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ABSTRACT 
 

Some psychologists (e.g., Bergin, 1997) have contended that if individuals 

neglect the world of the spirit, they ignore a foundational aspect of themselves. This 

must especially be true for language educators, who come from all corners of the globe 

and thus bring into their classrooms many spiritual views. I define spirituality, 

following Palmer (2003) as “the eternal human yearning to be connected with 

something larger than our own egos” (p. 377). Spirituality need not, then, entail belief in 

a supernatural being or force. The main thrust of Palmer’s definition was that educators 

should seek to forge meaningful and lasting connections with their learners. Although 

such thinking is common in general education, it has been little addressed in Second 

Language Education (SLE). Hence, I felt that this inquiry was timely. 

 I undertook this qualitative case study by analyzing narratives about the turning 

points in the spiritual journeys of nine language teachers of varying creeds (or who 

professed no overt spirituality), as well as their stories of how they felt that they applied 

their spiritual beliefs to classroom teaching. To this end, I interviewed each participant 

at least twice. After analyzing their interview transcript data, I triangulated the common 

themes emerging from these data with, where appropriate, the informants’ classroom 
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syllabuses, lesson plans, and academic publications. I also attempted to validate the 

results of this study through member checking. 

 Three participants felt that their journeys into religious pluralism had strongly 

influenced their efforts to teach social responsibility and challenging moral dilemmas in 

their classrooms. Another three held that their tribulations, as well as the resulting 

comfort they found in spiritual practices, helped them to be nurturing teachers who 

could understand clearly the pain faced by some of their young charges. Still another 

three, despite their divergent spiritual paths, all insisted that they sought to teach in an 

ethical, caring manner. Finally, most of the informants, regardless of their spiritual 

backgrounds or views, spoke of the importance of transformation, ethics, and 

connection (nurturing) to their pedagogy. I conclude the study by positing implications 

of the aforementioned findings for research and practice. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: A NEGLECTED AREA IN LANGUAGE EDUCATION 

 

If we omit spiritual realities from human behavior, it won’t matter how much 

we keep in, because we will have omitted the most fundamental aspect of human 

behavior (Bergin, 1997, p. xi). 

 

Overview of the Chapter 

If we in a caring profession such as teaching neglect the world of the spirit, we 

forsake a foundational aspect of our charges and ourselves. That a well-known 

psychologist such as Bergin, quoted above, has recognized this should give language 

educators pause. I am one of those educators who has long wondered why there has not 

been more discussion in the field of second and foreign language education about the 

connections between spirituality and the lives and practices of language teachers. 

Hence, in this chapter, in addition to introducing my study on spirituality and language 

teaching, I argue that it is important to explore narratives of language teachers’ 

spiritual journeys not only because of the paucity of such research in TESOL 

(Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages) and Applied Linguistics circles, 

but also because educators have long realized that spirituality plays a key role in 
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teachers’ identity formation and in the pedagogical process itself (e.g., Nash, 2001, 

2002; Noddings, 2002; Postman, 1995). 

I begin this chapter with some brief background information about this study 

(including some cautionary notes on proselytizing). I then outline a statement of the 

problem: that is to say, a lack of studies on teacher spirituality in second language (L2) 

education. This leads to an explanation of my purpose for this study, which is to 

address this research deficit with an in-depth look at the spiritual narratives of some 

language educators. Next, I outline the significance of this project for both research 

and practice. I then discuss and differentiate between spirituality and religion. In so 

doing, I note that although elements of organized religion have been explored in 

publications on teacher education in Applied Linguistics (e.g., Varghese & Johnston, 

2007), studies encompassing a broader view of spirituality are lacking. Following this, 

I elaborate upon how transformative learning theory, the theoretical perspective for this 

inquiry, is crucial for my study because it helps explain the profound changes in the 

thinking of many of my participants over time. After this, I underline how my project 

can potentially be of use to audiences consisting of researchers and language educators. 

I then explain my rationale for having narrowed the scope of this study to a small 

number of language teachers. I close this chapter by framing the inquiry as a whole. 
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Background of the Issue 

The bulk of the world’s population is engaged in some form of spiritual or 

religious practice. Moreover, the services of language teachers are often called upon in 

countries and among cultures where such traditions permeate all levels of society. Thus, 

it would seem natural that second language education (SLE) researchers give some 

attention to exploring, understanding, and researching possible relationships between 

spirituality and various aspects of pedagogy. This is hardly the case, however, and is 

all the more surprising given that, as I demonstrate in the literature review for this 

project, such research is prominent in other academic fields.  

Linking spirituality and education can, however, be a dangerous and 

misunderstood venture. Vietnam-born Buddhist monk and social activist Thich Nhat 

Hanh (1998) strongly warned against the coercive indoctrination of others into a given 

theological mindset. Indeed, he held that such pressure could only result in suffering. 

In the spirit of Hanh’s teachings, then, let me begin this section of the project by 

stating categorically my conviction that research into possible links between 

spirituality and SLE must never be used as a pretext for proselytizing. I contend, 
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though, that the word “spirituality” need not automatically conjure up images of 

firebrand ultra-orthodoxy (or even of religion in general). 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 As Glazer (1999) has pointed out, and as shall be explored in more detail in 

the literature review, fears of religious proselytizing have led some to question whether 

or not any explorations of spirituality in education are warranted. However, he and 

many others (e.g., Dalai Lama, 1999a; Nash, 2001, 2002; Noddings, 2002) have 

persuasively argued that such endeavors are essential for examining all dimensions of 

teaching and learning, particularly those having to do with identity formation, caring, 

and the well-being of students and teachers.  

Though authors of data based studies in general education (e.g., Cranton & 

Carusetta, 2004; Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) have explored the 

central role played by many forms of spirituality in the development of teachers’ 

identities and classroom practices, such research has been wanting in second language 

education. The only study conducted in SLE on any form of teachers’ spirituality or 

religion of which I am aware has been limited to interviews with language educators of 

only one religious persuasion: evangelical Christianity (Varghese & Johnston, 2007). 
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Moreover, rather than addressing a broad range of spiritual views, an edited volume of 

position papers with a sprinkling of pilot studies (Wong & Canagarajah, 2009) dealt 

almost exclusively with an important but rather narrowly focused debate between 

evangelical Christian educators (e.g., Griffith, 2004; Purgason, 2004) and second 

language researchers criticizing the use of English language teaching (ELT) as a means 

to spread the message of Christianity (e.g., Edge, 2003, 2004; Pennycook & 

Coutand-Marin, 2003; Pennycook & Makoni, 2005). Indeed the primary purpose of the 

aforementioned study by Varghese and Johnston was to address this very controversy 

rather than to examine how various forms of spirituality could potentially contribute to 

deeper understandings of second language (L2) teacher development. 

In addition, although important research on identity has been carried out in 

second language education (e.g., Kamada, 2009; Mantero, 2006; Morita, 2004; Norton, 

2000), spirituality has not been considered as a possible factor in the development of 

identities. As implied in the citation from Bergin (1997) at the beginning of this 

chapter, researchers of human behavior who have not factored spirituality into the 

overall picture of identity formation have failed to take into account a key element in 

explaining this complex process. The obvious problem in second language education, 

then, which I have begun to address in this study, is a lack of inquiry into the various 
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forms of language teachers’ spirituality, as well as the crucial impact of their 

spirituality on their identity formation and classroom practices. 

