

relations. She found her efforts to do her job as well as she could to be critiqued 

negatively, a blow to her sense of professionalism. The refuge that she found in the 

university setting from the uncompromising eye of Japanese society was equally 

imbued with expectations about communication styles that were not a part of her 

repertoire. 

 

Vivian: Ambivalence Using Japanese 

In the classroom with students, Vivian limited language usage to English, as 

documented in Chapter 5. However, with university staff, she must interact using 

Japanese, which oftentimes created opportunities for miscommunication. 

Consequently, Vivian habitually experienced moments of uncertainty about 

procedural issues that could seriously impact her work environment and job 

performance. In the following excerpts, Vivian shares examples of communication 

problems that she has, exhibiting a range of emotions from self-deprecating humor 

to wistfulness about her language ability. Her ambivalence about her Japanese 

proficiency level reflects the tenuous nature of her sense of self-efficacy and her 

attempts to deal with that in the workplace context. 

 

Excerpt 5  (January, 2010) 

 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

But when I go and ask for y’ know, a document 

Or I have to change classes or change classrooms 
And then I only have a short period of time 
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Y’ know, like five minutes before my next class 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

5 And I’m, “UPP UPP” 

And I start talking in gibberish 

I’ll start with “Sumimasen, chotto kyoushitsu wo henkou shitai no desu ga” 

(Excuse me but I would like to change classrooms) 

And then they’ll say something I don’t know 

10 And then I go, “OHHH” (laughter) 

And I’m pointing and just using words, 

And then I, “Moo jikan desu” (laughter) 

(It’s time for class) 

And it’s I say, “Ato de kimasu” 

15 (I’ll come back later) 

And I lose the polite Japanese that I started with 

And I’m just saying “Ato de ato de ato de, ja ne!” (laughter) 

(Later, later, later, see you later!) 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

That’s just me 

20 But then they get to know that 

Oh, this person is just gonna y’ know 

Just say silly Japanese, 

But then it’s okay 

It’s just in the very beginning that 

25 I try to be (.) Japanese 

Thinking that I can pull it off 

But then after a sentence 

They’ll ask me something 

And then I’ll just say, “UMMM” (laughter) 

 

In this segment, Vivian spoke with animation and her laughter frequently 

punctuated the fast-paced story (lines 10, 12, 17, 29). Presenting herself as 

somewhat hapless, Vivian described her speaking Japanese in a self-deprecating 

manner, referring to her “gibberish” (line 6) or “silly Japanese” (line 23). Her 

efforts to speak that resulted in exclamations such as UPP UPP, OHHH, and 

UMMM (lines 5, 10, 29) also highlighted her humorous depiction of herself as a 
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Japanese speaker. At times, she had to resort to gestures (line 11) when words were 

not forthcoming. To illustrate concretely how she actually spoke Japanese, Vivian 

sprinkled words and phrases that she used with the office staff throughout this 

segment (lines 7, 12, 14, 17). Beginning with a politely worded, formal request to 

change classrooms (line 7), the move to progressively shorter and less formal forms 

of leave-taking (lines 12, 14, 17) vividly illustrated how pressed for time she 

became and the hurried manner she left the office without accomplishing the 

intended task. As an adjunct instructor, her time at each institution was limited, 

therefore leaving her little opportunity to take care of procedural matters (lines 3-4, 

12-13). 

Her appraisal of her handling such situations in which her limited Japanese 

language ability posed a problem was revealed in Stanza 3, with the phrase, “That’s 

just me” (line 18). At first glance, it appeared that Vivian accepted the inherent 

power inequalities in such a relationship. However, she revealed that she initially 

wanted to be a linguistic equal with the staff by the remark “It’s just in the very 

beginning that I try to be (pause) Japanese, thinking I can pull it off” (lines 24-26). 

With expectations that she can ‘pass’ as Japanese, it came as a disappointment that 

“after a sentence” (line 27), she was not successful. The long pause in line 25 “I try 

to be (.) Japanese” could be seen as her reluctance to admit that she made an effort 

to ‘pass,’ possibly due to the fact that those efforts often ended unsuccessfully. 

Once she made an effort to communicate in Japanese and was unable to ‘pass,’ she 

described this situation as “okay” (line 23) because the interlocutors would then no 
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longer expect her to speak as a native speaker of Japanese. This was coupled with a 

sense of both relief and chagrin, as evidenced by Vivian’s interlocutors portrayed 

as thinking of her as “this person is just gonna… say silly Japanese” (lines 21-22). 

Although she said that that was “okay,” her concern for how she is viewed by 

others revealed that it remained an issue. 

In Excerpt 6, Vivian delves into more detail about the ambivalence she feels 

when unable to speak in Japanese at a level she desires. In contrast to Excerpt 5, 

her pace of talk slows down with pauses occurring often, as she explores the 

underlying reasons for her issues with speaking Japanese. She uses a concrete 

example of how she dealt with work-related procedures in order to fulfill her 

responsibilities to the university bureaucracy. 

Excerpt 6  (January, 2010) 

 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

Yeah so after a while, AHHH 

I don’t care so much (.) at school I care 

But then I don’t care 

Because I don’t have time to, y’ know (.) 

5 I just don’t have time 

 

STANZA 2     Evaluation 

Then I, then sometimes I think 

But why can’t I say it? 

I should be able IF I’m calm, y’ know 

If I have the time 

10 I SHOULD be able to say it. 

But I always go when I have no time 

 

STANZA 3     Complicating Action 

And then when they ask me 

Say something that’s just beyond, y’ know 

Maybe I don’t know a word 

15 Or I don’t know the procedure 
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I don’t know if I got that paper or not 

And (.) ‘cause if they give me the paper 

I go “AHHH” 

But if they give me the full name 

20 And half of that, half of those words 

I don’t know 

And I still don’t know 

If this is just for the seiseki (grades) 

 

STANZA 4     Evaluation 

And I (laughter) it’s YEARS of guessing 

25 Like they put me this situation 

Where I can go through life guessing 

And I just don’t open my mouth 

 

STANZA 5     Complicating Action 

So I can send in the grades 

I can, y’ know 

30 If it’s kiroku, kiroku haitatsu? (special delivery) 

And the first year that I didn’t know what it was 

I just put it in the mailbox 

And I realized that, OH 

Because there’s a lot of stamps on there 

35 And the second year I guessed that 

Maybe I’m supposed to bring it to the post office 

And I brought it and they write it, fill it out 

 

STANZA 6     Resolution 

So it’s just by making mistakes (.) 

And not by asking I got this far 

40 But now onegaishimasu at the post office (could you please) 

And I don’t have to say kiroku haitatsu (special delivery) 

 

Vivian’s ambivalence about her limited language ability was expressed 

throughout this excerpt. To begin with, lines 2-4 exhibited her alternating between 

caring and not caring about her difficulty communicating with the office staff. Her 

pausing and contradictory statements reflected the fluid nature of her sense of 

self-efficacy in university offices. As she explored reasons behind her troubles, she 
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shifted between placing blame on the circumstances and her own lack of effort. Not 

having enough time was seen as a reason for not being able to successfully vocalize 

her ideas (lines 5-6, 12). Her sense of disappointment is revealed in the repetition 

of “I should be able” (lines 9, 11), indicating that she saw herself as capable of 

accomplishing the task at hand. In addition, she attributed the difficulties to specific 

vocabulary, procedures, or not having the necessary documents (lines 15-17), 

repeating “I don’t know” four times in Stanza 3. Not having access to the necessary 

information was attributed as a major reason for the problems that emerged. 

Vivian’s example of sending in grades illustrated one way she found 

solutions to dealing with new procedures. Not knowing that she needed to bring the 

grades to the post office so they could be sent special delivery, she dropped them 

off in the mailbox (lines 29-34). Because she had noticed that there had been more 

than the usual amount of stamps on the envelope, the next year she did bring the 

grades to the post office (lines 36-37). She appraised this development as a matter 

of trial and error (lines 38-39) and not achieved “by asking” (line 39), because the 

act of asking for information in and of itself could lead to more confusion and 

misinformation. Vivian summed up how she tolerated ambiguity involving 

administrative details, ironically interpreting her not “opening her mouth” as an 

effective means to deal with the unknown (line 27), which then became the modus 

operandi for the now knowable procedure at the post office (line 40). 

By enduring ambiguity, risking ridicule, and developing strategies to 

navigate procedural matters peppered with bureaucratic parlance, Vivian mixed a 



 168 

sense of humor with chagrin (lines 1, 19) to describe her “situation where I can go 

through life guessing” (lines 25-67). In particular, her story highlighted the lack of 

administrative support at the particular institution for those who are not native 

speakers of Japanese to deal with procedural matters of high importance. In Excerpt 

7, Vivian returned to the overall issue of how she felt about her Japanese language 

ability. 

Excerpt 7  (January, 2010) 

 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

I don’t think that knowing Japanese 

And being able to speak Japanese, 

It’s up and down 

Sometimes I REALLY DON’T CARE 

5 And sometimes I care 

Or I need to care (.) 

And sometimes it’s “I’m doing the best I can 

And this is all I can do 

I can’t do anything about it” 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

10 And maybe it was being in Metro City for a year 

That it put me back probably a couple years 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

Coming back here 

And I go “Y e a h, gotta speak Japanese” 

And I can’t uh speak Japanese 

And say “Hey, your Japanese is good” 

15 I gotta go back to “this is Japan” 

And my Japanese level has to go up a little bit 

 

STANZA 4     Resolution 

And so I started 

I decided to take Japanese lessons 
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In this excerpt, Vivian reiterated the ambivalence she felt about using 

Japanese with administrators and office staff, speaking more tentatively. The 

phrases “Up and down” (line 3), “I REALLY DON’T CARE” (line 4) and 

“sometimes I care” (line 5) cover a wide range of attitudes toward having limited 

Japanese ability. She included a moral tone “I need to care” (line 6) as 

self-criticism as well as “I’m doing the best I can” (line 7) that could be interpreted 

as acceptance of her perceived performance. Vivian offered additional background 

information that could be interpreted as contributing to her uneven performance 

with Japanese interlocutors. A recent extended stay in the United States was 

invoked as a contributing factor for the language issues (lines 10-12). Speaking at a 

slower pace and with less energy, Vivian portrayed how she made an effort to 

reenter the Japanese speaking environment. “Y e a h, gotta speak Japanese” (line 

13) was drawn out and spoken wistfully. She continued to portray talking to herself 

with “I gotta go back to ‘this is Japan’” (line 15), in which she could be seen as 

preparing herself to readjust to the power dynamics inherent in language use. The 

concluding lines in this excerpt that refer to the need to improve her language skills 

connect this section with Chapter 4 in which she described interacting with a 

Japanese language tutor (Excerpt 3). In the office, using Japanese presented a 

challenge for Vivian. She monitored her perceived success and lack thereof, 

accessing resources available to her to both resist and adhere to the high 

expectations that she be able to function at a level in her L2 that remains elusive 

and a source of tension and self-doubt. 
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Bruce: Trying to Level the Playing Field 

During one interview that began with Bruce describing issues of his life 

outside the classroom referred to in Chapter 4, he suddenly brought up an incident 

that had occurred at work dealing with staff and administrators. Spoken with much 

emotion, the story revolved around differences in communication styles that 

resulted in a confrontation at a meeting. Throughout this telling, Bruce described 

his efforts to deal with difficulties and frustrations of adjusting to a style of 

communication with university staff and administrators. Following through with 

his preferred way of dealing with problems resulted in bruised feelings and 

subsequent efforts on his part to try to understand what he might do differently in 

the future. 

Excerpt 8  (October, 2011) 

 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

The person that I was (.) having this issue with was 

She is I think, I believe she’s born and raised in the UK 

But she’s just Japanese 

But she’s British 

5 However, depending from time to time 

She acts British 

And at times sometimes she acts Japanese 

So you kind of lose both ways? (chuckling) 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

And I was speaking very bluntly, openly about an issue and I said 

10 “Look, I don’t need you sending me 

All of these emails that are very redundant 

When a lot of them the answer is common sense 

And unfortunately, no matter how many times I relay that to you 

You still don’t understand? 

15 Yeah, so after a while if I don’t reply 
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It’s because, Why? 

I thought I said it clearly enough the first time 

Just make copies 

I didn’t ask for your input 

20 I didn’t ask for your opinion 

I said “Can you make copies” 

Then you started rambling on about OTHER things 

So then you never answered my ORIGINAL question 

So yeah, I stopped” 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

25 So there was just a point where in the exchange 

I got very adamant about, y’ know 

Maybe this person, maybe it’s either cultural 

Or this person just has no idea? 

Maybe they’re very dense 

30 I don’t know 

But because we did this at the meeting 

Had foreigners and Japanese at the table 

These foreigners, y’ know they knew I got mad 

But then I also went back and apologized for what I said 

35 All in the turn-taking at the meeting 

However the Japanese, they were, y’ know 

Shocked the whole day 

 

Bruce’s story about his difficulties communicating with a member of the 

staff was very detailed in his description of that person as well as what he said in a 

particular meeting. To begin with, she was unlike other staff members because her 

birthplace was outside of Japan. Bruce saw her as someone who was both “just 

Japanese” (line 3) “but she’s British” (line 4). Her switching between acting 

Japanese and British from time to time (lines 5-7) was seen as problematic. “You 

kind of lose both ways” (line 8) suggested that Bruce did not see such ambiguity 

projected about one’s identity as an asset. The cause of Bruce’s unhappiness about 

their communication expressed to her publicly at a meeting centered on their recent 
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email exchange. He felt that she was sending unnecessary messages to him (lines 

10-14) to which he no longer felt the necessity to reply (lines15, 24). To him, “the 

answer is common sense” (line 12) and that he “said it clearly enough the first time” 

(line 17). In addition, he seemed to resent her suggestions (lines 19, 20) and 

insisted that she needed to simply do as she was told, that is, “make copies” (lines 

18, 21). Bruce stated that he spoke forcefully during this exchange for he “got very 

adamant” (line 26) and that he later apologized during the meeting (lines 34-35). 

The fallout from this incident did not end with his apology, for although he felt his 

colleagues who were non-Japanese understood his frustration (lines 33), the 

Japanese who were present “were shocked the whole day” (line 37). Bruce 

interpreted this incident within a framework where communication between 

Japanese and non-Japanese was naturally fraught with cultural differences (line 27) 

but also suggested that the individual in question was lacking in perception (lines 

28-29). Nonetheless, this incident sparked further dialogue and self-reflection, as 

evidenced in the following excerpts. 

 

Excerpt 9  (October, 2011) 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

So that’s why I believe 

The office manager or the boss in the office who is Japanese 

Pulled me aside 

Had this talk with me 

5 What I shouldn’t have done 

And how I’m supposed to handle things 

And how teachers and administration are seen in different light 

And because of that, the teacher should not act authoritatively 
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STANZA 2     Complicating action 

I said I never acted authoritatively (.) if anything 

10 SHE’S been authoritative throughout the whole process 

No, she’s not a teacher 

And so if anything I’ve been trying to make 

Everything go smoothly all this time 

But I just clearly stated how I felt at that moment (.) 

15 And that was it (laughter) 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

I mean I think it must have took a couple of years 

For me to get to the point 

Where I would have to say that in that fashion 

But that’s how far I was pushed 

20 But again I think it did spark having that topic 

That I didn’t even mention 

A difference in position 

A difference in a way (.) a teacher should be or perceptions? 

I don’t know if that’s cultural or if that’s personal? 

 

The direct confrontation at the meeting between Bruce and the Japanese 

administrative staff person caused such reverberations that Bruce was taken aside 

by the Japanese office manager (lines 3-4). To be addressed individually in this 

manner was a sign of how serious the matter was. Bruce was given advice about 

how to handle interaction between faculty members and staff (line 7). The manager 

saw the issue as one of hierarchical difference between faculty and staff, in which 

faculty were seen as having the tendency to act authoritatively (line 8). However, 

from Bruce’s viewpoint, he was the one who had had to endure the staff member’s 

“authoritative” actions (line 10) over a long period of time. He reiterated that “I just 

clearly stated how I felt at that moment” (line 14), a manifestation of “how far I 

was pushed” (line 19). Bruce shared that “I’ve been trying to make everything go 

smoothly all this time” (lines 12-13), making a case for his efforts to adapt to 
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different expectations concerning communication styles. A momentary slip in 

self-censoring that allowed his emotions to show through caused more disruption 

than he had expected, alerting him to the dangers of losing control in a formal 

meeting situation. However, he did see the experience as illuminating the status 

difference in university settings between faculty and staff, something that he hadn’t 

been aware of (lines 20, 23). Synthesizing what lessons were learned from this 

chain of events, Bruce postulated how being Japanese American influenced other 

interactions on campus in administrative offices 

 

Excerpt 10  (October, 2011) 

 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

Well, I think we talked about this a long time ago 

But in the position of looking Japanese 

But not being Japanese 

All the work 

5 I think we ARE making larger adjustments than the normal foreigner 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

Because if I was to go to the office 

He’ll go to the office together with me 

I speak to ALL the administrators in only English 

He’ll ATTEMPT to use Japanese 

10 But of course they’ll 

Not of course, I shouldn’t say that 

But they will often turn to me 

And answer to tell him 

So which means that there is the adjustment on their part 

15 Of just noticing the difference in the two PHYSICALLY 

And ASSUMING what we know and don’t know 

Rather than trying to communicate 

And I’ll say, “He understands. Just tell him” 

And he’s speaking Japanese 
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STANZA 3     Evaluation 

20 Even though to me sometimes I think that it is wrong 

And I COULD help him 

But I prefer him just make that communication on his own 

Where I’m not even trying to communicate in Japanese (laughing) in 

English 

But yet they still for one 

25 They see me, they think I know 

 

STANZA 4     Evaluation 

For those who know that I only speak English to everybody 

But know me well may know I’m not speaking it 

But yet I probably understand better than he does 

Yeah and I think that the adjustments 

30 There are many adjustments 

Probably more adjustments are made by people who LOOK Japanese 

And may not be than by others 

Who assume that those adjustments are made by the other side more for 

them 

Kind of an almost self-centered 

35 I don’t want to say self-centeredness but, y’ know 

“How can they expect me to understand?” 

Is what he would probably say versus me 

I wouldn’t expect anything 

It’s just “hey is there no English for this?” 

40 Take it at face value 

 

STANZA 5     Resolution 

But yeah, I feel like I’m adjusting (. ) 

Trying to adjust 

Trying to adjust or make it 

I make putting more effort into showing that 

45 “Hey, ah I’m not Japanese” 

I feel I put a lot of effort into that 

I have to put more effort in definitely than he does 

 

In this last excerpt, Bruce compared and contrasted the expectations held by 

administrators that were manifested by their language use and manner of 

communication when he and his colleague visited those offices. When his 

colleague, a White male, attempted to communicate using Japanese, Bruce was 
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addressed in Japanese and then told to relay the message to his colleague in English. 

Bruce interpreted this phenotype-determined choice of language and addressee by 

the administrators that did not match the actual languages being used at the moment 

as an example of the deeply held views concerning language and race that figure 

prominently in such intercultural encounters (lines 10-11). Although he chose to 

use English with the administrators (line 8), Bruce found that he was the one 

expected to act as bridge to aid communication with the colleague and the 

administration. Bruce critiqued this situation “of just noticing the difference in the 

two PHYSICALLY and ASSUMING what we know and don’t know rather than 

trying to communicate” (lines 15-17) as the basis for his constant need to remind 

others that he was indeed first an English speaker (line 26) who could also use 

Japanese, but chose not to (line 23). 

The day-to-day administrative interactions illustrated by the above example 

point out how the onus of identity work was on Bruce, who by virtue of his 

physical appearance, chose to present himself as someone not Japanese by using 

English whenever possible. Bruce went further to suggest that those who did not 

need to ‘prove’ their non-Japanese status assumed “that those adjustments were 

made by the other side for them” (lines 33). His reasoning was that being an 

outsider, they would think, “how can they expect me to understand” (line 36). 

However, Bruce could not use his visible difference or his presumed lack of 

knowledge of Japanese and contrasted his stance of “I wouldn’t expect anything” 

(line 38) with that of his colleague’s hypothetical lament of line 36. Here, Bruce 
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revealed his frustration with a dynamic that positioned him as the malleable figure 

in possibly tension-fraught situations when Japanese administrators and 

non-Japanese faculty attempted to communicate. Expected to be the one to defuse 

possible misunderstandings between his White colleague who attempted to use 

Japanese and the administration that preferred to use their L1, Bruce was 

mistakenly considered the convenient go-between. The administrators could shift 

the burden of communication to Bruce because they expected him to understand 

them. Bruce, however, resisted by allowing his colleague to attempt 

communicating in Japanese (lines 21-22), although Bruce admitted that he could 

have intervened more. In “They see me, they think I know” (line 25), Bruce 

captured the power that phenotypic images could have over phenomena occurring 

then and there, and how he must deflect those expectations to hammer home that he 

was going to maintain his English-speaking ways. 

 

Laura: Retracing Missteps 

In-depth conversations that evolved during interviews that I conducted with 

multiple participants over an extended period of time and ensuing analyses have 

allowed me to reconsider the possible meanings of my own memorable experiences 

with colleagues and administrators. Despite the differences with my participants 

concerning employment status at our respective institutions and the extent of our 

dealings with administration, I found that my nagging concerns about my efficacy, 

troubled Japanese language use, and frustration with my perception of having to do 
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more than my share to adapt to prevalent norms mirrored what the participants had 

revealed. In the following excerpts taken from interviews with participants and my 

personal journal, I expressed my views on issues surrounding my use of Japanese, 

the type of work I was assigned, and how I perceived inequalities influencing those 

interactions with colleagues and administrators. 

  

Excerpt 11  (Interview with Rosalyn, December, 2009) 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

When you have little bump in the road 

It kind of alerts you to things 

Yeah, but I’ve looked at it from many different angles 

It could have just been her [office manager] 

5 And the fact that my own reaction to that, y’ know 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

And what that made me realize that 

Oh well, I’m not a native speaker of Japanese 

And I don’t need to apologize for that fact 

And I’m trying, I’m doing the best I can (laughing) 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

10 And they’re paying me to do this job 

And if they don’t like it, give me another job (laughter) 

Where I don’t have to do these things in Japanese 

But I think, yeah that somewhere 

Yeah someplace deep down inside 

15 Maybe I was trying to show them up 

Show them up, the Japanese 

This is what 

See how much I can actually do 

There might have been 

20 There’s probably some of that 

 

STANZA 4     Resolution 

That’s always going to be there 

No matter what 
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In Excerpt 11, I referred to the possible meanings of an incident that had 

occurred during an orientation session at the beginning of a new academic year. 

The audience that had gathered in a large lecture room on campus consisted of 200 

incoming freshmen and the office manager. The incident had remained a thorn in 

my side for a long time. After I had finished talking about campus resources 

available for students with academic or personal issues, the office manager referred 

to my presentation given in Japanese as literally ‘hard to listen to’ and then also 

mentioned that I was a native speaker of English. I was shocked and bewildered at 

what might have motivated such a public comment that I took as an attack on how I 

spoke Japanese (lines 1-3). I could have shrugged it off, but she continued to make 

such comments in ensuing situations with different audiences. I was aware that it is 

customary to make self-deprecating remarks in such public gatherings, so I have 

tried to understand her actions as an overextension to me (line 4). I also wondered 

if indeed I had been so unclear that the audience of new students had been unable 

to get the information they needed. However, this “bump in the road” alerted me to 

my complacency about my Japanese ability and interpersonal skills. Although I 

professed resentment and felt “I don’t need to apologize” for the fact that “I’m not 

a native speaker of Japanese” (lines 7, 8), it was demeaning to hear public 

judgments made about my Japanese language ability, even if the intent was not 

malicious. 

Knowing that I will not be able to master the language perfectly (line 9), I 

nonetheless expressed my ambivalence toward such a work situation and then    
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went on to hypothetically challenge the administration to “give me another job 

where I don’t have to do these things in Japanese” (lines 11-12). I knew most other 

native speakers of English working at the university were rarely expected to carry 

out duties using Japanese, so the fact that I was required to felt like an extra burden. 

However, merely using Japanese in certain circumstances had not been enough and 

I had fooled myself into believing that it had been. Indeed, my secret wish to “show 

them up, the Japanese. See how much I can actually do” (lines 16-18) highlighted 

my constant need to prove myself. I had come to the realization that such dynamics 

were going to be a permanent part of the work landscape (lines 20-21). I further 

speculate in the next excerpt on the nature of my position within the institution and 

explore reasons for my perceived marginalization. 

 

Excerpt 12  (Interview with Rosalyn, December, 2009) 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

They’re getting a bargain 

I can do most of the committee work 

They assign me to things that I can do, y’ know 

I help write entrance exam questions 

5  And I do the whole bit 

And when we have these fairs, y’ know 

When the institution invites high school students, y’ know 

I do almost everything 

So I talk to high school students in Japanese 

10 But if I were an administrator (laughter) 

But I really don’t want to be one, you see 

That’s the funny thing (laughter) 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

I once was a member of one committee 

That international exchange kind of stuff, y’ know 

15 That overlooks all the exchange programs and that kind of stuff 

But I remember once another woman and I 
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She’s Japanese 

And we were asked to look at some essay or something 

And interview some students 

20 For this one year abroad program with the University of America 

So this other woman and I were saying, y’ know 

“You should have them write their essay on A4 size paper in three 

paragraphs” or something 

And she’s the one who [said] all of this 

And I just chimed in 

25 “That would be helpful for the students 

Because this is what will be expected of them 

This kind of work” 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

And after that they never asked me to do anything for them 

Because I dared to make a suggestion 

30 I kind of think so 

But I think I could do so much for them 

 

I referred to myself as “a bargain” for the institution (line 1) because of the 

wide range of duties I was routinely performing. The division of labor based on 

non-Japanese faculty oftentimes hired on short-term contracts has language 

teachers performing the role of ‘NS conversation partner’ at recruiting fairs referred 

to in lines 6-7. I contrasted myself with them, for I saw myself as carrying out 

duties that I perceived to be normally carried out by Japanese faculty such as 

answering general questions about admissions and curriculum from prospective 

students (lines 8-9) that I described as “do the whole bit” (line 5). I gave the 

institution credit for assigning work that I could do (line 3) that included preparing 

entrance examination questions (line 4), but an underlying dissatisfaction remained. 

This seemed to be based on wanting recognition that I was doing more than many 

non-Japanese faculty members because I had a certain level of Japanese language 
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skills. I felt that this discrepancy in duties was unfair. This ambivalence was rooted 

in my worry about being able to perform well enough and constantly being put in 

the position where I felt I had to measure up to Japanese colleagues linguistically. 

When I did have the opportunity to participate in work that I felt 

knowledgeable about as illustrated in Stanza 2, I found that being even minimally 

forthright resulted in a negative response. Teamed up with a Japanese faculty 

member to interview and evaluate students applying to a study abroad program in 

the United States, we made suggestions about how students should submit their 

essays that did not produce the desired result. Rather, both of us were no longer 

assigned to such work. I understood this to mean that the administrators in charge 

resisted our opinions although we believed our suggestions would be beneficial to 

the applicants (lines 25-27). Despite the fact that both of us were familiar with U.S. 

university expectations for student academic work, perhaps we were perceived as 

acting ‘authoritarian.’ My lament in line 31, “I could do so much for them” might 

have been overly self-confident, but most of my experiences with committee work 

had been such that I was being assigned merely because they needed someone from 

my department to fill the slate of committee members. In the final interview 

excerpt below, I attempted to quantify what my work situation entailed, giving 

reasons for my dissatisfaction with having to make more concessions than the 

administrators. 
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Excerpt 13  (Interview with Bruce, October, 2011) 

 

STANZA 1     Abstract 

I’ve been doing this project 

It’s made me really reflect on what is it that I am doing 

Because a lot of the things become unconscious or 

It’s only when something 

5 And then you realize 

Oh that wasn’t the right thing to say 

 

STANZA 2     Complicating Action 

And the resentment always of having 

Why do I always have to, y’ know 

Am I doing all the, what’s the word 

10 Making all the adjustments 

But I’m realizing 

Well sure, people are making adjustments for me too, yeah 

It’s not a completely one way thing 

 

STANZA 3     Evaluation 

But a lot of the times I feel 

15 The brunt of to make things go smoothly 

It seems like we have to 

I have to do maybe 80% 

And they do 20 or something 

 

In this reflective moment highlighted in the above excerpt, I commented 

that I had reached a point where I had unconsciously embraced certain institutional 

expectations (line 3) and carried on accordingly. It therefore came as a surprise 

when my performance apparently did not measure up because I had thought I was 

doing well enough. “Oh that wasn’t the right thing to say” (line 6) was a reference 

to an incident that I documented in a journal entry about feeling I had made 

inappropriate comments about the office in possible retaliation to the continued 

remarks made by the office manager about my language ability. I include below a 
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lengthy journal excerpt written about the incident. The original entry was entitled 

“Sept. 6, 2008 Getting revenge? Freudian slip in front of Tanaka-san and parents.” 

I thought I had gotten over the “sorry that Kusaka-sensei’s Japanese 

isn’t native” incidents, once in front of the incoming class of freshmen, and 

other time in front of the PTA group, but evidently not. Attending a 

gathering where my presence is pretty much a symbolic one, that is, as 

member of the student affairs committee, my duties include showing up at 

such gatherings, again I found myself in the same position. Is it a learned 

helplessness that I have fallen into? Going into these meetings, I know that I 

just need to sit there, listen hard, get to know who the PTA officers are and 

maybe be asked to say a few words after the dept. chair… 

So this time, I put my foot in my mouth by referring to some mix up of 

the dates for students to come get their report cards, which had just 

happened the day before. I think what I was trying to do was to put into 

perspective that 1
st
 year students are not used to the system yet, and despite 

the fact that different dates had been written on handouts distributed at the 

beginning of the semester, most of the students did show up (yesterday) and 

that they are now preparing to start fall semester. I could have said that 

without reference to the date mix-up, which could be taken as a criticism of 

the office staff…  

In the car going home I thought of all the different things I could have 

said; humorous remark about teachers needing to get out of the vacation 

mode, how happy I was to see the students yesterday eagerly conferring 

with friends about their schedules for fall. Although I know intuitively what 

I should be saying, it just doesn’t come out the way it should. How 

frustrating! 

But it bothered me and I called the office when I got home to say that I 

wasn’t careful in what I said and hoped that I didn’t offend anyone. The 

other office staff who was present at the meeting and who answered the 

phone made me feel like, “Oh, no problem, don’t worry about it.” 

 

The gist of this journal entry was my concern that my remarks might have 

offended the office because I mentioned confusion students had experienced with 

administrative issues when I addressed a gathering attended by parents. My 

unresolved feelings about having had my Japanese ability called into question in 

public were invoked as the reason for this perceived slip of the tongue. I now see 
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my attempt at casual banter in front of parents as a means to mimic Japanese 

colleagues, but at the time of the journal entry, I viewed the incident as 

subconscious retaliation for those multiple incidents where my non-Japanese status 

and non-native-like spoken Japanese were emphasized. I went over the incident in 

my mind throughout the drive home, and then called the office to let them know I 

was worried that I might have put them in a bad light in front of parents. I was 

reassured that no harm had been done, but this journal entry is a reflection of how 

my comment in the previous interview excerpt of how “the brunt of to make things 

go smoothly” (line 15) rested with me. 

Not only did I write at length about these experiences, I shared them with 

interviewees on several occasions, each time going into much detail why I felt 

wronged. With Bruce in Excerpt No. 13, I characterized the unequal power 

relations inherent in dealing with administrators as “I have to do maybe 80%, and 

they do 20 or something” (lines 17-18). Having willing listeners who had also 

shared moments that reminded them of their contested identity gave me an 

opportunity to return to those “bumps in the road” that normally I would attempt to 

forget as soon as possible in order to escape the pain of shame. Revisiting those 

moments can serve as a means to blunt the cut into a thickened skin that still 

remains vulnerable, no matter how many years have passed. 
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Summary of this Chapter 

Working with colleagues and administrators in an environment marked by 

both a rigid hierarchy based on nationality and expectations for linguistic and 

communicative behaviors rooted in nihonjinron beliefs positioned the participants 

and me unfavorably in many ways. Rosalyn’s work and communication styles were 

not evaluated positively by some White male colleagues because they did not 

match what they valued, i.e., aggressive, self-promoting ways of interacting. She 

was seen as ‘passive’ although Rosalyn and her boss to an extent interpreted her 

manner of work as one that emphasized harmony over confrontation. For Vivian, 

anxiety about successful communication with staff about administrative matters 

permeated her stories, highlighting how the challenges of using another language 

could diminish a sense of self-worth. Bruce’s attempts to resist positioning as being 

a bridge between visibly non-Japanese faculty and the administration by insisting 

on using English only were met with mixed results. I tried to satisfy the 

requirements of my job by taking on tasks involving speaking in Japanese in public 

and experienced a serious blow to my self-confidence when an administrator 

repeatedly apologized for my non-native Japanese language skills. The common 

denominator of the diverse experiences examined in the above sections is the 

pervasive expectations that Japanese American educators be so malleable that they 

can be what their White or Japanese colleagues and administrators want them to be. 