 

Purpose of This Study 

My primary purpose for this study is to explore possible links between 

spirituality and second language pedagogy. I have, in this investigation, carried out 

such an inquiry by interviewing nine teachers who view spirituality in various ways. In 

addition to analyzing their interview transcripts in order to discover common narrative 

themes among the stories of the participants, I have examined other sources of data, 

such as, where feasible and appropriate, these educators' lesson plans, syllabuses and 

academic publications. A less formal, but no less important, source of data comes from 

my many casual encounters and conversations with the participants over many years. 

In carrying out this study, not only have I started to fill a yawning gap in TESOL and 

Applied Linguistics research but more important, I hope I have begun to address 

questions relating to teachers’ identities and journeys towards wholeness, and hence, 

toward effective and satisfying careers as language educators (Palmer, 1998). 
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Significance of This Project 

Significance for Research 

The inquiry is important because through it I can potentially contribute to the 

few existing discussions of religion and spirituality within the scholarly literature in 

second language education. In describing above the background and purpose of my 

study, I argued that research into the spiritual views of language teaching professionals 

is timely not only because of the lack of inquiry as compared with that of general 

education and other fields, but also because spirituality (whether or not teachers define 

themselves using this concept) is an integral part of many teachers’ identities, and thus, 

it plays a vital role in their pedagogical practices (hooks, 1994; Nash, 2001, 2002; 

Noddings, 2002). Hence, particularly when employing the theoretical perspective of 

transformative learning theory, described in greater detail later in this chapter, such 

research can potentially be beneficial to a wide range of researchers, including students 

in TESOL graduate programs. That is to say, I hope that researchers will be inspired by 

this inquiry not only to explore their evolving spirituality, but also to carry out their 

own studies into the spiritual journeys of second language educators, as well as how 

this important aspect of their identity formation impacts their classrooms. 
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Significance for Practice: Caring 

In addition to adding to the scholarly literature in SLE, this inquiry also has 

the potential to contribute to language teaching practice, particularly the theme of 

caring. The importance of caring has been little discussed in SLE or Applied 

Linguistics literature. However, the primacy of nurturing in language education has 

been strongly recognized by Johnston (2003), who, acknowledging Noddings’s (2002) 

prior work on this topic in general education, asserted that there were spiritual aspects 

to caring. Hence, he held that spirituality needed to be studied empirically in second 

language education. Johnston, however, has thus far limited his own enquiry into 

spirituality to interviews of ten evangelical Christians (Varghese & Johnston, 2007). 

Moreover, he and his co-author did not examine the thoughts of these budding 

language educators on the importance of caring for their learners, although to be fair, 

this was not the primary purpose of their inquiry. I critique their study in more detail in 

the literature review, but one of its limitations was that the authors investigated young 

language teachers’ identities and pedagogical philosophies within only one organized 

religion, rather than undertaking a deeper exploration of a variety of spiritual views of 

a number of language teachers. Again, a primary goal in my project is to begin to 

address the lack of research on teachers espousing diverse spiritual beliefs. As I 
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explain in later chapters, the results of my study indicated that despite the wide 

divergence in the spiritual and religious views held by my informants, they all insisted 

in their own ways that caring was indispensable to their teaching. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Spirituality and Religion 

As discussed earlier, through this study, I hope to make a significant 

contribution to discussions in the second language education field on topics concerning 

spirituality. In order to help dispel possible notions by readers that spirituality is 

inevitably linked with religious extremism, however, I feel it important to distinguish 

here between spirituality and religion, and in so doing, to define these terms clearly. 

Hence, although I recognize that there are as many definitions of spirituality and 

religion as there are people, I have, for the purposes of this study, adopted teacher 

educator Parker Palmer’s (2003) definition of spirituality: “the eternal human yearning 

to be connected with something larger than our own egos” (p. 377). If one takes this 

definition at face value, it is unnecessary to follow a prescriptive faith or even to 

believe in a divine being or other supernatural force in order to be a spiritual person. 

Sagan (1996), for his part, when underlining spirituality as one’s connection to the 
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cosmos, contended, “Despite usage to the contrary, there is no necessary implication in 

the word ‘spiritual’ that we are talking of anything other than matter” (p. 29). He added 

When we recognize our place in an immensity of light years and in the 

passage of ages, when we grasp the intricacy, beauty, and subtlety of life, then 

that soaring feeling, that sense of elation and humility combined, is surely 

spiritual. (p. 29) 

 

However, in choosing Palmer’s definition, I wish to state categorically that 

spirituality is more than a mere fleeting connection with something beyond oneself. 

Palmer acknowledged certain limitations of his elucidation of “spirituality” by noting, 

“People can and do get connected with things that are death-dealing rather than life 

giving, as witness the Third Reich” (p. 377). Nonetheless, mine is a qualitative case 

study that is interpretive and exploratory in nature (Merriam, 1998). As such, I argue 

that to try to pin down the nature of spirituality too precisely would be to do an 

injustice to the term itself, as well as to my participants, who viewed the concept in 

rather differing ways. Thus, as Palmer observed regarding his interpretation of 

spirituality, “…it performs a key function of any good definition by giving us a place 

from which to launch an exploration” (p. 377). 
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Notwithstanding, in order to ensure that the definition is not so broad as to be 

meaningless, it is useful here to contextualize it. Offering an interesting prelude to his 

definition, Palmer cited the writer James Baldwin (1985), who recalled a time when, as 

a public school student, his mathematics teacher, Mr. Porter, recognized and accepted 

Baldwin’s limited talent as a math student. The educator, instead of foisting a 

potentially irrelevant and painful curricular requirement upon his young charge, 

instead appeared to aid greatly in Baldwin’s development as a writer by directing him 

towards a demanding research project for the school newspaper, at which Baldwin 

proved successful. As Palmer observed, in underlining how simple it would have been 

for Mr. Baldwin “to do no more than teach math” (p. 377)   

So we have much to learn from Mr. Porter, whose spirituality connected him 

to that largeness called the life of a child—a convention that may well have 

pitted him against ego-seducing educational and social conventions of all sorts. 

(p. 377) 

 

Palmer, though categorically rejecting “the imposition of any form of religion 

in public education” (p. 380), including mandatory school prayer in American public 

schools, nevertheless called for the full exploration of “the spiritual dimensions of 
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teaching, learning, and living.” He elaborated as follows on what he felt was the 

essence of such an endeavor: 

It is the ancient and abiding quest for connectedness with something larger 

than our egos – with our own souls, with one another, with the worlds of 

nature and history and literature, with the obligations, opportunities, and 

mysteries of being alive on the face of the earth. (p. 380) 

 

Given the theological connotations of the word “eternal,” some readers might 

be uncomfortable with the use of this term in Palmer’s definition of spirituality as “the 

eternal human yearning” (p. 377) that individuals have to be linked with something 

that is beyond the ego. However, the words “ancient and abiding,” cited above, could 

easily be substituted for this term (likewise, there is no reason why the phrase “inner 

lives” couldn’t replace the word “souls” in the longer citation above). 

More important, perhaps, Palmer, though associating “connectedness” (p. 

380) with a number of factors, began his article with the narrative of Mr. Porter’s 

successful attempts to connect meaningfully with his student, James Baldwin, 

particularly his penchant for writing. In so doing, it appears to me that Palmer 

emphasized the personal, relational aspect of connectedness more than any of the other 

facets of connection to which he referred. Mr. Porter, after all, reached beyond himself 
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(his ego) in resisting the “pressure to conform to the expectations that came from his 

training, his role, his employer, his community, or from policies governing schooling 

in his place and time” (p. 377). He did so by eschewing the temptation to force a 

number-based curriculum upon the mathematically challenged Baldwin, instead 

encouraging him to develop his nascent writing skills.  

Palmer noted that the centrality of relationships to his views on spirituality 

was based upon both personal experience and research. As to the former, when 

describing the success of spiritual retreats he held across the country to foster inner 

teacher development, he asserted, “If you educate teachers’ hearts and souls, they 

deepen their relations with students, restore community with colleagues, embrace new 

leadership roles on behalf of authentic educational reform, and renew their sense of 

vocation instead of dropping out” (p. 384). He pointed, as well, to a longitudinal study 

by Bryk and Schneider (2002, as cited in Palmer, p. 384), who demonstrated that 

public schools in the Chicago area in which there were high levels of trust among 

teachers, administrators, and students at the beginning of curricular reforms evinced a 

one in two chance of showing overall improvements to students’ math and reading, 

whereas those schools where such trust was lacking had only a one in seven chance of 

such gains taking place. As Palmer contended, in critiquing a U.S. educational system 
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obsessed with high technology and high-stakes testing, “the powers of the human 

heart” (p. 385) in education are often ignored because the aforementioned external 

variables can easily be measured, but we “are largely ignorant about how to explore 

the subtle world of the soul” (p. 385).  

Dewey (1916/2009), for his part, in contrast to proponents of the perennial 

philosophy of education, who advocated a hierarchical imparting of knowledge from 

teacher to learner (see also Freire, 1970, on the “banking” model of education), felt 

that the primary purpose of education was to foster democratic, egalitarian societies. 

As such, the relational trust spoken of by Bryk and Schneider could well be seen as 

key to the development of such populations. Hence, Palmer’s view that spiritually 

inclined teachers tend to encourage connections beyond the ego seems to fit well with 

Dewey’s progressive paradigm of educational philosophy. 

In sum, I am comfortable with Palmer’s view that spirituality entails 

connections beyond the self, for as I hope I have shown in my aforementioned 

contextualization of the definition, the author, citing research, narrative accounts, and 

his own extensive experience in teacher training, has explicitly linked the concept with 

the power that human relationships (particularly those between teachers and students) 

have to bring about personal and societal change. Moreover, time and again, my 
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participants asserted how important it has been for them to foster nurturing 

relationships with their learners, even when the informants did not overtly invoke the 

concept of spirituality. Hence, I have, with few reservations, adopted Palmer’s 

definition for the purposes of this study. 

As I argue below, I view spirituality and religion as quite distinct, though not 

mutually exclusive, concepts, and I believe that TESOL researchers and educators can 

benefit (in terms of inquiry, personal growth and reflection on pedagogical practices) 

from considering, if not participating in, considerations of these two important topics. 

However, in this study, I have examined spirituality, as defined above, rather than 

organized religion, on which I elucidate briefly below.  

Campbell (1991) held that “Religion begins with a sense of wonder and awe 

and the attempt to tell stories that will connect us to God. Then it becomes a set of 

theological works in which everything is reduced to a code, to a creed” (pp. 173-174). 

Given how Palmer (2003) has defined spirituality, it could conceivably be argued that 

Campbell described spirituality in the first sentence of this quote, while delineating the 

essence of religion in the second. Campbell was perhaps the world’s foremost 

authority on mythology. As such, he outlined the common archetypes among many 

religions, ancient and modern. Having spent a lifetime examining the mythologies and 
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religions of the world, he concluded that it was ultimately unproductive to dwell upon 

the superficial differences in doctrines between religions. Rather, he held, people 

should ponder the core messages common to all faiths. 

I realize, however, that there are a myriad of conceptualizations of 

“spirituality” and “religion,” and that these terms are not always contradictory. After 

all, the word “religion” comes from the Latin root religere: “to tie [back] together” 

(Compton, 2003, p. 113). The verb “tie” also evokes the connective aspect of 

spirituality alluded to by Palmer (2003) above. Moreover, psychologists Hill and 

Pargament (2003) held that the overly simplistic separation of religion into public, 

institutional domains and spirituality into private spheres could be problematic. They 

asserted, for instance, that many people have had deeply spiritual experiences within 

the context of organized religions. They warned, too, that dichotomizing the terms 

“spirituality” and “religion” could inadvertently create a hierarchy, wherein persons 

perceiving themselves to belong to the former camp could look down upon those they 

view to comprise the latter. To some extent, therefore, I believe that although 

spirituality and religion are qualitatively different, there is an overlap in terms of 

sentiments and practices.  
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Nonetheless, according to O’Sullivan (2003), “Spirituality, in our times, has 

been seriously compromised by its identification with institutional religions” (p. 10). 

For this reason, among others, I primarily address in this study spirituality as 

humanity’s search for connections beyond the ego, as outlined by Palmer (2003) above. 

Hence, I argue that a spiritual journey is easily distinguishable from the codes and 

creeds of institutionalized religions and as such, it is spirituality, rather than religion, 

that I have explored in this study. Moreover, I have found Palmer’s definition useful in 

explaining aspects of my own spiritual quest. However, at the same time, I gave my 

nine participants the autonomy to define “spirituality” and “religion” as they saw fit. 

 

Theoretical Perspective: Transformative Learning Theory 

As noted earlier, religion has tended to focus on doctrines often perceived to 

be immutable (Campbell, 1991). However, one of the major findings of this project, 

discussed in greater detail in subsequent chapters, was the transformation over time of 

many of my participants’ spiritual views (however they described their 

transformations), and how they perceived that these changes affected their pedagogy. I 

argue here that because this study is primarily an exploration of language teachers’ 

continuing spiritual growth rather than about their fixed views on organized religion, a 
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theoretical perspective that takes into account my participants’ stories of gradual 

transformation in their thinking about spiritual matters is in order. I thus chose to 

analyze the interview transcripts of my participants through the conceptual lens of 

transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1978, 2000). 

Transformative learning theorists have held that truly meaningful learning 

takes place when one’s deepest assumptions are challenged (Mezirow, 1978; Mezirow 

& Associates, 2000). As such, this framework “focuses on how adults come to know 

and learn by critically reflecting on assumptions and changing their behaviors as a 

result of dealing with a disorienting dilemma” (Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003, p. 369). For 

example, Mezirow (1978), widely regarded to be the founder of the framework, 

examined, in his earliest work, the changes taking place in the thinking of a group of 

women who attended a community college after a prolonged absence from formal 

schooling. Their return to a structured educational setting after so many years proved 

disorienting to these participants, so in order to adapt, they were obliged to challenge 

some of their assumptions about the learning process. 