The onus of accommodating to the interlocutor remained heavily on our shoulders, 

something that we have not shared with many others. Interviews for this project 
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have served as an opportunity to share and reflect on the possible meanings of such 

incidents that made us feel that we somehow were constantly negotiating from a 

position of weakness. 
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CHAPTER 7 

FINDINGS 

 STORIES CO-CONSTRUCTED IN A 

RESEARCHER-PARTICIPANT/PEER RELATIONSHIP 

 

Throughout the data collection process, I strove to conduct interviews that 

would allow interviewees to feel as if they were having a conversation with me. My 

previous experiences of being an interviewee alerted me to the vulnerability 

inherent in sharing thoughts and experiences on sensitive topics. How we fared as 

our roles of speaker, listener, researcher, friend, and participant shifted in the 

unrehearsed, spontaneous ebb and flow of talk warrants inspection. The importance 

of the co-constructed nature of narratives elicited in interviews is explained by 

Holstein and Gubrium (2011) as follows: 

…if one views stories as taking shape and being reshaped in the process of 

presenting accounts in the context of cultural particulars…then it is 

eminently sensible to employ a form of analysis that does not focus 

exclusively on personal accounts but traces how accounts unfold in social 

interaction. (p. 6) 

Analysis of interactional dynamics during interviews can deepen understanding of 

the meaning making that participants and the researcher undertake (Mann, 2011; 

Potter & Hepburn, 2005; Riessman, 2008; Wooffit & Widdicombe, 2006). De Fina 

(2011) contends that “storytelling activities and story types both reflect and shape 

relations among participants based… on their local management of situational and 
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portable identities” (p. 28). This concern with the context-bound nature of 

interaction requires inclusion of the researcher when we analyze interview data. I 

discuss how treating a research event and the storytelling in it as a real interactional 

encounter can shed light on issues related to the insider-outsider status of the 

researcher. 

Participants and I identified ourselves as sharing a common group identity 

(Tajel, 1981), and we exhibited sensitivity in our discussions when specifics 

relating to that shared heritage arose. As an insider conducting research on ‘my 

own kind,’ I was aware of issues concerning the strengths and weaknesses of such 

researcher positioning (Labaree, 2002; Taylor, 2011). Greater access to the 

narratives as well as having had similar experiences as the participants that could 

lead to possibly deeper understanding of the experiences was an insider’s 

advantage. However, such advantages were coupled with coming to terms with 

“what it means to be an insider and the ability to conduct sound research while an 

insider” (Labaree, 2002, p. 116). In contrast to the advantages of being an insider, 

Takezawa (1995) pointed out how her outsider status was important to gain access 

to certain stories when working with Japanese Americans in a different context. 

Doing research on the ethnic identity of Japanese Americans who experienced 

incarceration in the United States during World War II, Takezawa stated, 

They felt less inhibited about telling me personal stories that they said they 

had not shared with their own children or friends in the community and they 
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tended to express their views on rather sensitive ethnic and racial issues 

more openly. (p. 22) 

 

Although not directly related to this particular study, the issue of wartime 

incarceration often arose during conversations with the participants in connection 

to their understanding of their collective history as an ethnic group in the United 

States. The issues of racism and discrimination could be seen in some cases as the 

underlying subtext of many of the stories that we attempted to articulate. 

Taylor (2011) used the term “intimate insider research” (p. 9) to emphasize 

the imbedded presence of the researcher in a cultural space where she lives and 

does research with those who are already friends or acquaintances. In this sense, I 

see myself as conducting intimate insider research and must “acknowledge the 

intertextuality that is a part of both the data gathering and writing processes” (p. 9). 

This chapter provides some examples of this complex relationship. 

Although I made an effort to provide a setting that was conducive to sharing 

or revealing instances that might be difficult to articulate, sudden silences, 

dysfluencies, or changes of topic after relatively long turns of talk related to being 

Japanese American or a person of color suggested feelings of discomfort for both 

interviewer and interviewee. Relations with colleagues or students provided 

examples of how identity negotiation was undertaken and how we felt about such 

experiences. I discovered that I was sometimes not well prepared to deal with 

situations that were charged with emotion and therefore opportunities for further 

expansion of the topic were sometimes lost. Talk about race continues to be a 
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challenge and many of us do not have readily available linguistic resources to 

describe and evaluate our experiences (Sue, 2003, 2010). 

To capture such interaction between the participants and me, I include my 

questions and remarks with participants’ long turns of talk. In addition, 

transcription conventions based on Riessman (2008) that highlight conversational 

aspects such as laughter, backchanneling, pauses, and volume are added to aid the 

analysis. In the following section, interaction between interviewer and interviewee 

is examined for both the context of such trouble and the interview process itself, as 

well as how sensitive topics such as racism and discrimination affect the interview 

overall. First, Rosalyn brings up the issue of teacher phenotype and its possible 

consequences in the classroom. Following that, Bruce refers to colleagues’ 

comments about English teachers’ race being used for class assignment. In the next 

example, Vivian wonders about the manner with which she is treated by other 

English instructors at a particular university. Finally, Naomi explores her attempts 

to establish common ground with students using references to her ethnicity. 

 

Rosalyn: Not a Laughing Matter 

Rosalyn revealed frank observations and evaluations about being Japanese 

American and how that affected her interactions with students in many instances 

throughout the interviews. Excerpt 1 highlights Rosalyn’s commentary that 

answered my request to clarify a statement “familiar but different enough” that she 

had used to describe herself. This comment had been made during an interview 
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conducted one year earlier. It captured a sense of the hybrid and tenuous nature of 

our existence as English teachers in a highly dichotomized landscape. While I 

waited for Rosalyn to finish a work-related phone call during the middle of a 

two-hour interview, I decided to ask for clarification when we resumed. I display 

the transcript of this excerpt with the dysfluencies left in, backchanneling by me 

marked by parentheses, and words voiced with emphasis capitalized. Commas and 

periods are added to augment clarity of naturally occurring talk interspersed with 

hesitations. Pauses are represented as (.). 

 

Excerpt 1  (August, 2011) 

L:  Ah, there was something that you had said before that I wanted to take up 1 

again. And ah, the fact that ah, I can’t, ah it’s in my computer, the exact 2 

wording. But ah, you said something about ah, being Japanese American that 3 

ah, it’s DIFFERENT ENOUGH or something for the students. Okay, in the 4 

one sense FAMILIAR, but different enough or something. And ah, I didn’t 5 

really follow up on that. But I was wondering if you had anything more to say 6 

about that. 7 

R: Oh ah let’s see, I think a lot of them are ah, maybe less so now, because now 8 

there are more ALTs in high schools. And ah, they’re a little bit more, ah 9 

students are a little bit more exposed to foreigners than before (uh huh). But 10 

sometimes I have a feeling that I was JUST foreign enough, but JUST 11 

familiar enough to feel comfortable (uh huh) with, but yet at the same time 12 

different (uh huh). I think maybe ah, when they, when they for example, this 13 

last group said that I was like their mother. I don’t know if they would do that 14 

with a foreign, foreign foreign teacher (uh huh). Ah maybe they wouldn’t, I 15 

don’t know. 16 

L: Oh yeah, “where did you meet your husband?” (L: laughing) 17 
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R: (laughing) But ah I I I think that sometimes, for example they say, “Oh his 18 

eyes are so blue” (hmm) y’ know, like like it was it was (.) INTIMIDATING 19 

to them (uh huh). And maybe that looking at someone, y’ know, who has 20 

kind of the same features that they’ve all seen through their lives (uh huh) 21 

might be more comfortable (uh huh). But I I might have told you that I’ve 22 

had comments that, “Oh you don’t look Japanese” (uh huh hmm). Y ’know, 23 

after a person has known me for a while, (uh huh) they can’t see that I might 24 

look Japanese. Or maybe it’s just the weight (R: laughing). But ah, because 25 

to them, it starts to take over in a way; the fact that I am not Japanese (uh 26 

huh). But when they first see me, they think, y’ know, “Oh she’s just like us.” 27 

And I don’t know, but by the end of the term, it’s usually something different 28 

(ah) (R: laughing). (uh huh) But I think y’ know in a way, maybe it’s like I’m 29 

like a stepping stone to the, to the y’ know, the blond-haired blue-eyed 30 

person (R: laughing) in getting them used to, y’ know, English (hmm hmm). 31 

I don’t know (hmm) maybe it’s just a weird idea (R: softened chuckle) 32 

L: Ah (.) since you don’t use English, ah excuse me, since you don’t use 33 

Japanese in the classroom then, and ah ah and you’re dealing with what, all 34 

levels from first year to seniors? (uh huh) Okay I’m sure it’s a different 35 

experience for y’ know depending the level that they are, y’ know, and what 36 

you can do. And but ah hmm could you talk a little bit about a class that you 37 

like or liked during your teaching or a class that has been particularly difficult 38 

to teach.39 

 

First, I focus on my interaction with Rosalyn. Throughout her long turn, I 

appeared as an attentive listener. My regular use of backchanneling phrase “uh huh” 

in lines 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 25, and 28 can be found throughout 

this passage, mostly after a new piece of information is introduced. Such 

backchanneling can be considered as signals for Rosalyn to continue with her talk 
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(Gardner, 2001). In addition, I made an interjection (line 17) that referred back to 

an earlier part of the interview. Rosalyn had commented on students asking 

questions about her private life that she found too personal. With line 17, I used 

humor by quoting a question from Rosalyn’s earlier talk that students reportedly 

asked, eliciting laughter from her (line 1) in an attempt to align myself with her 

story. 

Other noteworthy and possibly problematic backchanneling that I used was 

the more noncommittal ‘hmm’ (Gardner, 2001). This is found when specific 

references were made to physical attributes such as “eyes are so blue” (line 18) 

“you don’t look Japanese” (line 22) and the metaphor “I’m like a stepping stone to 

the, to the y’ know, the blond-haired blue-eyed person” (lines 29) that also alludes 

to phenotype. In conjunction with the use of ‘hmm,’ Rosalyn’s laughter occurred 

after references about physical characteristics such as “weight” (line 24) and 

“blond-haired blue-eyed person” (line 28). Notably, I did not join in with this 

laughter. 

Rosalyn throughout this excerpt spoke animatedly, offering detailed 

descriptions and evaluations of her ideas about how she viewed herself as Japanese 

American. The tempo of this extended talk slowed dramatically when I stopped 

encouraging her to continue by switching to noncommittal backchanneling (line 

30). Her less energetic statements such as “I don’t know” (line 30) that was then 

followed by “maybe it’s just a weird idea” (line 31) that essentially distanced her 
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from the ‘stepping-stone’ metaphor were then wrapped up by her solitary, softened 

laughter. 

Finally, the most striking aspect of the interaction was my changing the 

subject (line 32). Despite my request for clarification about the phrase in question 

in lines 3-6, I did not comment directly on Rosalyn’s metaphor at all. In fact, I 

quickly changed the subject (line 32) and proceeded to search for another question 

about a generic aspect of her teaching (line 36-37). My analysis leads me to think 

that when Rosalyn began to talk directly about different physical characteristics of 

White and Asian phenotype, as well as her own body image, I became 

uncomfortable and attempted to distance myself. Ironically, although I was the one 

to elicit talk about such differences, I again was not able to follow up with any 

substantial comments or backchanneling. This suggests that although both parties 

entered into the research relationship to explore issues of race, identity in language 

teaching, it remained a topic that evoked avoidance strategies. My insider status 

perhaps allowed Rosalyn to speak directly about her views on how teacher 

phenotype affected students. However, I did not make use of such status to its 

fullest degree for I did not follow up on her metaphor of how being a Japanese 

American English teacher was a “stepping stone” for students before they studied 

with a teacher who was so visibly different from them, that is, White. Further 

comment on the difficulty of talking about race is included in the summary of this 

chapter. 
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Bruce: Mixing It Up 

Bruce readily shared his views about how he was positioned within the 

university’s English teaching staff during this face-to-face interview. When I asked 

him to clarify a comment he had made in a previous session about the phrase 

“doing the mix” that referred to adapting different cultural modes of 

communication, he was ready to respond. He did not need much prompting to talk 

about the issues of race and how being Japanese American was a factor, although it 

is notable that the word ‘race’ was not mentioned in this particular excerpt. 

Although he started out with a degree of speed and force, he eventually slowed 

down, in an apparent reaction to either my body language or other cues. Excerpt 2 

begins with my abbreviated question and Bruce’s long response follows. Finally, 

my changing of the topic exhibits how our interaction shapes the direction of the 

interview. 

Further analysis based on suggestions by Koven (2012) to explore what 

people do through narrative or how people enact or do identity work in their 

narrative (p. 151) can shed light on how the interaction evolves. I examine the roles 

that Bruce assumed during the passage below and comment on how his interaction 

with me affected the telling of the story. In Table 3 below based on Koven (2012), 

the different roles that Bruce assumed in this passage are explained. Acting as a 

neutral narrator of the story is indicated by italics. Engaging the listener in the here- 

and- now is indicated by boldface letters. Performing the role of another character 

is indicated by underlining. Embellishing the contents of the story is marked by 
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boldfaced italics. Performing a character in an indirect quote is indicated by 

underlined italics. Bold-faced underlined sections indicate a fusion of the 

performed character in the here-and-now. 

 

Table 3. Speaker Roles in Narrative 

Role Function 

Narrator Neutral, unmarked telling of story 

Interlocutory Engages participants in here-and-now 

Narrator/Interlocutory Embellishes narration 

Character Perform character in story 

Narrator/Character Performance of character in indirect quote 

Interlocutory/Character Fusion of here-and-now with performed character 

Note. Italics = narrator; bold = interlocutory; underline = character. 

 

Excerpt 2  (July, 2010) 

L:  The last time we had an interview which was, it’s been quite a while. But you 1 

mentioned at the end, ahh, something about “doing the mix” you said. And I I 2 

understood that to mean, somehow, about maybe well having to perform 3 

different ways with different, which we do anyway (right). But but within the 4 

academic setting, yeah ah. But we didn’t get to go into any detail but… 5 

F: …Yeah, in that sense I find myself playing that with the Japanese side to get 6 

things to work. I would feel most comfortable IF I’m in, let it be in English or 7 

in Japanese, re respecting them. ‘Cause they’re respecting me in the same 8 

way regardless of language. When they see me, they see me as a person, 9 

rather than “oh he looks kind of Japanese.” And there’s this preferential, and 10 

ah these ideas that I might, ahh for example, a new language class. “Let’s 11 

put the White guy in there just because y’ know (B: laughing) (hmm). 12 

“Yeah, well ah they’re all ENGLISH teachers. But the White guy because ah, 13 

that’ll. That’s an ENGLISH class.” (B: whispering) (uh huh) There’s still 14 
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that going on. (uh huh) But ah (.) yeah that’s I guess, but I hope ah that 1 

ADDS a little bit to what we were talking about. 2 

L:  Oh oh DEFINITELY. I think ah (.) I probably y’ know without, ah yeah now, 3 

even unconsciously, yeah doing that shifting gears. And ah maybe sometimes 4 

it becomes so automatic, y’ know I just, I’m (.) not aware of what it is that I 5 

am doing… 6 

 

This particular excerpt was preceded by comments that Bruce requested to 

be off-record, so this was but one of many examples he gave about adjusting his 

communication style within his workplace. At the beginning, he used a 

straightforward narrative style (lines 6-7) interspersed with some embellishment 

(line 7). As soon as he spoke of his idealized situation (lines 7-10) in which he 

would be seen “as a person” (line 9), he shifted the focus to hypothetical or real 

instances that contrasted sharply with the ideal. Bruce’s use of reported speech in 

lines 10 “oh he looks kind of Japanese” served to broach the topic of his phenotype 

directly. He then hinted at the issue of discrimination with “preferential” and “these 

ideas I might” (lines 10-11) and launched into an example, using reported speech 

“Let’s put the white guy in there just because y’ know” (lines 11-12) accompanied 

by his laughter. Preference for White teachers was repeated in lines 12-14, and 

explained as the rationale of such a choice, linking language with race. Both the 

laughter and lowered voice (lines 12, 14) were examples of engaging the 

interlocutor (me) with the narrator’s point of view. 