Earlier formulations of transformative learning theory tended to rely on 

positivistic, rationalistic epistemologies to explain personal change. Moreover, some 

(e.g., Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) have criticized prior understandings of the theory for an 
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almost exclusive emphasis upon individual transformation. In more recent discussions 

of this framework, however, spirituality has been held to be an essential element of 

both personal and social transformation (e.g., Duerr, Zajonc, & Dana, 2003; 

O’Sullivan, 1999). As O’Sullivan insisted, “Contemporary education suffers deeply by 

its eclipse of the spiritual dimension of our world and universe” (p. 259). Some 

proponents of transformative learning theory in higher education, particularly settings 

in which instruction on social justice has been central to curricula, have been inspired 

by the teachings of a variety of faith traditions, including Islam (Shahjahan, 2004), 

Afro-centric spirituality (Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003), and contemplative practices (Hart, 

2004) based upon Buddhism as well as mystical currents of Christian philosophy. 

Theorization of the transformative learning framework has thus evolved 

beyond the realm of individualistic, critical reflection such that there has been an 

encouragement of critiques of hierarchical social structures in conjunction with a 

cultivation of a sense of the sacred (e.g., Miller, 2003; O’Sullivan, 2003; Wane, 2003). 

Two papers (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) have reflected this 

shift in focus. These were longitudinal qualitative studies documenting the spiritual 

growth of adult educators and university professors. I discuss them in further detail in 

the next chapter. 
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For the moment, I point out that the results in the above-mentioned two 

studies demonstrated how transformation over time could occur when teachers were 

willing to question their deeply held assumptions about the role that spirituality played 

in their everyday lives and in their teaching. The authors of these two inquiries 

examined the life narratives of their participants, finding that these transformations 

often occurred in the form of turning points, or complications, as Gee (2005) put it. 

Hence, as I explicate further in the third chapter, transformative learning theory suits 

my study as well, for I am examining, through my research questions, many turning 

points in my participants’ tales of their spiritual journeys, as well as how they felt that 

their spiritual views impacted their teaching. 

 

Audience for This Study 

The primary audience for this study is second language education researchers. 

Some of these individuals are those interested in narrative research, particularly the life 

stories of educators and how such accounts are co-constructed between researchers and 

participants (Carter, 1993; Mishler, 1986). As such, the narratives by the participants in 

this inquiry, as well as my own account in the concluding chapter of how these 

informants have influenced my research and my teaching, could inspire researchers in 
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SLE to not only include spiritual dimensions into future studies of language teachers, 

but also to bring their own stories into this work. Other SLE researchers who could 

benefit from reading this study include scholars interested in identity formation and 

critical pedagogy. I hope that they can follow the example of authors in general 

education (e.g., Freire, 1970; Noddings, 2002; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) who have 

understood the important role that spirituality can play in both critical pedagogy and 

identity development.  

The clear instances outlined in Chapters 4 through 6 of how the educators in 

this project felt that their spiritual views directly impacted their pedagogy could be 

inspirational to language teachers who peruse this study. L2 teachers who might be 

interested in how spirituality can give them the impetus to critically address social 

responsibility and global education in their classrooms need only examine the stirring 

tales in my study of Doug, Jackie, Nancy, and others. Moreover, nearly all of my nine 

participants spoke in their own ways of the importance of spirituality as an inspiration 

for their attempts to provide nurturing, connective environments for their learners. 

Hence, language teachers can benefit from reading the stories of my informants by 

reflecting on how their own spirituality (however they define this term) can aid them in 
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creating more caring educational surroundings where students are challenged to think 

beyond the walls of the language classroom. 

 

Delimitations 

Given the ethnic and religious diversity of L2 learners worldwide, there is 

certainly a strong case to be made for the study of L2 students’ spirituality. However, 

such an endeavor is beyond the scope of this project. Because it has taken six years to 

gather and analyze data, and to begin to discuss the commonalities and differences 

among the spiritual journeys of nine teachers and how they felt that these have affected 

their pedagogical practices, it is obvious that I had to limit this study to an exploratory 

examination of the spirituality of a small number of L2 teachers. Moreover, due to the 

qualitative, in-depth nature of this inquiry, it has not been possible to cover the variety 

of religious and spiritual creeds held by those in the second and foreign language 

teaching profession. 

 

Organization of This Study 

Following this introductory chapter, in Chapter 2, I review relevant literature 

on spirituality in medicine, psychology, and in particular general education and second 
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language education. I elaborate, too, upon the yawning gap in the literature on 

spirituality and L2 education described briefly in the introductory chapter. My surprise 

at the breadth and depth of this cavity helped spawn the research questions. In Chapter 

3, I carefully explain the methodology of this study, including my selection of 

participants, the kinds and length of interviews conducted, the types of non-interview 

data analyzed, a rationale for my case study narrative approach, and finally, the holistic 

means of data analysis and validation necessitated by this approach. The results are 

divided thematically into three sections (Chapters 4, 5, and 6), within each of which I 

discuss the spiritual tales of three participants each, as well as their insights as to how 

their spiritual beliefs have impacted their teaching. Next, in the discussion chapter, 

Chapter 7, I outline the similarities and differences among all nine of the participants 

with respect to their narratives and classroom practices, and I tie this to relevant 

literature. Finally, because narrative studies, as well as the very nature of spirituality 

itself, are dialogical in nature (Carter, 1993; Fontana & Frey, 2005; Nash, 2001, 2002), 

I weave my own narrative into the concluding chapter as one way of suggesting the 

co-constructed nature of my findings. Moreover, I posit implications of this inquiry for 

future research and current pedagogical practice. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW: FINDING A PLACE FOR SPIRITUALITY IN 

SECOND LANGUAGE EDUCATION 

 

Introduction 

 Very little has been written in SLE circles about spirituality and its role on the 

formation of teachers’ identities, as well as how L2 educators’ spiritual views impact 

their teaching. Research related to identity in SLE (e.g., Mantero, 2006; Norton, 2000) 

has shown that learners do not leave their identities at home before they walk into their 

classrooms. Moreover, Vandrick (1997) has argued persuasively that when L2 students 

are discouraged from expressing their marginalized identities in classroom settings, 

harmful psychological consequences can result. Scholars in general education have 

held that teachers, too, should feel safe expressing their spirituality and other facets of 

themselves that at times have been sidelined in academia (hooks, 1994; Nash, 2001, 

2002; Noddings, 2002, 2006). There are many ways to do so, even though teachers 

might choose not even to mention the word “spiritual” to their learners or even 

consider themselves to be spiritual individuals (Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003).  

Moreover, because it has long been realized in general education (Nash, 2001, 

2002), psychology (James, 1902/2010; Bergin, 1997), and medicine (Begley, 2007) 

how important spiritual practices such as meditation and open-minded discussions on 
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deep beliefs can be to the formation and expression of personal and professional 

identities, as well as one’s overall physical and mental well being (Begley, 2007; Lutz, 

Greischar, Rawlings, Ricard, & Davidson, 2004), should this not also be the case in L2 

education? After all, language teachers hail from a myriad of countries and therefore 

bring rich, multiple spiritual perspectives into their classrooms. Hence, it is not only to 

demonstrate the lack of inquiry into spirituality in L2 education as compared to other 

social sciences that I present the following literature review, but also to show how I 

formulated my research questions. Perhaps most importantly, however, the literature 

review is one way in which I attempt to justify this line of research in L2 education 

circles. 