Dealing with the sensitive topic required numerous efforts on Bruce’s part 

to manage the interaction between us while he told his story. Such efforts could be 
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seen as an expression of discomfort of having to explicitly say how preference for 

White English teachers continued to exist at his institution and was spoken about in 

his presence. Having to tolerate such behavior is no doubt demeaning and his 

nervous laughter could be interpreted to reflect Bruce’s discomfort. As for my 

performance as an interviewer, I responded to Bruce’s request to end that particular 

topic (lines 15-16) with enthusiasm (line 17). I then struggled, as evidenced by the 

numerous pauses in lines 17, 19, to go back to the original idea of “doing the mix” 

using another metaphor, “shifting gears” (line 18) without any mention of the 

example he had just given. The desire for mutual respect (line 8) that Bruce raised, 

in the context of dealing with intercultural communication issues, triggered 

examples of how such respect was often lacking in conversations that he had with 

his peers about who should be teaching English. In this instance as well, in the 

interest of confidentiality, I was unable to directly acknowledge what Bruce 

divulged and I ended up seeking safer ground by managing the interview so those 

comments were left unaddressed. I was no doubt equally chagrined that colleagues 

would joke about taken for granted policies that could disadvantage me. I might 

have pictured myself as a listener in such a conversation, unable to point out my 

discomfort at such remarks about “the White guy” and eager for it to be over. This 

example exposed the dilemmas for a researcher intimately involved in the story 

being told, for she experienced it in similar ways as her informant and so it could 

be equally uncomfortable for her. Her role as interviewer could thereby be 

unfavorably affected. 
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Vivian: Building the Case Together 

The following excerpt was from an interview conducted early in the data 

collection process when I was a novice interviewer. The topic concerns Vivian’s 

interactions with other non-Japanese teachers in a university setting. I strove for an 

informal, unstructured interview format because I thought that would be more 

effective than using formal interview protocol. I began with announcing the topic, 

“…being Japanese American, how that has influenced your experiences as an 

English teacher in Japanese universities.” I spoke often, frequently paraphrasing 

what she had said and sometimes did impromptu analyses of her comments. This 

example illustrates an interviewer aligning herself with the interviewee at almost 

every turn, which contrasts with the other excerpts where my backchanneling or 

lack of it might have led to the interviewee to suspend the narrative. As the 

“intimate insider” who offered positive feedback to the interviewee, I encouraged 

Vivian to continue her detailed storytelling in which she often revealed conflicted 

feelings. This interview was conducted through Skype using the audio function 

only, so I could not see her facial expressions. However, close listening of the 

recording revealed Vivian speaking with hesitation and uncertainty, interlaced with 

sudden decisive statements. Noticeable pauses were common. Unlike the section 

above, I do not utilize the coding for speaker roles suggested by Koven (2012). 

 

Excerpt 3  (December, 2007)

L: So, it sounds like they automatic, well again, this is similar to my 1 

experiences, but you’re automatically placed as or positioned, I should say, 2 
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Japanese. Therefore, they don’t even think to ask the kinds of questions they 3 

would if uh to another compatriot, right? (L: laugh) Hmm 4 

V:  I then know that, and uh and I accept it (.) and y’ know, I just shrug my 5 

shoulders and say “It’s happening again” (hmm). And so I would just uh (.) 6 

uh, I don’t say I’m alone (hmm) or that I just stick to or stay by myself, but I 7 

do, y’ know, try to (.) uh, to to get people to understand that, y’ know, that 8 

I’m Japanese American, which is different. And and right now, after two 9 

years, it’s okay. 10 

L: So it usually it takes, it takes time for the other people to understand who you 11 

are. And it’s only through (.) your saying that oftentimes, they don’t even 12 

make no effort to get to know who you are. They just automatically put you 13 

in the Japanese box. 14 

V: Right (hmm). “Well I don’t need a Japanese person to be a friend with” 15 

(yeah). And then after, y’ know, after short conversations during lunch and 16 

after they realize, “oh, she does go to the United States, back and forth. Oh, 17 

she does have relatives. Oh, she does have friends,” y’ know, “in foreign 18 

countries” and then I feel that, okay, they’re trying to bring me back into 19 

their circle. 20 

L: Hmm, oh only after they have that information. Hmm. 21 

V: “So she is a legitimate foreigner” (hmm). But I, and I sometimes ah (.) it’s an 22 

awkward feeling trying to, ah getting into that circle. But do I want to get into 23 

that circle? Yeah, I do want to get into that circle. I do want to feel that I 24 

belong with other teachers from, y’ know, other countries (hmm). But I don’t 25 

want to beg to join (hmm, uh huh). I don’t want to, you know, feel like, “Oh 26 

poor Vivian, y’ know, she’s all alone.” I don’t want to. I have too much pride 27 

to, to, to, try to crawl my way into that circle (hmm). It’s just (.) until 28 

someone shows some interest or someone asks the questions that uh, will 29 

give me a reason to explain who I am (hmm). I won’t say, “Hey I’m a 30 

Japanese American, I’m just like you.” I will not do that. Unless someone can, 31 
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will ask me the questions that will bring me out and then, they’ll say, “Oh 32 

okay, so you’re a foreigner too.” 33 

 

Vivian and I engaged in the topic of her difficulty becoming acquainted 

with other teachers because she was seen as Japanese and therefore not invited to 

join that circle gathered in the teachers’ lounge. In this conversation-like interview, 

I spoke as much she did, as illustrated in lines 1-4 and 11-14. During a turn, I 

offered my analysis of her situation, beginning with the phrase, “So it sounds like 

they…” (line 1). At another time, I picked up on what she had just said, “after two 

years, it’s okay” (line 9) with “Usually it takes time” (line 10) and then repeated 

what I had said before about being positioned as Japanese (lines 2-3) with a new 

phrase “…automatically put you in a Japanese box” (line 14). Most importantly, I 

began in lines 1-2 with “this is similar to my experiences,” an indication of aligning 

myself with her story. 

Establishing myself as someone who empathized with her, I was an intimate 

insider to her sometimes unflattering comments about her interlocutors. For 

example, with the imagined line “Well I don’t need a Japanese person to be a friend 

with” (line 14), Vivian portrayed the teachers who ignored her as not being 

interested in befriending another teacher because she appeared to be Japanese. I 

aligned myself with that statement saying “yeah” (line 14). In another instance, she 

described her conflicted feelings of alienation and desire to belong to that very 

group that she depicted as unwelcoming (lines 20-26). Throughout this portion, I 

backchannelled frequently, using a noncommittal “hmm” or a more encouraging 
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“uh huh” in line 24, after her comment, “but I don’t want to beg to join.” Finally, as 

a listener in this excerpt, I was able to wait when pauses occurred during Vivian’s 

long turns (lines 5, 6, 8, 22, 28). This is noteworthy, for long pauses during a 

conversation are oftentimes considered problematic and are seen as opportunities 

for an interlocutor to intervene to keep the flow of talk moving. I fulfilled the role 

as an interested and supportive interlocutor who offered positive feedback through 

strategic backchanneling and paraphrasing her words, as well as offering 

interpretations of the actions and words of the characters in her narrative. 

Although the degree of my participation in building the story with Vivian 

could be seen as an effort to be supportive and encouraging her to continue with her 

narrative, it can be problematic. For instance, my comment in lines 3-4 “…they 

don’t even think to ask the kinds of questions they would to uh another compatriot, 

right?” could be taken as an instance of putting words into her mouth. In addition, 

in lines 12-13, I summed up the actions of the interlocutors Vivian described as 

“…automatically put you in the Japanese box”, to which she replied affirmatively. 

My possibly overzealous effort to empathize or understand her experiences by 

paraphrasing examples of uncomfortable experiences reflect the complexities of 

managing my role as interviewer when the contents of the story were close to my 

own experiences.  
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Naomi: Mirroring That Reveals 

I chose the following excerpt to illustrate how my insider status facilitated 

interaction with Naomi. De Fina (2011) proposed that “… the kinds of identities 

that people present crucially depend on who they understand their interlocutors to 

be” (p. 30). Naomi was a member of the focus group and we had participated in 

discussions previous to this interview about issues concerning our identities as 

Japanese Americans. We had also participated in informal social activities 

including a small group journal focused on similar issues. Therefore, we shared a 

certain understanding of what was involved with identity issues concerning our 

experiences in Japan. Conducted through Skype using audio only, this follow-up 

interview explored Naomi’s classroom practice concerning self-introductions (see 

Chapter 4) to elicit her evaluations of the effectiveness of her doing or not doing 

self-introductions. I had noticed that Naomi had been more reticent during focus 

group discussions. However, during a one-to-one interaction, she appeared to be 

more at ease at talking about how she engaged in identity negotiation with her 

students. We equally contributed to the conversation as she spoke about her 

experiences. I have underlined the phrases that were repeated to illustrate how we 

mirrored each other. 

 

 Excerpt 4  (May, 2008) 

L: Did you notice ah, this year, well say classes you chose NOT to (uh huh) 1 

explain. Was it because you had already had them before or 2 

N: Ah, well, in the second years’ students, they just seem more ah, relaxed 3 

about taking a class. (uh huh) Whereas this year’s students, they’re really ah, 4 
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I guess ANXIOUS. (uh huh) You could almost see the anxiety on their 5 

faces. And ah, I just in a way, it’s not just a way to tell them that, y’ know, I 6 

have some ah Japanese blood. But just to tell them something about my 7 

background I thought. (uh huh) So it’s not just, just that y’ know. (uh huh ) 8 

Yeah, so they just looked so anxious. (laughing) 9 

L: Oh, you want to make them feel at ease somehow or 10 

N: Yeah, at ease and I guess in a way, having a connection, ah a grandmother 11 

and grandfather who was born in Japan and y’ know and having that that ah 12 

(.) It it SEEMS like y’ know that the connection becomes clearer or easier 13 

or something like that (uh huh) yeah, uh huh 14 

L: Oh, I see so maybe try to find this common ground that that you share or 15 

something 16 

N: A common ground and also just a way to tell that, tell them something 17 

about myself that they they would know something about myself. (uh huh) 18 

Whereas second year students, I don’t have, I don’t feel like I have to tell 19 

them anything about myself. We just start into the class (uh huh oh) uh huh 20 

L: So it’s ah more, you’re sort of judging (.) yeah, how to develop this ah or 21 

create this COMFORT level (yeeah) for for the class itself 22 

N: For the class and I guess and when you say class, I guess, it means for 23 

myself too. (uh huh) So hmm yeah uh huh so that it’s they’re I feel that 24 

they’re clear about who I am (.) in a way (uh huh) yeah 25 

L: Okay I think that you mentioned (uh huh) that in some cases even though 26 

you explain they still they still don’t get it 27 

N: Still don’t get it (laughing) (L: laughing)28 
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The flow of the give-and-take of this particular exchange exemplified the 

efforts that Naomi and I made to keep in line with each other’s talk. As interviewer, 

I rephrased her previous comments as a way to confirm that I understood what she 

had said (lines 10, 15, 22). For example, I suggested that her mentioning her 

Japanese family ancestry was an attempt to find “common ground” (line 15) with 

her students. In another instance, her comments about student anxiety prompted me 

to suggest her self-revelations were aimed at putting them at ease (lines 21-22). In 

both cases, using her Japanese American background as a way to both engage her 

students as well as create a dynamic in which she also felt comfortable with 

students unfamiliar studying English in English demonstrated how she utilized her 

agency. 

Also notable in this particular exchange is the pattern of my summarizing 

Naomi’s previous statement in a short phrase that was then taken up by her in the 

next turn (lines 9 and 10, 13 and 15, 20 and 21, 25 and 26). In almost perfect 

symmetry, we continued in this manner that culminated in shared laughter about a 

commonly held conclusion that despite verbal explanations of our family 

genealogy, students “still don’t get it” (line 28). This instance of laughter could be 

seen as an example of an insiders’ joke that would not be worded in such a manner. 

My close alignment with Naomi could be seen as an attempt to validate what she 

said. In all cases, she offered further insights on her classroom practice that 

deepened the line of inquiry into how her ethnicity affected how she approaches her 

students. 
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As with Vivian, my interaction with Naomi in the role of an interviewer 

about a topic that has been discussed numerous times through focus group 

discussion, informal social events, or shared online group journaling was facilitated 

by a sense of mutual familiarity and trust. Throughout this particular excerpt, the 

central theme of creating a classroom environment where all could feel relaxed and 

comfortable was reflected in the dynamic produced through our talk as we strove to 

keep the exchange intimate and equally shared. 

 

Summary of this Chapter 

My role as interviewer analyzed in the first two excerpts highlighted how I 

faced challenges to provide adequate feedback to the interviewees when I felt 

uncomfortable with contents referring to race and when I perceived reluctance by 

participants to further pursue the topic. I did not anticipate this aspect of the 

research process, for I assumed that I would be well-versed in the type of issues 

that might arise. As an insider, I expected that the participants, in this case Rosalyn 

and Bruce, would be more at ease dealing with sensitive topics because I had also 

experienced the sting and shame of being marginalized based on ethnicity. 

However, as I pointed out, at times it was my own discomfort to address directly 

those very incidents or the greater discourse that devalued the participants’ 

presence in the TESOL contexts in Japan. I feel that while I gave witness to the 

participants’ revelations, I was not able to fully honor their stories at the time of the 

interviews. 
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Shome (2010) has aided my understanding of how race and emotions play 

out in interactions in intercultural settings. She claimed that we need to consider the 

intertwined nature of experiencing race and emotions, for “emotions … themselves 

are products of historical and geopolitical situatedness through which we secure our 

subjectivities and experience our identities” (p. 163). Accordingly, emotions that 

emerged during an interview could be seen as a reflection of how the participants 

and I have experienced our racialized identities throughout our lives. As a 

researcher, I took it for granted that I would be able to totally control my feelings 

during interviews that dealt with personal experiences imbued with highly charged 

emotions because I thought I had adequately prepared myself by reflecting on my 

own experiences. However, I now recognize the extent of my own emotions tied to 

issues of race and otherness. Such a revelation will hopefully better prepare me for 

future research undertakings involving emotionally charged topics. 

On the other hand, there were instances when I was able to mobilize my 

insider positionality to interact actively with the participants. Such alignment with 

storytellers, in this case Vivian and Naomi, could be seen as encouraging and 

possibly gave them confidence to continue with their storytelling. I had interacted 

with both Vivian and Naomi in informal social events and other activities, so this 

type of interaction came more naturally. My role as interviewer with them was less 

the detached researcher and more the peer who encouraged the telling and 

evaluation of the story as it unfolded in real time. 
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The interaction between researcher and interviewee is multilayered with 

personal histories, worldviews, and opinions about life as an academic in Japan as 

well as the dynamics created during the actual interview. Data resulting from such 

interactions is therefore influenced in unpredictable ways, requiring consideration 

during detailed analyses. Conducting intimate insider research involved nuanced 

performance as an interviewer on my part, revealing the dilemmas and challenges I 

faced to effectively deal with sensitive topics. 
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CHAPTER 8 

DISCUSSION 

 MAKING CONNECTIONS 

 

In this chapter, I discuss the findings and highlight common issues 

concerning identity negotiation of multiple Japanese American participants with a 

range of interlocutors in professional and personal life spheres. Such identity 

negotiation can be seen as struggles to counter identities that have been imposed, 

devalued, unavailable, or misunderstood (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004, p. 20). 

First, I reiterate the relevant aspects of the conceptual framework of discourse, 

identity, and race. Next, I link these concepts to professional and personal life 

spheres. Finally, I make connections between the participants’ experiences in the 

Japanese context of English language teaching with broader issues of inequality in 

the TESOL field. 