I begin with a brief section on some studies in medicine and psychology. 

Their authors have claimed that meditation and other spiritual practices can lead to 

healthier lifestyles (e.g., Lutz, et. al., 2004). I include this part not only because I feel 

that the many investigations into spirituality in these established sciences should 

embolden SLE researchers to conduct their own studies, but also because sages such as 

the Dalai Lama (1999a) have claimed that an education of the heart is a missing 

component of Western pedagogy. Logically, such pedagogy could embrace the 
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enhanced mental health and clarity for students and teachers that can result from such 

practices as meditation (Rimer, 2007).  

Next, I turn my gaze on scholarship from general education linking spirituality 

with caring (Noddings, 2002) and critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970). In particular, due to 

the similarities of some of their research questions to mine, I outline and critique three 

papers (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) 

whose authors gathered data on how mainstream educators’ spiritual beliefs can 

influence their teaching. 

 Finally, I examine the little existing work in second language education on 

spirituality or religion, which has consisted primarily of autobiographical narrative 

accounts (e.g., Vandrick, 2001), position papers on the controversial role of Christian 

missionary work in L2 teaching (e.g., Edge, 2004; Purgason, 2004), and qualitative 

analyses of interviews of language teachers representing only one religious persuasion 

(Johnston & Varghese, 2006; Varghese & Johnston, 2007). I concentrate especially on 

an exploration of this latter work in order to demonstrate how I have tried to broaden 

the discussions on spirituality and religion in TESOL circles with my carefully 

triangulated study of the spirituality of teachers adhering to a number of diverse 

religious, spiritual, and philosophical persuasions. Previous papers (Edge, 2003, 2004; 
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Purgason, 2003; Pennycook & Makoni, 2005; Varghese & Johnston, 2007), though 

beneficial in advancing discussions in TESOL circles on the dangers of certain 

religious practitioners who promote imperialist agendas, have focused primarily upon 

L2 teachers who are evangelical Christians. The chapter ends with my research 

questions. 

 

Spirituality, Medicine, and Psychology 

Although my inquiry is not grounded in the fields of medicine or psychology, 

I have included this short section in order to demonstrate some of the beneficial ways 

that spirituality has been investigated in these mainstream sciences. To this end, I 

discuss first a number of studies (e.g., Lutz et al., 2004) whose authors have 

endeavored to link spiritual practices such as meditation to enhanced physical and 

mental health. I then briefly explain some ways that Western science has begun to 

question the supposedly dualistic separation of the mind and the brain (e.g., Braud, 

2003). Finally, I introduce some studies from psychology outlining other types of 

benefits of spiritual practice, such as treatment for addictions (Clay, 2003). 

It is beyond the scope of this study for me to provide readers with a thorough 

review of the hundreds of articles and books whose authors have purported to link 
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certain spiritual practices with improved physical and mental well being. Some of the 

more fascinating studies have come to fruition through the convergence of physicians, 

psychologists, and Tibetan Buddhist practitioners under the auspices of the Mind and 

Life Institute, based at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. For example, it was 

found that the gamma-band activity based in the pre-frontal lobes of the brains of an 

experimental group of eight Tibetan Buddhist monks meditating on compassion was 

significantly higher than that of participants in the control group (Lutz et al., 2004). 

Neuroscientists have linked the neural synchrony associated with elevated 

gamma-band activity to enhanced working-memory, attention, learning, and conscious 

perception. Members of the experimental group had consistently practiced meditating 

for an average of 15 to 20 years, whereas the control group comprised participants who 

were interested in meditation but who had received only cursory training. 

Similarly, even a short training program in meditation among participants in 

an experimental group produced reductions in anxiety and increased immune function 

compared with members of a control group, who had received no training (Davidson et 

al., 2003). Of related interest here is Hill and Pargament’s (2003) speculation that 

“…psychologists may find that religion and spirituality are of a different stripe than 

other psychological and social constructs” (p. 72). They made this conjecture after 
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examining a number of quantitative and qualitative instruments used to measure and 

analyze constructs related to spirituality. The experiments mentioned above have been 

thoroughly discussed elsewhere (Begley, 2007; Harrington & Zajonc, 2006). For her 

part, Begley (2007) observed that many Western scientists, physicians, and 

psychologists, as well as practitioners of Eastern religions, though members of 

seemingly disparate groups, have begun, through collaborative experimentation, to 

examine the role of Buddhist mindfulness meditation in facilitating physical and 

psychological healing.  

Further, many Western scientists have started to question the notion of 

mind-brain dualism (Braud, 2003). Interestingly, some sociocognitive theorists in 

second language education (e.g., Atkinson, 2002, 2010; Atkinson, Churchill, Nishino, 

& Okada, 2007; Watson-Gegeo, 2004) have also done so.  

Moreover, a number of articles on religion and spirituality were featured in an 

edition of the journal Monitor on Psychology. In one, the author held that when 

counseling clients, psychologists should be open to discussing their patients’ spiritual 

or religious views (Kersting, 2003). The writer of another paper outlined collaborative 

research taking place among faculty and students at Bowling Green State University 

into the nature of religion and spirituality (Chamberlin, 2003). Psychologist Kenneth 



 
 

30 

Pargament, cited earlier (Hill & Pargament, 2003), was one of the leaders of this 

research team. Clay (2003) described quantitative studies in which positive benefits 

were found for spiritual and religious people in terms of the prevention and treatment 

of addictions. The final paper contained a summary of studies whose authors examined 

the struggles of new college students who sometimes found their spiritual and religious 

values challenged in the pluralistic environment of the academy (Dittman, 2003; cf. 

Marsden, 1994). 

Above, I introduced a few of the many studies showing the potential of 

spiritual practices such as meditation to improve physical and psychological health 

(Lutz et al., 2004). I also discussed the recent questioning of mind-brain dualism 

(Braud, 2003), as well as studies whose authors have reported on other benefits that 

spiritual practice can bring, such as an enhanced capacity to deal with addictive 

behaviors (Clay, 2003). Because many inquiries into spirituality are taking place in 

such prestigious areas as medicine and psychology, it should not be surprising that 

scholars in general education have examined promising ways in which spirituality and 

pedagogy are related. It is to an examination of such research that I now turn. 
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Spirituality and General Education 

In addition to transformative learning theory, which was introduced in the 

previous chapter, scholars have outlined a number of ways that spirituality and 

education can be linked. As with psychology, such literature is too vast to deal with in 

great detail here. Moreover, because my inquiry pertains more directly to SLE than to 

general education, I focus more closely later on second language education than I do 

here on general education.  

I begin this section by introducing an important volume edited by Glazer 

(1999), following which I explain Noddings’s (2002) views on the primacy of caring in 

education. Next, I sketch some of the spiritual roots of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970) 

and its cousin, engaged pedagogy (hooks, 1994). Finally, I outline and critique three 

qualitative studies whose authors investigated how spirituality has influenced a number 

of mainstream educators (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell & 

Tolliver, 2003). 

A good starting point for readers who are interested in discussions of 

spirituality within general education is the book The Heart of Learning: Spirituality 

and Education (Glazer, 1999). This volume includes essays by, among others, Huston 

Smith, the Dalai Lama, Parker Palmer, bell hooks, and Naomi Remen. All of the 
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authors, although espousing differing spiritual practices, agreed on the need to explore 

connections between spirituality and education, for, they held, such liaisons could be 

ways to integrate the personal and professional facets of the self, and to further social 

justice. As we shall see, many of the interviewees in my own study have mentioned a 

desire, stemming from their spiritual beliefs, for continued personal and social 

transformation.  

For his part, the Dalai Lama (1999a), in the aforementioned tome, observed:  

From my rough impression of the Western educational system, although it is 

very impressive to see the high standard of the facilities, the many material 

resources, and the perfection of so many different aspects of intellectual 

development, the thing that seems to be lacking is the dimension of enhancing 

and developing the heart. (p. 87) 

 

In Japan, too, there are from time to time in the public sphere calls for 

teachers to emphasize what is known in Japanese as kokoro no kyoiku, or “education of 

the heart.” Parmenter (2006) devoted part of a book chapter to moral education in 

Japan, which consists of 35 hours per year (one class per week) of classroom 

instruction for the nine years of compulsory education that run from the first grade of 

elementary school through the third year of junior high school. She outlined the goals 
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for moral education put forth by Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, and 

Technology (MEXT) as “emphasizing continual improvement of oneself and one’s 

group, as well as emphasizing responsibilities over rights” (p. 151). Although 

somewhat negative in her assessment of certain aspects of moral education in 

particular and citizenship education in general for their failure to promote “identity or 

citizenship in a transnational arena,” (p. 151), I was nonetheless struck by her summary 

from MEXT of the main aims of moral education as being the cultivation by young 

Japanese learners of relations to the self, other people, nature, and society. Indeed, 

according to Parmenter, MEXT has emphasized these latter three relationships more 

than the cultivation of the self. Such an accentuation on the value of connecting to 

one’s social groups reminds me of Palmer’s (2003) view that spirituality involves 

reaching beyond oneself. 

 For some, however, phrases such as “education of the heart” or “moral 

education” can conjure up images of teachers attempting to impose firebrand religious 

or political ideology upon their unwitting charges. However, in contrast to such 

disturbing images, Noddings (2002) viewed moral education to be synonymous with 

what she called the “primary aim” (p. 172) of schools and teaching: “the maintenance 

and enhancement of caring” (p. 172). Further, she felt relationships to be 
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“ontologically basic” to human existence (p. 4). Let us recall that Palmer’s (2003) 

definition of spirituality denotes the importance of connection. The forging and 

nurturing of relationships are arguably an important manifestation of connections 

beyond the ego. To this end, Noddings has contended that schools must be set up as 

institutions that promote a reciprocal relationship of caring between students and 

teachers, and that the ethic of caring must permeate all aspects of school life, including 

grading, the fair enforcement of rules and regulations, and curriculum design. She and 

other scholars held that one way to promote caring and respect for difference amongst 

learners was to teach them the basic tenets of the world’s major religions (Noddings, 

2002; Postman, 1995). For his part, Palmer (1999) argued that 

teaching and learning is not just about information or getting a job. Education 

is about healing and wholeness. It is about empowerment, liberation, 

transcendence, about renewing the vitality of life. It is about finding and 

claiming ourselves and our place in the world. (pp. 18-19) 

 

In general educational contexts, critical pedagogy has become one means by 

which some teachers have sought to empower their learners. Paolo Freire has been 

credited with being the founder of critical pedagogy. In the 1960s, Freire implemented 

literacy programs in farming communities throughout his native Brazil. In so doing, he 
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encouraged these adult learners to use their newfound literacy as a tool to struggle 

against the forces in society that kept them in subjugation and poverty. Moreover, in 

order to foster such resistance, he felt, teachers must enter into an egalitarian, dialogic 

relationship with their learners. Freire held that praxis, or theory combined with action, 

should underscore movements for educational and social transformation. Freire’s ideal 

of “Education as the practice of freedom – as opposed to education as the practice of 

domination” (Freire, 1970, p. 81) spread to educational contexts beyond his native 

Brazil. 

As Kristjánsson (2007) bemoaned, an aspect of critical pedagogy that has 

often been underemphasized is the influence of liberation theology upon Freire’s work. 

Liberation theology was the movement within Latin American Catholic churches that 

helped shape much of Freire’s pedagogical philosophy. One of its primary aims was 

“An interpretation of Christian faith out of the suffering, struggle, and hope of the 

poor” (Hillar, 1993, p. 35). To this end, when reading Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

(Freire, 1970), I could not help but be struck by the proliferation of spiritual language 

in Freire’s writings. He insisted, for example, that teachers approach learners from 

oppressed groups in a spirit of humility, rather than as all-knowing pedagogues. 

Further, he contended (1970, p. 131), “Revolutionary leaders cannot speak without the 
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people nor for the people, but only with the people.” Moreover, if one is to equate 

spirituality with compassion, it is difficult not to be moved by the following Freire 

maxim: “If I do not love the world—if I do not love life—if I do not love people—I 

cannot enter into dialogue” (p. 80). Upon reading such words, it does not take a leap of 

faith to infer that Freire was a very spiritual educator indeed. 

Freire’s writings have spawned a plethora of works in general education (e.g., 

McLaren & Kincheloe, 2007; Saltman & Gabbard, 2003; Shor, 1996) on how teaching 

can have a liberating impetus. Unlike Freire, however, these authors have not 

examined the spiritual dimensions of critical pedagogy. Besides Kristjánsson (2007), 

one of the exceptions to this trend has been bell hooks (1994). She has embraced the 

concept of Engaged Buddhism, developed by Buddhist monks in Vietnam who, in the 

1960s, were protesting against the conflict there. Hooks defined Engaged Buddhism as 

“the focus on practice in conjunction with contemplation” (1994, p. 14). She further 

pointed to a key difference between what she termed “engaged pedagogy” (p. 15) and 

critical or feminist pedagogies. That is to say, practitioners of the former, influenced by 

such spiritual luminaries as Hanh (1991) have concentrated on promoting education as 

the practice of freedom within the context of a holistic union of mind, body, and spirit. 

In such a conceptualization, hooks has argued, the progressive teacher must look first 
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to the restoration of the self, because one cannot be a healing influence upon others if 

one is broken inside. Hence, hooks felt that engaged pedagogy was more emotionally 

and spiritually demanding than critical pedagogy.  

In this study, I examined the spiritual narratives of nine language educators. 