 

Discourse: Small and Large ‘D’ 

For my discussion of discourse, I refer to Blommaert, 2005 (reviewed in 

Chapter 2), whose broad definition of discourse “comprises all forms of meaningful 

semiotic human activity seen in connection with social, cultural, and historical 

patterns and development of use” (p. 3). For the purposes of this discussion, I utilize 

the term Discourse with a capital D (Gee, 2005), which is useful to alert us how 

certain texts, practices, and values shape how we talk about a certain topic in 



 211 

conjunction with Blommaert’s definition. As I have proposed earlier, I discuss how 

the local conditions in conjunction with the larger forces of globalization influenced 

the participants and me as we used English and Japanese for professional and 

personal purposes. Our portrayals of our concerns about classroom and 

office/meeting room interactions have shed light on how certain Discourses shaped 

the expectations for our linguistic behavior. For example, who is considered a 

legitimate English language professional is one area (Kubota, 2002; Leung & 

Rampton, 1997; Mahboob, 2006; Romney, 2006). In addition, our Japanese 

American heritage is a marker that places expectations for us to have competence in 

Japanese, based on the tenets of nihonjinron (Befu, 2001; Doerr, 2010). Our attempts 

to work within such restrictive parameters and challenge such Discourses can be 

seen as our attempt at exercising our agency. 

Concerning such issues of linguistic inequality, Blommaert (2005) remarked: 

Part of linguistic inequality in any society -- and consequently, part of much 

social inequality -- depends on the inability of speakers accurately to perform 

certain discourse functions on the basis of available and accessible resources. 

Language functions and the ways in which they are performed by people are 

constantly assessed and evaluated: function and value are impossible to 

separate. Consequently, as said before, differences in the use of language are 

quickly, and quite systematically, translated into inequalities between 

speakers (p. 71). 

 



 212 

Identity: Dilemmatic Spheres 

Identity is neither singular nor static and is negotiated by interlocutors during 

all interactions. As Benwell and Stokoe (2010) have suggested, identity can be 

understood as “…actively, ongoingly, dynamically constructed, rather than reflected, 

in talk and texts of all kinds” (p. 83). Throughout the interviews, the participants and 

I negotiated our identities in the contexts of the story lines that we told as well as with 

each other as we engaged in unstructured talk. Although we used labels such as 

Japanese, American, Japanese American, native speaker, and others to describe 

ourselves or demarcate differences with interlocutors in our stories, the identities that 

we assumed or were assigned by others were malleable and layered. In this section, I 

make use of the notion of “dilemmatic spaces” that Bamberg, De Fina, and Schiffrin 

(2011, p. 177) suggested to discuss how identity was negotiated by the participants 

and me. For purposes of review, the dilemmas in identity work concern the issues 

of agency and control, difference and sameness, and constancy and change (refer to 

Chapter 2). 

 

Agency and Control 

Dilemmas concerning agency and control revolve around the role that 

discourses have in constructing the worlds people live in and people creating those 

discourses. In this study, I focused on the tensions between “I-as-subject, who 

constructs the way the world is” and “me-as-undergoer [who] is constructed by the 

way the world is” in selected examples in the section on discourse above to explore 
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how participants negotiated those dilemmas (Bamberg et al., 2011, p. 177). As 

suggested in the previous section, the examples of “me-as-undergoer” or person 

constructed by the tenets of nihonjinron figured prominently in narratives. Concrete 

examples from participants’ experiences as elaborated in the Findings chapters 

highlight their attempts to pass as Japanese nationals in order to escape intrusive 

speculations about their nationality, ethnicity, and other markers of difference. In 

contrast, professional spaces were a place where moves to establish “I-as-subject” 

required different strategies of agency and control, as illustrated by Gary (Chapter 5, 

Excerpt 5) by insisting on using English only. 

The participants maneuvered their identities in the dilemmatic spaces where 

they negotiated agency and control through means of language choice and other 

social practices. At times, their actions appeared to be contradictory, such as using 

Japanese to pass as Japanese nationals and using English to establish oneself as a 

NS English instructor. I understand such seeming paradoxes as responses to 

Discourses that operated in powerful ways. However, such Discourses were not 

invincible, as examples of resistance and acts of agency in the Findings chapters 

have illustrated. The fact that the participants in this study had to engage in such 

negotiation set them apart from participants in Duff and Uchida (1997), who were 

contrasted for being either Japanese or non-Japanese. For the participants of this 

study, both exercising one’s agency and adapting to existing expectations in order 

to establish a desired identity involved ongoing risk-taking that could result in 

failure. 



 214 

Through such risk-taking, the participants experimented with a number of 

practices in an effort to find what met their needs for achieving a sense of agency in 

their dealings with interlocutors unfamiliar with the multicultural background of 

Japanese American TESOL professionals. What was striking was that what worked 

for one participant was what another decided to abandon, for example the practice 

of explicitly describing one’s ethnic background to students. The act of explaining 

one’s being Japanese American meant acquiescing to the constant pressure felt to 

prove who one was, i.e., a NS English teacher. On the other hand, the same act was 

understood as a means of educating students about the diversity of 

English-speaking people in the world and satisfied the participant’s desire to use 

her ethnicity as a teaching resource. The later stance echoed what Menard-Warwick 

(2008) found with her participants who were also transnational TESOL 

professionals working in the Americas. Proactively utilizing one’s multicultural 

background and experiences in the classroom is one possible avenue that could be 

explored by people like the participants in this study to gain more control over their 

agency in identity negotiation. However, I understand that the dynamics in the 

classroom and the larger context can influence the outcomes of such efforts as well. 

 

Difference and Sameness 

In the dilemmatic space concerning difference and sameness, I examined 

“how we can draw up a sense of self as differentiated and/or as integrated within 

self-other relations—and how in concrete contexts we navigate between those two” 
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(Bamberg, De Fina, & Schiffrin, 2011, p. 177). For this aspect of identity 

negotiation, I focused on the interaction between the participants and me through 

the interview interactions. Although we primarily acted in the prescribed roles of 

researcher and participant, interviewer and interviewee, we were constantly 

negotiating our difference and sameness as Japanese Americans, men and women, 

and TESOL professionals, who were living long-term in Japan. Overall, I suggest 

that we emphasized our sameness as Japanese Americans for the sake of the 

interviews to be successful. 

In addition, how participants dealt with their difference and sameness with 

their interlocutors was another salient issue. Negotiating the sameness that was 

expected regarding language use and other cultural modes of communication by 

their Japanese interlocutors oftentimes was fraught with tension and 

miscommunication. In the classroom, the participants were met with expectations 

by the students that they be different in order to be NS instructors of English and 

had to negotiate their being the same as other NS teachers while looking the same 

as the students. With NS colleagues, their sameness could be managed through the 

use of a common L1. However, their difference could suddenly become prioritized 

when issues concerning desirability as English instructors were salient. Negotiating 

difference and sameness in dilemmatic spaces was constant and contradictory, 

highlighting the challenges experienced daily in both public and private spheres. 
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Constancy and Change 

In the dilemmatic spaces of constancy and change, “how we can claim to be 

the same in the face of constant change” coupled with “how we can claim to have 

changed in the face of still being the same” (Bamberg, De Fina, & Schiffrin, 2011, 

p. 177) was the focus of examination. For the purposes of this study, I highlighted 

how constancy and change were revealed over time in ongoing interviews, both in 

the contexts of the participants’ narratives as well as in the interview processes 

themselves. In their study, Ethier and Deaux (1994) suggested that changes in 

physical and social contexts, such as life on a college campus compared to high 

school life, brought about changes in Hispanic students’ feelings about their 

ethnicity. Different in focus, I suggest that the change in the participants’ 

extracurricular community, that is, becoming a member of a newly defined 

community of Japanese Americans who sought each other’s company in order to 

talk about identity issues, played a role in how some participants negotiated their 

identities under conditions of constancy and change in their workplace dealings. 

Conditions of constancy included the institutional environment with 

hierarchies of desirability for instructors of English that reinforced both student and 

administrative expectations about how the participants would perform their duties 

as English teachers. Despite being experienced educators, they faced the constancy 

of templates that worked to determine how they would operate within their specific 

institutions. On the other hand, conditions of change included their own evolving 

understanding of their position within each environment such as a new classroom 
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of students or meeting room of colleagues. The tension between their own sense of 

metamorphic understanding and the perceived lack of transformation of the 

circumstances remained a constant source of vexation. 

 

Race: Critical Race Theory 

For the discussion of race, I refer to the tenets of Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) that theorize and illustrate how race operates as a powerful construct that 

privileges some and disadvantages others (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 

1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). The racialization of the Japanese American 

participants in their professional and private lives in the Japanese context was a 

topic that came up often in their narratives. Of particular importance was how 

perceptions of race influenced daily life because of longstanding social structures 

that go unnoticed by those privileged. (See Chapter 2 for further details.) Without 

prompting, all participants spoke of being racialized by interlocutors in professional 

and private spheres. Avoidance of the word ‘race’ was also common as well as the 

incidence of discomfort displayed when specific references about skin color, 

unequal status with Whites, and emotions about such experiences were offered or 

elicited.  

Because the inequalities that were created and maintained by racialization 

were painful, the participants and I struggled to clarify how our lives have been 

impacted (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Lee, 2003; Miller, 2008). The participants’ 

storytelling showcased in the sections that follow is an example of what 
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Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) have suggested is vital to the process of 

uncovering how racialization is experienced by the people themselves. Such 

counter-story telling (Delgado, 2000) is one of the few ways of accessing the 

experiences of racialization and is central to this project. 

 

Professional Life Issues 

In this section, three topics concerning the participants’ professional lives 

are discussed. First, I look at how institutional policies impact the participants’ 

roles as TESOL professionals. Next, I discuss classroom dynamics that present 

challenges for both students and teachers. Finally, I consider the relationships with 

colleagues that oftentimes detract from the participants’ efficacy in their 

professional lives. 

 

Institutional Policies 

The experiences shared by the participants reflected how institutional 

policies in tertiary education in Japan have created hierarchies of preference for 

TESOL instructors based on phenotype and national origin (Appleby, 2012; Kubota 

& McKay, 2009; Hayes, 2013). Rosalyn’s metaphor of a Japanese American 

language professional as a “stepping stone to the…blond haired blue-eyed person” 

(Chapter 7, Excerpt 1) captured the essence of how racialization of teachers 

operates by prioritizing interaction with a certain type of desirable NS teacher for 

English language learners. I suggest that hiring policies, curriculum design, 
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teaching assignments, marketing materials, public and private discourse, textbook 

visuals, and student interactions taken together have led Rosalyn to search for 

reasons why her relative sameness to students could be taken in a positive light. 

The stepping-stone metaphor, however, necessarily positions a Japanese American 

teacher as lower in status to her White counterpart. My inability to engage further 

in interviews on this particularly potent declaration still haunts me as a researcher, 

forcing me to see how living and working in such an environment has shaped my 

response to such direct references to race, even with those who have agreed to 

share such potentially face-threatening topics. 

Powerful Discourses shape the landscape that the participants and I occupy as 

language educators and are reflected in institutional policies. We are involved both 

in the maintenance of and resistance to such Discourses by our actions that are not 

always apparent to us. Because we are not visibly different from the majority and 

share ancestry through grandparents or parents, the tenets of a local nihonjinron 

Discourses that stipulate the genetically inherited nature of Japanese language and 

cultural knowledge define who we are in the eyes of most of our Japanese 

interlocutors. Not being able to live up to expectations that we speak and act 

Japanese has real consequences in our professional lives.  

In tandem with a global notion about who owns English (Canagarajah, 1999; 

Kachru, 1988; Norton, 1997; Phillipson, 1992), our status as NS teachers of English 

is oftentimes challenged for we do not fit within the Discourses of the desired 

phenotype. These experiences have been largely unshared and remain hidden from 
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most members of the profession, who may not have critical awareness of how 

language and race can operate to maintain such inequalities. 

By acting to counter Discourses such as nihonjinron that conflate race with 

language use, Bruce took risks of being positioned as uncanny and uncooperative by 

interlocutors in his professional setting who were unable or unwilling to 

accommodate his insistence on using English in situations outside language 

classrooms (Takamori, 2010). It is possible that he was able to do so for a number of 

reasons. To begin with, his temperament was such that he could deal with distressed 

interlocutors and defuse the tensions created by his language use. Without anxiety 

about the possible repercussions for his using English, he could face the same 

interlocutor day after day. His being male might have given him license to be bold in 

his insistence that people deal with him in English. Finally, his position at his 

workplace where he worked closely with other NS language educators reinforced a 

strong sense of the necessity for him to play the role of a NS teacher of English. All 

of these factors no doubt are salient, a reminder of the complexity of how language 

use is negotiated. Such examples above highlight how institutional policies have 

created environments in which TESOL professionals are ranked according to race 

and national origin. 

 

Classroom Dynamics 

Another issue of concern in the professional lives of the participants was 

classroom dynamics. How language use was shaped by prevailing Discourses that 
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defined authenticity of NS teachers based on phenotype was a recurrent professional 

issue connected to classroom dynamics in this study. As explored by scholars 

critiquing racialization of TESOL professionals (Curtis & Romney, 2006; Kubota & 

Fujimoto, 2013; Kubota & Lin, 2006), the issue for the participants and me was that 

we must oftentimes convince skeptical students that we were legitimate teachers of 

English. 

The classroom was a place where moves to establish “I-as-subject” required 

strategies illustrated by Gary in Chapter 5, Excerpt 5. Because of Discourses that 

raised students’ expectations that their NS English teacher be White, Gary chose to 

speak in English only. Gary’s revelation that, “I just use regular English, regular 

speed” was an example of using agency to counter the nihonjinron Discourse that 

he was a Japanese national. By defining which language was to be used in class and 

by not adjusting his speed or vocabulary, Gary utilized English that students might 

not have understood. His doing so was a way to make the point that he was, in fact, 

different from them and to illustrate that he would not accommodate their needs to 

make the language easier to understand. Ironically, the act of creating moments of 

non-comprehension for students was deemed one way for him to exercise agency in 

his classroom. 

Bruce also used this strategy, as illustrated by his comments in which he 

explained, “my style of teaching and my methodology is all based on English only” 

(Chapter 5, Excerpt 7). It could be argued that such a stance has its pedagogical 

justifications, i.e., limiting classroom language to the TL would potentially 
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facilitate the learners’ progress. However, in Bruce’s case, he spoke about why it 

was necessary to counter students’ disappointment, expressed in their comment, 

“Oh, Japanese teacher. How come?” English-only policies as well as classroom 

activity practices were harnessed by Bruce to exercise his agency as “I-the-subject” 

who set the parameters of allowable interaction. 

Bruce demonstrated his resolve to trump student expectations that he would 

behave as a Japanese national. By not addressing their curiosity about his ethnicity, 

he argued that “my teaching style in the classroom puts that to the side and it doesn’t 

put it to the forefront that I look this way and why, because right when we start, we 

get right into studying and the whole class building and group dynamics and what not” 

(Chapter 5, Excerpt 7). He utilized his power as the teacher to maintain strict target 

language usage in the classroom as well as focusing on getting students accustomed 

to actively participate in class activities. Showing that his classroom style differed 

from a teacher-centered, grammar-translation class, Bruce mobilized target language 

usage and methodology to persuade the students that he was not what he appeared to 

be, that is, a Japanese national. In my observations of Bruce on the campus of his 

university, I noted how he greeted students in the cafeteria or hallways and engaged 

in brief small talk with them, always in English. They appeared to enjoy this 

interaction in English outside of the classroom (Bruce Interview No. 4 October, 2011 

Field Notes). 

Concerning how the classroom dynamic of difference and sameness was 

navigated by a participant with her students, I next discuss Rosalyn’s comments 
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about her being “familiar but different enough” (Chapter 7, Excerpt 1). She 

described her identity negotiation with her students in such a dilemmatic space as 

“I was JUST foreign enough, but JUST familiar enough to feel comfortable with, 

but at the same time different.” Being ‘foreign enough’ satisfied the students’ 

expectation that their NS teacher was different from them because she used only 

English in the classroom and smiled a lot (Chapter 6, Excerpt 1). Notable was 

Rosalyn’s coded way of speaking about her similarity in phenotype with the 

students that she attributed to their feeling comfortable with her as their teacher. 

She surmised that although the students might have desired someone obviously 

different from them, they also benefited from her apparent sameness with them. 

Moreover, the students even likened her to being “their mother.” I doubt 

that Rosalyn had strived for such positioning and I surmise that her relative age and 

nurturing manner elicited such a response. Such a breach of student/teacher 

protocol could be interpreted as a result of the students’ overgeneralization of 

Rosalyn’s appearance to fit their preconceived notions about women of a similar 

age. Rosalyn’s comment, “I don’t know if they would do that with a foreign, 

foreign foreign teacher” reflected her understanding of how her ‘difference’ 

worked in ways dissimilar to that of a visibly different teacher who would most 

likely not be positioned as the students’ mother. 

In another example of classroom dynamics, I comment on how difference 

and sameness were negotiated when Naomi and I discussed this issue, almost 

seamlessly mirroring each other’s lexical choices (Chapter 7, Excerpt 4). In this 
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excerpt, I paraphrased what she described about students’ anxiety toward her being 

different from them, which was followed by her using the same phrase in her next 

turn of talk. In an effort to establish sameness with the students, she used the 

example of “having a connection, ah a grandmother and grandfather who was born 

in Japan,” as something to which her Japanese students could also make claim. The 

fact that I did not challenge this practice could be seen as my effort to maintain my 

sameness with Naomi although I questioned the wisdom of pointing out to students 

how having the same racial background would make Japanese American teachers 

the same as their students. Such an example illustrated how nihonjinron worked to 

emphasize the power of blood as a determinant in linguistic and cultural literacy 

and therefore would work against establishing a deeper understanding of why 

Japanese American teachers appear to be the same as but are in fact different from 

their Japanese students. 

How two participants initiated attempted changes to classroom dynamics is 

illustrated in the following example. Naomi and Vivian, both active participants in 

focus group discussions and other social events with Japanese American language 

professionals (see Chapter 5), changed their approaches to self-introductions to 

students on the first day of class. What was noteworthy were the contrasting ways 

they chose. On the one hand, Vivian spoke of her newly found voice that allowed 

her to specifically address her Japanese American heritage (Chapter 5, Excerpts 2, 

3). As for Naomi, she changed from explaining how being Japanese American was 

“I look exactly like the lady next door…but I’m actually from America” to making 
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no explanation at all (Chapter 5, Excerpt 4). Although both Vivian and Naomi 

constantly faced the need to negotiate with each new classroom of students why 

they were NS English teachers, they chose to change their praxis to suit their sense 

of identity that evolved through in-depth discussions with other Japanese 

Americans. How they chose to negotiate did change, leading them to “develop and 

maintain a sense of self as unitary” (Bamberg et al., 2011, p. 177). The constancy 

of their desire for recognition and acceptance by their interlocutors in the classroom 

remained unchanged. 

 

Relationships with Colleagues 

Another professional life issue concerned the participants’ relationships 

with colleagues. Daily interactions spanning both short and long-termed 

relationships with colleagues at the workplace was a sphere where the participants 

and I dealt with a range of identity negotiation issues. When interacting with 

administrators and colleagues, the participants found the terrain more challenging 

and difficult to control. In one example, Bruce’s resolve to use English with 

administrators was compromised by the presence of his White colleague. He 

assessed the dynamics as, “I make putting more effort into showing that ‘Hey, ah I’m 

not Japanese.’ I feel I put a lot of effort into that. I have to put more effort in 

definitely than he does” (Chapter 6, Excerpt 10). As Blommaert (2005) has 

suggested, the English Bruce used operated differently in different environments. All 

previous efforts to establish his English-speaking persona with his interlocutors 
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could suddenly be undone by being with a White colleague at an office. In the 

example cited above in which his colleague attempted to speak in Japanese and 

Bruce suddenly was positioned as an interpreter to whom administrators spoke in 

Japanese, the overwhelming nature of Discourses that connect language use and race 

came to the fore. 

Other participants’ stories included examples of Discourses about English 

language education practices. For example, Rosalyn’s negative evaluation of her by 

mostly male colleagues analyzed in Chapter 6 could be seen as a manifestation of a 

Discourse that prioritized and normalized Western workplace communication 

standards and values in a Japanese university setting and advantaged those who 

shared those practices. In Rosalyn’s case, not being aggressive in how she spoke nor 

bold in her dealings with her colleagues was interpreted as being passive and 

therefore less worthy. Being a Japanese American woman working with mostly 

White male colleagues, her case was remarkably similar to those Asian American 

educators who reported similar experiences in U.S. universities (Li & Beckett, 

2006). The unquestioning stance of colleagues who saw themselves as setting the 

standard was evident, reflecting how the ownership and maintenance of English 

language education has evolved (Canagarajah, 1999; Kachru, 1988; Phillipson, 

1992). 

Concerning another aspect of relationships with colleagues, Bruce’s use of 

English coupled with a communication style that he felt would be effective was not 

always acceptable. Unresolved issues pertaining to miscommunications through 
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email and face-to-face meetings illustrated how his use of his L1 could backfire 

when the interactions were gauged according to Japanese protocol that required 

non-confrontation and sufficient pre-meeting groundwork. The need to position 

himself as an American and NS of English so that he would be recognized by his 

interlocutors as such did not always work (Davies & Harré, 1990). A high level of 

energy was needed to maintain such terms of engagement, for he was often going 

against the flow of what was expected and the possibility of failure was always 

present. At times, his role as a straight-talking American would be valued or 

tolerated, but when the context of the interaction involved both NS and Japanese 

colleagues from both teaching and administrative realms, institutional protocol 

reigned. A willingness to confound others was necessary, as well as resilience to 

counter the pushback for not adapting to expectations by interlocutors to adhere 

strictly to Japanese norms. 

The sphere of work was one of constant struggle, requiring identity 

negotiation that oftentimes did not yield in optimum results. The participants 

needed to continually reevaluate their interactions with colleagues. They found 

conflicting standards existing, making them vulnerable to negative evaluations of 

their work, based on not being sufficiently ‘Japanese’ in certain instances or 

‘American’ in others. The criterion for interaction with colleagues was oftentimes 

elusive and transitory, proving to be mostly to their disadvantage. 
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Summary of this Section 

In the professional lives of the participants, issues involving institutional 

policies, classroom dynamics, and relationships with colleagues were central to 

their concerns. Hierarchies existing in English language programs delegated certain 

classes to be taught by NS instructors recruited from Inner Circle countries who 

were most often White, which created dilemmas for the participants. Not only 

students, but colleagues as well were often unable to go beyond Discourses that 

positioned White TESOL professionals as superior and desirable (Appleby, 2012; 

Kubota, 2011). The identity negotiation undertaken by the participants to resist 

these conditions required them to be resilient and creative. They took risks being 

assertive in language use, especially using English when Japanese was expected by 

many interlocutors, including their colleagues who oftentimes gave mixed signals 

concerning what was deemed acceptable behavior. 

 

Personal Life Issues 

In this section on the participants’ personal lives, two topics are discussed. 

First, I look at how being a user of Japanese as a second language impacted the 

participants’ daily lives. Then, I discuss the desirability factor that influenced how 

well they felt accepted by their Japanese interlocutor as someone worthy of 

attention. 

 

 



 229 

Japanese Language Use in Daily Life 

Japanese language ability was mentioned repeatedly as an aspect of our lives 

as ordinary citizens that greatly challenged our view of ourselves as adults capable of 

living successfully in Japan. The fact that the language we used was different from 

what the Japanese-speaking interlocutors expected automatically made us unequal 

and therefore put us at a disadvantage in most encounters in which Japanese was 

used (Blommaert, 2005). Daily life interactions were fraught with impatient and 

judgmental interlocutors, whose reluctance to continue communicating with us was a 

common phenomenon. Dealing with documents in Japanese to carry out official 

business with government offices or mundane dealings with banks and post offices 

were also daunting, for oftentimes, we were expected to be able to understand the 

written language. From constant rejection of our struggles to use Japanese, a sense of 

weariness and resentment developed over time and predisposed us to becoming 

hypercritical of our abilities as a response to such microaggressions (Sue, 2010). 

On the other hand, there were many instances of our being able to pass as 

Japanese in situations requiring very little speaking, thereby circumventing 

unwanted attention to our difference from the general population. Encounters not 

requiring more than greetings and perfunctory exchanges that gave priority to our 

status as “me-as-undergoer” and momentarily accepting the world as constructed 

by others (Bamberg, De Fina, & Schiffrin, 2011, p. 177) counterbalanced the 

stressful ones. I can trace my own aversion even today of having to deal with shop 

personnel eager to assist in my possible purchase of merchandise back to the days 
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when I found myself explaining my non-native Japanese status to almost all 

interlocutors. Invariably, I ended up feeling exposed or vulnerable, having 

disclosed something very personal that did not necessarily require sharing. Caught 

in the Japanese/non-Japanese dichotomy, self-identifying as Japanese American did 

not necessarily mean that the interlocutor would have any understanding of Japanese 

emigration history, much less the sociopolitical factors that had influenced the low 

Japanese proficiency level of most Japanese Americans of second generation and 

beyond (Takamori, 2010). 

Vivian’s stories about Japanese usage are a reminder of what Blommaert 

(2005) said about the importance of knowing “what language use means to its users” 

(p. 14). She revealed a range of stories that dealt with her conflicted feelings about 

her speaking skills, her reasoning for those emotions, and her efforts to improve 

those skills. In addition, her choice not to use any Japanese whatsoever in or outside 

the classroom with students could be seen as a possible corollary to this issue. The 

stories that span interviews conducted over a period of several years did not 

necessarily represent the totality of what Japanese meant to her in her personal life, 

for the interviews tended to evoke the problematic aspects or ‘trouble’ surrounding it 

(Mishler, 1986). 

In addition, I recognize that enthusiasm for language learning for someone 

living long-term in a particular location could wax and wane (Casanave, 2012) and 

that Vivian’s reasons for continuing to learn Japanese to become a better user were 

beyond the scope of this study. Here, she identified her lack of native-like Japanese 
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language ability as the reason why potential interlocutors would be unwilling to 

speak with her. Thinking that her Japanese skills must measure up to the standards of 

Japanese speakers so that they would not be afraid to approach her, Vivian viewed 

the dynamics of interaction through her interlocutors’ eyes. They were the ones to 

judge whether or not she was ‘approachable’ or easy enough to understand. Knowing 

from experience that her interlocutors first assumed that she was Japanese because of 

her phenotype, she had come to the conclusion that attaining native-like ability was 

the solution to quell her interlocutors’ fear of her. I suggest that tenets of nihonjinron 

Discourse that strongly link blood and language had come to influence Vivian’s 

view of herself as a Japanese user. 

Continuing to resist a Discourse that rendered one different, and therefore 

less equal in the eyes of some due to one’s linguistic capabilities could be a daunting 

endeavor. The need for acceptance in a community where one lived with family 

members, including children, could greatly influence one’s resolve to become a 

language user who was ‘approachable’ and therefore less foreign or ‘uncanny’ 

(Takamori, 2010). Even though we could establish ourselves as competent NNS 

Japanese users with a select number of interlocutors after multiple interactions 

demonstrating that we were ‘approachable,’ the process of reencountering and 

renegotiating the terrain each time with a new interlocutor was a reality that could 

weigh heavily in our daily lives (Sue, 2010). 

Closing the gap between partial competency and near-native ability so that no 

difference in speech is discernible is a frustrating task, as we language educators only 
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know so well, for we oftentimes confront our students’ unrealistic goals for language 

learning. Why would we harbor such goals for ourselves, i.e., that our goal for 

learning Japanese was to become native-like when we know how difficult and 

unnecessary that is? The stories from the findings of this study illustrated how the 

powerful Discourses such as nihonjinron could become a part of one’s psyche, 

keeping one forever unsure of how good one needed to be as, in this case, a Japanese 

speaker. 

 

Desirability Factor 

In this section, I discuss how the concept of desirability, which has been 

theorized in recent years by scholars focusing on what motivates learners’ English 

language study beyond the traditional motivation literature (Appleby, 2012; Kubota, 

2011; Motha & Lin, 2013) can be applied to the private lives of the participants. 

Although the participants have all lived over ten years in Japan, some over 30 years, 

they revealed a range of experiences that suggested that some expatriates were 

more desirable than others to many Japanese interlocutors outside of classroom 

situations. As in other sections of this chapter, I refer to perceptions of the 

participants, rather than “objective truths.” 

Gary’s experiences with the workings of immigration policy that granted 

certain Japanese descendants special status visa revealed both the Japanese 

bureaucracy’s belief in and uneasiness about the degree of desirability such 

potential visa holders had. His decision to apply for such a visa was based on 



 233 

pragmatic matters, i.e., not needing a sponsor and the ease of changing employers, 

despite the amount of paperwork involved (Chapter 4, Excerpt 1). Being eligible 

for this racially-based privilege might have been seen as also desirable. 

Nevertheless, for someone who consistently felt that his Japanese heritage did not 

serve him well as an English teaching professional, such was an unusual 

opportunity to capitalize on his ethnicity. 

However, Gary found that his Japanese heritage visa holder status could 

also work against him with the same bureaucracy (Chapter 4, Excerpt 2). One 

high-profile crime involving such a visa holder rendered him suspect as well, 

requiring another round of paperwork to prove that he did not have a criminal 

record in the United States. This reversal of special status to suspect status 

illustrated the double-bladed nature of his racialization in Japan. He could not 

depend on the merits of his individual good citizenship in Japan as exhibited by his 

tax-paying, law-abiding status to overcome being stigmatized for being such a 

visa-holder. This experience was substantiated by Rosalyn, who also had applied 

for such a visa and was required to obtain proof of her non-criminal status in the 

United States (Rosalyn Interview No. 2 August, 2011). 

On the level of interpersonal relations, Vivian’s stories were told with 

visible discomfort. Her efforts to understand and overcome her positioning in Japan 

as a non-desirable foreigner reflected how her racialized status played out to 

discredit her (Chapter 4, Excerpt 4). Although she understood the superficial nature 

of celebrity status that some foreigners enjoyed because of their desired Otherness 
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based on their racial characteristics, nonetheless the sting of rejection was apparent. 

She connected her need to converse well in Japanese because “I have nothing to 

give them. For example, if I were White…people would be interested, like ‘I 

wanna be this person’s friend,’ as a token, y’ know, foreign friend” (Chapter 4, 

Excerpt 4). Vivian reasoned that she would never be able to command the interest 

of most Japanese interlocutors because she was not White, so her only recourse was 

to deemphasize her non-Japanese status through mastery of the language. 

Racialized as less than White, she could not claim any privileged status that many 

such resident aliens could. Although some Japanese Americans responded to 

Japanese interlocutors’ expectations that they speak Japanese by purposely refusing 

to do so, such a choice of action could have negative consequences (Takamori, 

2010). Those who could enjoy the privilege of being considered desirable might not 

be able to understand the forces in play that create such a hierarchy of foreigners in 

Japan based on race and national origin (Appleby, 2012; Kubota, 2011; Motha & 

Lin, 2013). 

The examples that Bruce shared with specific references to race as a factor 

in his life have been analyzed in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. Taken together, they 

illustrated how he understood the ways that race affected his dealings with both 

neighbors and colleagues. Being the same yet different, different yet the same 

limited the range of possibilities for his actions as well as his perception of how 

desirable he could be in Japanese contexts. He theorized how race could work to 

allow him more leeway from expected social standards: “If I looked White…or 



 235 

Black…I’m sure there would be this Ah, he’s very different, he’s from another 

country” (Chapter 4, Excerpt 5). He reasoned that he would be forgiven for not 

following local protocol about a father’s role in neighborhood activities had he 

been visibly different. Being considered racially indistinct from his majority 

interlocutors sealed his responsibility to act as they did. This selective normalizing 

of Japanese standards of conduct to only Japanese-looking residents was what 

exasperated Bruce, who complicated or challenged assumptions about how fathers 

behaved in highly localized spheres. Having witnessed how those possessing the 

desired Otherness were given leeway to act in ways that do not conform to the local 

expectations, Bruce came to such a conclusion. For the participants, they found that 

the desirability ascribed to many foreigners in Japan was not directed toward them. 