Nash (2001, 2002), citing Bruner (1996) has contended that telling stories is a vitally 

important way that humans construct meaning. He recounted in his work the success 

he has had teaching a seminar on spirituality, religion, and ethics to graduate students 

in education at the University of Vermont. He attributed this favorable outcome to 

promoting open-minded dialogue amongst his learners that focused on their diverse 

religious and spiritual narratives rather than upon doctrinal issues. As he wrote (2001) 

in a memo to his students distributed to them at the beginning of his seminar: 

Stories help us to shift perspective more easily, to assume the vantage point of 

the other. The Greek root for stories or narratives is mythoi, the root of “myths.” For 

example, in the study of religion, narratives, like myths, are neither true nor false; 

instead, they function more neutrally to remind us that people construct religious 

stories to explain the nature of life, and to provide a sense of cosmic purpose, personal 

identity, and morality (p. 155). 
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In this study, I also investigated ways in which my nine participants felt that 

their spiritual beliefs affected their teaching. In this sense, one of the more relevant 

studies from the field of general education is that of Tisdell and Tolliver (2003), 

discussed further below, in which all 31 of their participants, workers in the field of 

adult education, felt that spirituality was a strong motivational factor in their jobs. 

Similarly, almost half of the fifty public school teachers surveyed in a qualitative study 

(Pajak & Blase, 1989) claimed that their spirituality had positive reverberations upon 

their teaching. 

The writers of two important papers from the sister fields of adult education 

and higher education (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) concluded 

that among their participants, those who experienced the greatest amount of 

transformation to their deepest assumptions and subsequently desired to inculcate a 

sense of social justice in themselves and in their students were teachers who were able 

over the course of time to integrate their spiritual personae with their professional 

personae. Perhaps more than any others, it is these two studies that have helped focus 

this inquiry into spirituality and second language pedagogy. This is partly because, as 

discussed in later chapters, some of my participants asserted that their evolving  
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spirituality led them more and more into viewing language education as a means of 

fostering a sense of social responsibility in themselves and in their learners. 

Tisdell and Tolliver (2003) interviewed 31 adult educators, 18 of whom were 

members of visible minorities. These teachers were actively engaged in trying to help 

their learners discuss and negotiate their individual identities within the complex 

multicultural framework of North American society. Noting that the ongoing 

development of identity is one of the seven key components of spirituality, the authors 

held that “while it is impossible to know this ‘authentic self’ with absolute certainty” 

(p. 375), one can move towards one’s core identity. Tisdell and Tolliver focused on 

trying to find ways that their participants viewed culture to be a source of social 

transformation. For most of these teachers, the spiritual transformation involved in 

reclaiming their cultural identities and minority religious practices in 

WASP-dominated North American society was a long but rewarding process. For 

many of the participants, this spiritual growth fit into the transformative learning 

paradigm. That is to say, because they explored their identities as members of cultural 

and spiritual minorities, their assumption that this minority status rendered them 

incapable of helping to bring about social justice was strongly challenged and changed. 
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In a similar manner to Tisdell and Tolliver (2003), Cranton and Carusetta 

(2003) employed transformative learning theory and life narrative analysis in their 

three-year examination of 22 tertiary educators. After analyzing the transcripts of 

multiple interviews of each teacher, the researchers found that older, more experienced 

faculty tended to perceive that their teaching personae were fully integrated with their 

spiritual values. In contrast, they found that the younger, less experienced educators 

who participated in their study perceived these to be separate.  

The writers of the two aforementioned articles maintained that the move 

towards an integration of the self was a common aspect of transformative learning 

theory that did not necessarily negate some postmodernist notions (Foucault, 1983) 

regarding the fragmentation of one’s identity. The main difference between 

transformative learning theory and postmodernism with regard to identity, though, is 

that many of the latter theorists have questioned the existence of a core identity. 

Specialists in transformative learning, on the other hand, have held that one of the 

results of a learner being challenged and changed by a transformative experience is the 

slow but sure integration of one’s multiple identities into an authentic core self. I 

subscribe to the latter view. 
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There are a number of minor weaknesses in the aforementioned study by 

Pajak and Blase (1989), as well as those by Tisdell and Tolliver (2004) and Cranton 

and Carusetta (2004). Although their finding that the majority of their interviewees felt 

that spirituality was highly motivational in their vocations was useful, one fault in the 

paper by Pajak and Blase (1989) is that they relied solely on questionnaire data from 

open-ended items. In qualitative research, although this technique allows investigators 

to survey a wide range of participants, the resulting data lack the depth that would 

result from face-to-face interviews. Moreover, these authors didn’t triangulate their 

questionnaire data with other types of information from their participants. 

The study by Tisdell and Tolliver (2003), along with that of Cranton and 

Carusetta (2003) were generally, I feel, excellent exemplars of narrative inquiry 

showing how spirituality can play an important role in teacher development. The 

former represented an improvement to that of Pajak and Blase (1989) concerning the 

quality and depth of data gathered, for the authors interviewed their 31 participants for 

a total of 1.5 to three hours each. As with the approach taken by Pajak and Blase, 

however, there was no data triangulation whatsoever, and as Riessman (2008) has 

pointed out, for purposes of data validity, there should be at least two interviews per 

participant spread out over time. 



 
 

42 

 Of these three studies, perhaps Cranton and Carusetta’s (2004) paper was the 

strongest in terms of the depth of data gathered, for they interviewed each of their 22 

teacher-participants four times over a period of two years for 60 to 90 minutes each 

time. These interviews were triangulated with recorded focus group sessions of four to 

six faculty members each, as well as with extensive classroom observations. However, 

in none of the three aforementioned studies was data triangulated with teachers’ course 

syllabuses or academic publications. This would have added further depth to the 

interpretation of the results. In my study, as outlined in the third research question at 

the end of this chapter, I have attempted such triangulation. 

In this section, I related first how various authors in general education have 

emphasized the importance of spirituality in terms of caring (e.g., Noddings, 2002). I 

then outlined some of the spiritual origins of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970), which 

have often been understated. Next, I wrote about Engaged Buddhism (Hanh, 1991; 

hooks, 1994), its offspring (engaged pedagogy), and the latter’s differences from and 

similarities to critical pedagogy. Finally, I outlined and critiqued three empirical 

studies whose authors explored how the spiritual views of various mainstream 

educators affected their teaching practices (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Pajak & Blase, 
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1989; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003). I now turn to some of the relevant position papers, as 

well as research, on religion and spirituality in second language education. 

 

Spirituality and Second Language Education 

Very little literature on spirituality exists in second language education. 

However, there is a certain amount on organized religion. As to the former, I begin this 

section of the literature review by examining spirituality from the wide lens of 

language socialization (Watson-Gegeo, 2004). Next, I question why some of the 

leading lights on language teacher cognition (e.g., Borg, 2003) have not addressed 

spirituality in their work. I then summarize some published autobiographical narratives 

(e.g., Lunny, 2003; Vandrick, 2001) wherein language educators and researchers 

recounted how their religious upbringing or current spiritual values influenced their 

lives and their teaching. I examine, too, the efforts of some language educators (e.g., 

Cates, 1999) to teach their learners about the world’s religions, as well as the 

endeavors by certain scholars (e.g., Sohail, 2005) to educate L2 students and teachers 

alike about the dangers of stereotyping Islam. After this, I consider relevant portions of 

an ethnographic study of four English educators at a private language school in Japan 

(Duff & Uchida, 1997). 
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Subsequently, I address Johnston’s (2003) views on the moral dimensions of 

language teaching, focusing in this respect on some teachers who have advocated 

introducing an ethic of hospitality (Smith & Carvill, 2000) into the language classroom. 