 

Summary of this Section 

In the realm of their personal lives, the issues most salient in the narratives 

shared by the participants concerned Japanese language usage and differences in 

perceived desirability by Japanese interlocutors. The issues of Japanese language 

use and daily encounters in which we met interlocutors who displayed reluctance to 

interact with us led to impressions that we were not as desirable as other expatriates, 

namely those who were White (Takamori, 2010). We became overly critical of our 

efforts to master Japanese, leading to ambivalent feelings about our Japanese 

heritage and questioning how we could best navigate our dealings with neighbors, 

service people, and social networks connected with our family members 
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(Yamashiro, 2011). Governmental policies also highlighted ambiguous attitudes 

toward those of us having Japanese heritage, as exhibited in issues related to those 

having special visa status (Tsuda, 2003). The environment for an outsider or 

expatriate living in an environment very different from one’s birthplace provided 

many challenges in which mundane daily activities became fraught with tension 

due to language issues and perceived unwelcomed status. In addition to the 

multiple issues existing at the workplace that oftentimes undermined one’s 

professional identity, the private sphere could also be full of dissonance. 

 

Connections to Broader Issues of Inequality in TESOL 

As English language professionals living long-term in Japan, the 

participants and I continue to strive to make sense of the contested nature of our 

ethnicity, nationality, and language usage. As long-term residents living in Japan 

for extensive periods of our adult lives, repeatedly having to return to territory that 

we thought we had sufficiently covered during our initial entry period reminds us 

of the difficulty inherent in such border crossings. Our yearnings that propel us to 

strive for the seemingly achievable but elusive goal of total acceptance by a place 

that could be called our cultural/genealogical ‘origins’ have forced us to confront 

and question those assumptions in spite of the fact that we are all experienced 

TESOL professionals. 

As Amin (1997) suggested, deeply ingrained student attitudes about 

desirable phenotypes or national origins of the TESOL professionals can be truly 
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disempowering to those not fitting a certain stereotype. Like the participants in 

Amin’s study, all participants of this study had graduate degrees in language 

teaching or substantive classroom experience, but despite this they were 

consistently judged by their physical features. They developed ways to manage 

students’ resistance to accepting them as NS teachers. It could be said that they 

became resourceful in using outright confrontation or whispering in the back of the 

classroom as a ‘teachable moment’ to open a conversation about ethnic diversity of 

the United States or who ‘owns’ English (Norton, 1997). This, however, required a 

great deal of emotional energy and also fed into their sense of disempowerment 

when things did not go well. Also, the success of such an intervention is not 

guaranteed, given that the students we encountered were mostly enrolled in classes 

focusing on low intermediate level communicative skills and not advanced level 

classes focusing on topics in sociolinguistics. 

Such student attitudes continue to be nurtured by the messages that 

dominate the discourse concerning ownership of English, transmitted through the 

increasingly commoditized English education field. Institutions actively recruit 

language teachers with requirements concerning national origin or NS status and 

little else (Liu, 1999; Hayes, 2013; Houghton & Rivers, 2013) creating 

environments that reinforce a preference for a certain type of English teacher.  

Recent research by Menard-Warwick (2008, 2011) on the complexity and fluidity 

of a teacher’s identity based on parentage, national origin, and life experiences in 

multicultural settings is an example of how to move the diachronic discussion of 
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NS/NNS teacher to another level. In other words, TESOL professionals will need 

to be able to articulate how they can best address students’ preconceived notions of 

English ownership that can be detrimental to both their own learning as well as the 

sense of professional pride for the teacher. 

Individual initiative used to deal with unfavorable positioning through 

pretended lack of Japanese skills documented in Takamori (2010) was an example 

that might work with one-time encounters or low-stake interlocutors in order to 

fend off expectations for having native-like Japanese ability. However, for TESOL 

professionals who are in daily contact with a range of stakeholders, such a tactic is 

not viable, nor desirable. As language teachers, we appreciate the difficulty that 

learners experience with another language and for the most part, we encourage the 

learners’ efforts to communicate using the target language. This type of empathy 

that we have developed through our work is what we would appreciate on the part 

of our interlocutors, especially in professional settings. My encounters with the 

participants outside of interview situations allowed me a glimpse into how they use 

Japanese in daily life. I was always surprised at their high level of speaking skills, 

given that they often spoke about Japanese as a second language with much distress 

during the interviews. Developing alternative criteria for evaluating our own L2 

ability instead of succumbing to pressure to achieve native-like proficiency is one 

step to retrieve balance in our lives as transnational TESOL professionals. 

I suggest that our encounters, negotiations, resource harnessing, and 

appropriations in Japan can be understood as an ongoing process of challenging our 
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racialized identities that originated in our birthplace of the United States and 

continue as we pursue our careers as TESOL professionals in Japan. The difficulty 

of discussing the basic tenets that affect our professional and personal lives stems 

from the historical unwillingness in both academic and social settings to discuss 

race (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Omi & Winant, 1994). Instead, we often referred to our 

challenges as originating in Japanese cultural norms and language skills that we 

tried hard to master but that continue to remain daunting. 

The English language teaching policies found in Japan reflect discourses 

and practices that favor teachers who are ranked according to their nationality and 

race. Within such a setting, the participants’ experiences revealed the harm that 

racialization induces. However, colleagues working alongside them oftentimes 

appeared oblivious to their plight. Those who find that they are favored by such 

policies unwittingly take for granted the inequalities that exist because they 

themselves do not suffer any consequences. As NS teachers, they assume that they 

will be assigned certain classes and that students will accept them as legitimate. In 

fact, many come to share the same expectations that administrators and the larger 

society have concerning Japanese Americans’ language ability and cultural 

knowledge of Japan. It is my hope that our making claims for recognition of our 

individual yet collective experiences will aid in the critique of learning and 

teaching in English in an increasingly complex world, which will lead to the 

acceptance of TESOL professionals of diverse language and ethnic backgrounds in 

English programs throughout Japan. 
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In order to make further progress on illuminating issues related to race, 

language, and culture, in the final chapter I reflect on the strengths and 

shortcomings of this study and make suggestions for further work on these issues. 

With the profession of English teaching being challenged by market forces that are 

undermining the integrity of educational mores (Appleby, 2012; Block, Gray, & 

Holborow, 2012: Houghton & Rivers, 2013; Kubota, 2011), the need for greater 

attention to the issues presented in this study is apparent. 
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CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION 

 CONTINUING THE DIALOGUE 

 

In this long-term interview study with an autoethnographic component, I 

have explored issues concerning how language, race, and identity intersect in 

complex ways. Participants in this study were six Japanese American TESOL 

professionals living longer than 10 years in Japan who taught at the tertiary level, 

primarily in university settings. One more woman was involved in group 

discussions only. I collected their stories through individual interviews and focus 

group talks and analyzed them for their structural, thematic, and interactive aspects. 

My many reflective research memos over four years, another source of data, helped 

me understand and interpret these data. 

 

Summary of the Findings 

The findings from this study illustrate the degree of complexity and conflict 

involved in identity negotiation that the participants and I engaged in both in 

professional and in private spheres as Japanese American TESOL professionals 

living long term in Japan. In one arena, the repercussions of holding a visa 

requiring Japanese heritage were experienced by certain participants who had to 

verify that they indeed did not have a criminal record in the United States because a 

serious crime had been committed by one such visa holder in Japan. Another 
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conflict-laden area concerned Japanese language ability. Dealing with Japanese 

interlocutors’ expectations that we have native-like Japanese language ability led to 

anxiety about Japanese use and figured in many aspects of our daily lives and 

remained an ongoing issue. 

As for family life, gendered roles regularly stymied us such that we felt 

unnatural and compromised when participating in local neighborhood activities or 

with people connected to our children’s social networks. Attempts to introduce 

aspects of American culture to our children’s school classrooms were not 

necessarily welcomed. Being Japanese American and sharing the same phenotype 

as Japanese people routinely worked to pressure us to adapt to Japanese modes of 

communication or else face hostility or even rejection. 

Of primary importance to English language educators in professional 

spheres, we faced challenges to our authenticity as NS teachers of English. With 

students who sometimes exhibited open dismay that we were their NS teacher, we 

developed classroom practices to deal with such skepticism, such as using English 

exclusively or making explanations about Japanese American historical heritage. 

Students’ deeper understanding of the complex relations between nationality, race, 

and language remained an elusive goal, but one that continued to challenge us. 

With colleagues and administrators, we were expected to behave in a range of 

modes, oftentimes simultaneously. Expected roles to be filled were sometimes 

contradictory, and included the stereotypical assertive and loud-speaking 

monolingual American, the efficient and self-effacing Asian, and the 



 243 

chameleon-like intermediary who could defuse any potentially explosive situation 

between parties not sharing the same language or cultural beliefs. Dynamics were 

such that we were most often the ones to do the accommodating to the other 

interlocutors. 

Finally, the difficulty in sharing experiences related to our racialized selves 

became evident during the pauses, silences, changing of topics, and indirect manner 

in which we often spoke to each other. I as the researcher was just as lacking in the 

vocabulary, the candor, and the courage to elicit further clarifying details that 

would spell out how the color of our skins, hair, and eyes could make such a 

difference on our lives in Japan where we ironically did not stand out anymore.  

Japanese American TESOL professionals’ identity negotiation involved an 

array of strategies to deal with all these difficulties that stem from assumptions held 

by our students, colleagues, neighbors, or incidental interlocutors, that we were 

Japanese nationals. Language use, whether Japanese or English, created confusion 

or suspicion especially when the Japanese we used was not native-like and the 

English was. Mediating encounters with wary or intransigent interlocutors was a 

daily struggle, a challenge we met with humor and despair, anger and chagrin, and 

hope and surprise when things did go well. 
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Potential Implications of the Study for  

Researchers, Educators, and Administrators 

Researchers 

The implications of this study involve a wide range of stakeholders in the 

TESOL field, including researchers, educators, and administrators. Researchers 

tackling the issues of racialization of language learning and teaching have increased 

rapidly since 2006 after several important publications (Curtis & Romney, 2006; 

Kubota, 2011; Kubota & Lin, 2006, 2009; Li & Beckett, 2006; Motha, 2006b). 

Since I began data collection for this project, substantial additions to the literature 

on the racialized nature of English language learning and teaching have been made, 

reflecting the ongoing and dynamic nature of this area of study. For example, 

Appleby (2012) explored the experiences of White male TESOL professionals 

from Australia who commented on how they were positioned as desirable in 

Japanese educational sites. Kubota and Fujimoto (2013) spoke specifically on the 

experiences of Japanese Americans who described their experiences of 

discrimination due to their being people of color. I feel that research in such areas 

can lead to more nuanced analysis and understanding of individual examples. 

 Future research conducted in this area will hopefully involve in-depth 

probes that are based on personal narratives and insider perspectives. 

Understanding the multiple and conflicting experiences, discourses in action, and 

other societal and global factors that influence teachers’ self-efficacy is an equally 

urgent topic that needs attention as English is taught and learned in more disparate 
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settings. Research conducted by ‘unmarked’ or mainstream researchers on the 

mechanics that keep them in privileged positions is another possibility for 

furthering this topic. Collaborative projects involving insider/outsider members 

could be another way to promote boundary crossings. In addition, classroom 

observations and perhaps diary studies should be used by future studies 

investigating this area. 

 

Educators 

Many educators might not be aware of how the dynamics that favor certain 

members of the profession would naturally work against those who differ from a 

society’s or institutions’ prevailing ideal phenotype. In the so-called post-racial era 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2010), underrepresentation of certain ethnic groups in the profession 

might not even be seen as an issue. Decisions about career choice might be seen as 

an individual matter, rather than being influenced by structural factors that 

discourage people of color from entering the TESOL field (Wong, 2006). In Japan 

where job security for TESOL professionals has declined dramatically, the current 

state of affairs could be seen as the norm, where job offerings for NS teachers 

continue to imply preferred phenotypes. As reported by participant Bruce, in 

informal banter conducted by colleagues in his presence (Bruce, Chap 7, Excerpt 2), 

preference for White teachers was spoken about in a joking, matter of fact manner. 

This lack of critical assessment of workplaces by the working professionals 

themselves needs to be rectified. One place to begin would be teacher education 
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programs. Candid discussions of social injustice based on race should be a part of 

any English language teacher education program and professional development 

endeavors. That language usage has political, economic, social, cultural, and 

personal repercussions should be a matter of common knowledge for those in the 

profession in this era of globalization (Motha, in press). 

Although this study is centered on a specific group of TESOL professionals 

teaching in Japan, the issues highlighted by the participants’ identity negotiations 

are pertinent to those in the profession working in the increasingly complex 

environment throughout the world where English is being taught and learned.  

Local issues of how native speaker status, race, nationality and other factors 

influence the employment and management of teachers can be seen as a reflection 

of broader global forces connected to the education and deployment of TESOL 

professionals. This study can provide a concrete example for those working in 

places other than Japan so they can cast a critical eye on their own teaching context 

and reflect on their interactions with fellow colleagues. As educators, it is 

imperative for us to continue to question our roles in our institutions, classrooms, 

and communities and be ready to share our concerns with our colleagues. 

Sometimes such scrutiny can lead to inconvenient truths, challenging us to pursue 

the difficult task of confronting institutional and societal injustices. 

The stories told by the participants addressed issues from both personal life 

and professional spheres. These stories oftentimes could not be shared with 

colleagues, because the colleagues themselves were part of the problem. The 
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discourse and actual practice of showcasing White NS teachers as the idealized 

instructor is well established in secondary and higher education contexts in Japan. 

For those who share the phenotype of the historically privileged in the Western 

world, paying heed to the voices of those who point out the inequalities that 

continue to exist in the profession requires facing an inconvenient truth. The 

preference for White teachers by students, administrators, and other stakeholders in 

the increasingly commercialized language education sector is an undeniable aspect 

of the profession (Appleby, 2012; Kubota, 2011; Takahashi, 2012). The onus of 

problematizing this phenomenon has rested on those who are disadvantaged 

(Motha, 2006b). It is time for those who are privileged, even though they might not 

actively seek such privilege, to address this as well. No doubt they can have an 

equal, if not greater, influence on policy decisions concerning who is hired as 

teachers, and what the contents of textbooks and teacher education programs will 

be. By remaining silent, they contribute to the environment of denial or 

disparagement of race playing a role in language education settings. 

I would also venture to address those Japanese colleagues who have had 

experiences studying abroad in master’s and doctoral programs. They have 

firsthand knowledge and experience of how race and native-speakerism play out in 

the educational venues outside of Japan. I would ask them to speak out frankly 

about their experiences of discrimination because of their color or NNS status. I 

would like to talk and plan together with them how to address these issues in the 

way English language programs are currently run in many Japanese universities. 
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How can students become a part of the larger discussion about what increasing 

diversity in Japanese society, internationalization, or globalization means for them? 

How can we introduce these interacting concepts of language, race, and culture and 

how that will affect the students inside and outside the classroom here and in the 

future? 

 

Administrators 

There are many ways in which administrators could be involved in 

addressing the issues raised by this study. I am now better equipped to discuss this 

matter with both administrators and colleagues but efforts by all stakeholders will 

be required for any changes to occur within the field. Administration support of 

faculty attending professional development seminars and academic conferences 

exploring issues related to English education policy that leads to further open 

dialogue within institutions is one avenue. Addressing employment policies 

concerning English language instructors so that they are not discriminatory is 

another arena. For example, requiring native speaker status as one qualification for 

employment as a TESOL instructor should be reconsidered, given that many 

qualified candidates would be disqualified based solely on their place of birth. 

Hidden within such a requirement is the assumption that desirable candidates are 

from Inner Circle countries and White. The common practice in Japan of requiring 

a photo attached to the application form for employment aids in the sorting out of 
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people of color and therefore should be abolished as well. These are practices that 

will not be easy to enforce, but should be the goal. 

Although I recognize that institutional practices are difficult to change at 

once, there are things that can be done to initiate change. For example, 

administrators and those in power need to be educated about the detrimental effects 

on students of widespread, one-sided portrayal of NS teachers shown in public 

relations events during open campus days. By showcasing classes with White 

TESOL professionals as the ultimate English educational experience, institutions 

are unwittingly cementing the already existing inferiority complex toward White 

people prevalent in many quarters of Japanese society. Emphasis on the Otherness 

of the TESOL professional does not necessarily lead to a greater desire on the part 

of students to improve their communication skills. A rarified classroom experience 

will not prepare students for the encounters they will have with racially and 

culturally diverse people of Asia, Europe and the Americas who use English as L1, 

L2, or L3 without the degree of self-consciousness currently exhibited by many 

Japanese. Too many talented Japanese teachers of English are currently prevented 

from teaching certain English courses because they are Japanese, a situation I find 

not only deeply ironic but very troubling and symptomatic of the current blind faith 

placed in the stereotypical NS. 

The current concern of the administration in most Japanese universities is 

with cost control, which has resulted in untenured and fixed-term contract positions 

becoming the norm for English teachers (Houghton, 2013; Rivers, 2013). Those 
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tenured professors who are involved in the hiring process are the people who wield 

the most influence and therefore would need to be most cognizant of the current 

state of affairs concerning the racialized nature of the field. Their impact on who 

gets hired for positions that are advertised for NS educators is large. They are in a 

position to be vigilant and to be able to resist a university business office’s 

penchant for hiring younger, less experienced, and less costly teachers from certain 

racial groups and not others. They can be the ones who can articulate the broad 

issues of employment fairness, rooting out old-boy networks and making known 

the importance of diversity in the English teaching faculty. Those who have access 

to upper echelons of administration can also make known the importance of 

integrating the foreign language teachers’ needs for multilingual announcements 

and instructions for administrative duties so that they will not be penalized for their 

lack of Japanese language ability. I recognize that this is a challenge that cannot be 

undertaken without a deep understanding of the social equity issues involved and 

courage to question present practices. 

 

Methodological Issues 

Narrative inquiry can involve a range of methodological possibilities that 

can present themselves to the novice researcher who is unaware of their worth. For 

this project, data collection issues pertaining to researcher insider status, the use of 

focus groups, and interviewer performance during storytelling interactions all 

require further reflection. I agree with the need for greater transparency in narrative 
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inquiry as suggested by Menard-Warwick (2011) and therefore make the following 

observations below. 

Research involving a researcher’s long-term acquaintances or friends can 

result in tensions and unavoidable awkwardness in one-to-one relationships and 

group dynamics (Taylor, 2011). Some of my participants were members of our 

existing focus group so when we met as a group for social reasons, I had to be 

careful not to mention anything about individually conducted interviews, including 

the fact that I had visited one participant at her home for such an interview. 

Another point concerned the degree to which the members themselves interacted 

with one another. In particular, some of the focus group members taught at the 

same institution and therefore were in frequent contact with each other. I was much 

indebted to one certain participant for strategically supporting me by arranging 

social gatherings related to our focus group, so in my dealings with her not related 

to this project, I felt the need to agree with her opinions at times. These examples 

reflect how a research process involving acquaintances and friends impacted my 

relationships with them. In fact, it was oftentimes difficult to draw the line between 

research and non-research situations for I found myself observing the participants’ 

behavior and interactions in a number of venues. For example, when we dined out, 

I took notice how each person interacted with service people using Japanese. It was 

not possible to ‘turn off’ the researcher in me. I might have chosen not to write 

field notes about such instances, but I made mental notes of my impressions of the 

participants outside interview or focus group situations. Research conducted with 
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insiders as participants is fraught with the possibility for such conflicts, requiring 

reflectivity and openness by the researcher about her relationships with them. 

As Morgan (1988) suggested, focus groups can be extremely useful in 

generating future interview questions and as a way to triangulate individual 

interview responses. However, I must admit that I did not plan well enough to 

schedule focus groups more often than I did. In addition, due to the close 

relationships with some the members, I did not feel comfortable or competent to 

have focus group members respond to selected individual interview transcripts of 

other participants as Morgan further suggested. 

My performance as an interviewer was another methodological issue 

requiring mention, one that is common to many novice researchers. I realized the 

limitations of my own storytelling skills when I shared my experiences with 

participants in the course of an interview. For one, I was not good at organizing my 

thoughts on the spot and delivering a smooth response. The frequency of false 

starts and other dysfluencies when I told a story was very high. When I had such 

difficulties, I continued to talk in order to make a response as a ‘knowing’ 

researcher who had studied this issue and had access to a range of stories from 

different participants. Such a tactic could be seen as an effort to deflect the probe 

into my own issues. I also noticed an incident with one participant when I 

misunderstood her question and continued to talk about a totally different topic. 

Moreover, as a novice interviewer, I tended to immediately make 

evaluations about the participant’s comments. Instead of asking for more 
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clarification, I sometimes used the incident described and categorized it as an 

example of intercultural misunderstanding or native-speakerism, preventing any 

further expansion on the topic by the participant. When the participant spoke with 

force and emotion, I was often not able to further probe nor resist the participant’s 

subsequent changing of the subject. My skills as an interviewer will need continual 

development for future narrative inquiry research projects, a position that all novice 

researchers who do interview research would be wise to take. 

Another concern is the truthfulness and accuracy of the participants’ 

accounts about what happened or how they felt. By the time the researcher hears 

the story, the layers of distance between the participant’s experience and the 

writing up of the oral account by the researcher is eight-fold (Casanave, 2013). 

Moreover, people are naturally concerned about how they appear to others, 

especially when asked about personal experiences that can be damaging to their 

‘face.’ How one accesses memories and presents them to oneself and others is a 

very selective process. This issue has been dealt with by many researchers 

(Atkinson & Delamont, 2006; Holstein & Gubrium, 2011; Mishler, 1986). 

Regarding this issue, Rosenblatt (2003) has this to say: 

Interviewees have the concept of the investigator searching for the truth and 

also believe that it is crucial to the investigator that the truth be given. …I 

don’t want them to read what I have written and wonder where their 

realities went. I also don’t want to abandon their realities because I think 
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part of what I have to offer readers is what the people I interview seem to 

say is real and true (p. 227-228). 

This passage expresses the tension between the idea of the situatedness of the 

responses elicited in an interview and their truthfulness. As the investigator trusted 

with the stories, it was my intent to honor the efforts made by the participants to 

share with me accounts of their experiences that in their eyes were as accurate as 

possible, without presuming that the accounts were objectively true. 

Despite the methodological issues mentioned above, I see the strengths of 

this type of study. Although personal involvement with the participants made me 

vulnerable to the emotions and biases elicited during interviews, I feel that such 

connections led to the sharing of deeply felt experiences (Behar, 1996). Such 

insider research, conducted longitudinally, has the potential of accessing narratives 

that otherwise would remain unavailable for academic scrutiny. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

As is the case with all research, this project was limited in several ways. For 

one, the participants chosen for this study were either my acquaintances or people 

recommended by such acquaintances and therefore do not represent the whole 

range of the Japanese American population of English teachers living long-term in 

Japan. In conducting a case study focused on a small number of individuals carried 

out in order to access deeper level stories over a long period of time, I chose to 

limit the number of participants. In addition, the women outnumbered men, thereby 
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introducing more aspects of particularly gendered experiences and responses. I also 

did not attempt to interview their family members nor colleagues. 

This study was conducted over a period of four years. However, I was not 

able to schedule interviews spaced equally over that period of time due to a number 

of factors such as work and family obligations of participants and myself as well. 

Some interviews were conducted face-to-face and others via teleconferencing. I 

made no attempt to analyze how this aspect of the interview setting might have 

influenced the type of data gathered, although I recognize that all data collection 

techniques influence what is found. 

 Moreover, asking participants to talk about the issues they faced as Japanese 

Americans teaching English in Japan set up the premise that they would be sharing 

‘trouble’ (Bruner, 1996). Framing the questions such that ‘issues’ were elicited 

naturally brought out the negative, without giving an opportunity to elicit the 

positive aspects of living and teaching in Japan. As Hyden (2008) has pointed out, 

the negative or dark can tend to overshadow all, and therefore the tone of the 

interview was not conducive for the interviewee to talk about the positive aspects 

of her life as a teacher or resident of Japan. In spite of these limitations, this study 

did provide a platform for participants to share experiences and insights that 

illuminated the issues of inequality in the profession that most likely would have 

otherwise remained obscured. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

The power of ethnographic research methodology in educational settings 

has been demonstrated in such works as Heath (1983) and Fordham (1996) in 

which the racialized identities of teachers and students were explored in particular 

social settings. Adapting ethnographic methodology such as close and extended 

observations of teachers in their classrooms, offices, meetings, as well as home 

settings could augment individual interview data. In addition, interviews with 

colleagues, administrators, students, family members and friends could also 

provide additional data about how identity negotiation is undertaken. If it is 

possible to protect identities, analysis of writing produced by participants (journals, 

blogs, publications) would add another first person voice to the data. Collection of 

data about each institution could also shed more light on the educational contexts in 

which the TESOL professionals work. The challenges in gaining access to such 

sites and individuals would naturally be more daunting than a narrative study 

focused solely on teachers. 

The influences of globalization and racialization of language learning and 

teaching will continue to be an area affecting all those involved. Projects that 

examine the experiences of TESOL professionals working in their ‘home’ countries 

or in settings ‘abroad’ can offer additionally nuanced and critical understanding of 

the dynamics involved in English language learning and teaching. Work such as the 

study done on transnational English teachers by Menard-Warwick (2010) using a 
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comparative approach is an example of possibilities for examining the experiences 

of teachers in other settings. 

The role of the interviewer in interviews also remains an area of research 

that requires further examination, especially when insider status and sensitive 

topics such as racism and other forms of discrimination are examined. The 

emergence of strong emotions triggered by those topics requires additional care on 

the part of the interviewer. Further in-depth analysis of interaction during 

exchanges when strong emotions are expressed or repressed could lead to further 

understanding of the research interview process itself and how researchers could 

better prepare for such interviews. 

Finally, I suggest the need for further research that questions, illuminates, 

and challenges the forces that operate in the widespread commodification of 

English language education in Japan. Such a phenomenon is not unique to Japan, 

but can be found throughout the world where the learning of English is marketed as 

a desirable product for consumption (Block, Gray, & Holborow, 2012; Kubota, 

2011; Motha & Lin, 2013; Takahashi, 2012). Within such a paradigm, the teacher 

becomes increasingly objectified and selected for perceived desirable nationality, 

phenotype, and accent. With little consideration given for professional development, 

deteriorating working conditions create institutional dynamics in which market 

forces dictate hiring practices. For those of us working in such an environment, we 

can inadvertently become supporters of discriminatory policies concerning who is 

hired and who is considered desirable to teach English. Further documentation of 
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this state of affairs can be the first step on a path toward a more equitable and just 

profession. 
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APPENDIX A 

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

Thank you very much for your cooperation in my dissertation research project, 

“Negotiating Identities: Japanese American TESL Professionals in Japan." I would 

appreciate your consent on this written form, which is part of normal Temple University 

procedures. If you agree to participate in the research after reading the following statement, 

please complete the form down below the statement by signing your name. 

 

1. General purpose of research and description of the project 

My topic concerns Nikkei (people of Japanese ethnicity) from English-speaking countries 

such as the U.S. and Canada who have lived long-term (more than five years) in Japan who 

are English language teachers. My interest in this topic comes from my desire to better 

understand my own personal and professional experiences as a Nikkei. Before entering the 

language teaching profession, I was aware of how visitors or foreigners in Japan could 

experience things differently due to their racial background. I found that being Nikkei 

elicited a range of responses from students, colleagues, and institutions which directly or 

subtly challenged my sense of who I was. Through a deeper understanding of how I have 

met those challenges, I hope to identify the successes I have had and the issues which 

continue to trouble me. This self-exploration will allow me to go on to explore the unique 

circumstances and backgrounds of other Nikkei EFL teachers, and by doing so to expand 

my understanding of other individuals living and working in similar circumstances. The 

English language education landscape in Japan reflects in many ways a Western 

hegemonic ideal where the purpose of learning English is to speak with White native 

speaker interlocutors. My hope is to contribute to the understanding of how Nikkei teachers 

are positioned within the EFL context of Japan. 

 

2. Research approach and data collection 

From previous graduate-level work exploring issues I faced as a novice TESL instructor, 

the narratives which emerged provided rich data for analysis of how my own second 

language learning history and intercultural experiences inside and outside the classroom 

had influenced how I viewed myself as a TESL professional in Japan. I am hoping that 

personal narratives elicited through interviewing can provide rich descriptions of the 

experiences through your reflection on past and current events. I will conduct interviews 

face-to-face or when necessary, by long-distance communication technology which allows 

recording of the interview. You have been chosen because of your expressed interest in 

sharing your experiences as a Japanese American English teacher. Follow-up interviews 

will be scheduled as needed and transcripts will be made available to you. 

 

3. Possible risk and protection of confidentiality 

Possible risk factors from participation are minimal. For example, remembering unpleasant 

events may cause you discomfort. The population of Japanese Americans in Japan is small 

and all efforts will be made to insure that your name will not be mentioned in 

conversations with other Japanese Americans regarding this project. Data obtained from 

you will be used exclusively for the purpose of this research. All the data will remain 
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confidential. Your name and the name of your institution and its location will be identified 

only by pseudonyms unless you expressly request them to be identified. This restriction 

will be applied to any use of the data in my dissertation, possible conference presentations, 

and possible published research papers. You have the right to request that particular 

interview and document data not be used, in the interest of privacy and confidentiality. 

 

4. Possible benefits for you 

Sharing experiences with a peer who has had similar experiences due to shared ethnic 

background may assist the participant in coming to terms with difficult issues related to 

cultural misunderstanding, prejudicial treatment, and how to deal with them. Opportunities 

for further dialog on the topic being explored in this project will remain open for you with 

the researcher. In addition, as this topic is underrepresented in the literature, you may gain 

a sense of satisfaction from contributing to further understanding of the interplay of the 

Japanese American English teachers’ ethnic background, Japanese language proficiency, 

and multiple identities within the current discourse of relative worth of native speaker 

language teachers within Japan. 

 

5. Withdrawal and having the data destroyed 

You have the right to withdraw from the project at any time, and to have the data 

destroyed. 

 

6. My contact information 

You are free to contact me at any time, at the following contact numbers if you have 

questions or concerns about participating in this project: 

 

Laura Kusaka 

Aichi University 

1-1 Machihata-cho 

Toyohashi, Aichi 441-1111 Japan 

 

Office (0532-47-4288) 

Home (0532-88-2658) 

kusaka@vega.aichi-u.ac.jp 

 

 

 

I consent to participate in the research project, “Negotiating Identities: Japanese American 

TESL Professionals in Japan” My signature indicates that I have read the information 

above and have decided to participate. I realize that I may withdraw and have my data 

destroyed without prejudice at any time after signing this form should I decide to do so. 

 

 

The Participant: Signature _________________ Name (in print) ______________ Date 

 

 

The Researcher: Signature _________________ Name (in print) ______________ Date 

＿＿＿ 

mailto:kusaka@aichi-u.ac.jp
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW THEMES SUMMARY 

 

Themes that I have identified in the data are listed below. 

Overall Identity Issues 

 Nationality: U.S. citizenship doubted by Japanese interlocutors. 

Language: Ambivalent feelings about own Japanese language proficiency. 

Social Norms: Japanese cultural norms difficult to understand and adhere 

to. Japanese interlocutors expect the participants to be able to use and 

understand the Japanese language at a NS level, as well as abide by 

Japanese cultural norms 

 

Workplace Issues 

NS status: Challenged by both students and colleagues regarding English 

NS status. 

Work load: Expectations by institution for some participants to carry out 

administrative duties similar to Japanese colleagues. 

Hiring practices: Preference given to White NS. 

 

Identity Negotiation Strategies 

Language use: Insistence on speaking English only, using ‘standard’ 

English accent. 
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 Performance: Use of gestures considered characteristic of ‘Americans.’ 

Explanations: Using classroom interactions to sensitize students to the 

diversity of English speakers. 
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APPENDIX C 

EXAMPLE OF INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

An example of questions (paraphrased) used with a participant (Naomi) to 

begin an interview: 

 

April 4, 2008 

Opening: Reference first made to focus group discussion that occurred two months 

ago 

Do you think you could explain about how you got into English teaching in Japan? 

And then we can move on to the Nikkei part. 

 

May 21, 2008 

Opening: Reference to previous interview concerning the practice of explaining 

one’s background to students 

This year when you started out your classes, did you consciously think, okay this 

class, I’m going to do it this way or? 

 

May 21, 2009 

Opening: Reference to Japan-wide school closure due to measles outbreak and how 

time was being spent 
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I was going to ask you mostly about this new class that you’re teaching. Was this 

your idea or did the university ask you to teach this kind of class about Japanese 

Americans? 
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APPENDIX D 

TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 

 

Transcription conventions used for the interview data are explained below. 

 

ALL CAPITAL LETTERS Spoken with emphasis 

(Words in Parentheses)  Emotive expressions, such as laughter 

(.)    Longer than usual pause 

Italics    Japanese word followed by English equivalent 

    in parentheses 

[Bracketed talk]   Pertinent interviewer talk 