Then, in a section pertaining mainly to organized religion, I discuss the ongoing debate 

on the role of ELT in Christian missionary work and, by implication, imperialism 

(Edge, 2003, 2004; Purgason, 2004). Finally, in another example of how the back and 

forth debate between some evangelical Christian teachers and some liberal thinkers has 

tended to overshadow any meaningful discussion of spirituality in ELT publications 

(Wong & Canagarajah, 2009), I offer a detailed outline and critique of a recent study 

by Varghese and Johnston (2007). 

Beginning with a macroscopic view of spirituality and SLE, we can observe 

that proponents of language socialization theory and critical Applied Linguistics (e.g., 

Atkinson, 2002, 2010; Canagarajah, 1999; Pennycook, 2001; Simon-Maeda, 2011; 

Watson-Gegeo, 2004) have viewed second language acquisition (SLA) in a manner 

contrasting the mainstream, cognitive paradigm that has dominated Applied 

Linguistics, in which the learner is seen to absorb a second or foreign language in 

relative isolation. That is to say, sociocognitive theorists in SLA have insisted that 

people actually acquire a language in interaction with others, and that in so doing, they 
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bring into the classroom their various personae, be these political, spiritual, or religious 

in nature.  

Although styling himself an atheist and expressing suspicion towards 

organized religion in general, Johnston (2003) nonetheless claimed, “there is a 

profoundly spiritual dimension to human life” (p. 112). For her part, Watson-Gegeo 

(2004) felt that the role played by spirituality in research into language socialization 

had been neglected, but predicted that this would change, holding that spirituality “will 

become a significant dimension of the paradigm shift in the human and social sciences 

that revolutionizes the way we view mind, language, epistemology, and learning” (p. 

343). She has attributed this possible paradigm shift in part to a questioning in the 

sciences of the modernist view that spiritual experiences must at best be viewed 

through the lens of empiricist objectivity and at worst, discounted completely. Based 

partly upon her ethnographic research on SLA in the Solomon Islands, Watson-Gegeo 

argued, too, that the modernist manner in which second or foreign language acquisition 

has been studied amongst third and fourth world peoples has de-sanctified what they 

view to be a spiritual process.  

Continuing with a bird’s eye view of spirituality and SLE, while examining 

inquiries into teacher cognition and teacher beliefs in TESOL and Applied Linguistics 
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circles, I noticed that most such projects focused principally on teachers’ educational 

backgrounds and training. In what could be considered a state-of-the-art paper in this 

genre, Borg (2003) penned a comprehensive review of sixty-four studies on the 

pedagogical knowledge of L2 teachers and teacher trainees worldwide. He concluded 

that teachers’ cognition, which had been molded by their prior beliefs about learning, 

in-service training, and other contextual factors, inevitably impacted their classroom 

practices. Few academic papers in ELT, however, have provided a glimpse into the 

deep inner lives of teachers―that is to say, how their profoundly held ethical, religious, 

or spiritual convictions influence their pedagogical or research practices. 

Moving toward a more microscopic view of work on teacher beliefs, however, 

it can be observed that there are a limited number of instances in which prominent 

individuals in the field of SLE have written narrative accounts describing how their 

religious backgrounds played a role in their formation as language teachers (e.g., 

Cummins, 1997; Foster, 1997; Vandrick, 1999, 2001). As illuminating as these papers 

are, however, the authors dealt primarily with how religion as a source of 

institutionalized codes and creeds (Campbell, 1991), rather than a supra-religious 

spirituality (Palmer, 2003), shaped their pedagogical practices. Cummins (1997) and 

Foster (1997) related how their education in parochial Catholic schools influenced, 



 
 

47 

almost at an unconscious level, how they later approached L2 teaching. For her part, 

Vandrick, (2001) gave a compelling account about her experience growing up in India 

as the child of missionaries. She observed that this experience caused her later as an 

English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher in the United States to adopt 

unconsciously the well-meaning yet condescending attitude of someone who was 

“ministering to the natives all over again” (p. 35) by “graciously dispensing the gifts, 

prizes, wisdom made available through the English language” (p. 35). Elsewhere 

(Bradley, 2005), I have discussed how my transformation from an exclusivist view of 

Christianity to a broader spirituality has influenced me to try to practice compassion 

and open-mindedness when teaching my L2 classes. 

Somewhat in contrast to the above autobiographical papers on the influence of 

religion on the authors’ pedagogical practices are two narrative accounts in ELT circles 

in which the writers described how their spirituality has shaped their language teaching. 

For example, Nelson (2001) was initially surprised when a number of her colleagues 

viewed her monograph At the Point of Need (1991) to be a work of profound 

spirituality. One colleague told her the following: 

But Marie, I’ve always seen your book as spiritual. You write 

about…non-resistance to students who are resistant to us, about avoiding 
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adversarial teaching roles… Your work is about Do unto others as you wish 

they’d do to you―which, by the way, is not just a Christian idea. Do unto 

others is found in all the great religions. (Nelson, 2001, p. 14) 

 

This experience prompted Nelson to realize that she had “folded spirituality 

into religion, and confused both with religiosity” (p. 14). For her part, Lunny (2003), 

influenced a great deal by the writings of hooks (1994) and Hanh (1991, 1998) on 

Engaged Buddhism, defined this movement as “socio-political action infused with 

insights from Buddhist spiritual practice and thought” (p. 144). Further, she pointed 

out that social action or pedagogy mediated by Engaged Buddhism should have as its 

foundation what Hahn (1998) has termed a “nonattachment to views” (p. 8). For Hanh, 

attachment to any views, even Buddhist ones, no matter how well intentioned they 

might be, was akin to idolatry. In a similar fashion to hooks (1994), Lunny has held 

that Engaged Buddhism differs from critical pedagogy and certain non-spiritual 

feminist viewpoints in that the latter two are based primarily on overly cerebral, and 

sometimes angry, thought processes. In other words, according to Lunny, Engaged 

Buddhism can be contrasted with critical pedagogy, in that the former has emphasized 

personal and social change through compassionate dialogue. In a similar vein, 

Johnston (1999), though acknowledging that he has benefited greatly from the 
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teachings of critical pedagogy, has objected to certain aspects of this philosophy, 

primarily its top-down and opaque emphasis on political processes over the 

all-important moral aspects of education. 

Lunny (2003) related her experience applying some of the principles of 

Engaged Buddhism to her teaching. For instance, the openly gay Lunny wrote of her 

successful struggle not to react defensively or angrily to the homophobic comments of 

some of her students concerning a video on gay marriage that she screened in a 

university-level English as a Foreign Language (EFL) class in Japan. Lunny further 

cited one student who expressed profound appreciation for her non-judgmental 

approach to teaching: “‘You have never rejected nor deny the opinions. You always 

listen to what they say. And then, calmly say your opinion, which I can never do’” (p. 

163).  

Besides the aforementioned autobiographical accounts there are, as with 

general education (Noddings, 2002; Postman, 1995), a few language teachers who 

have started to write and speak about the benefits of instructing learners about the 

world’s religions. Some have felt that educating EFL learners in Japan about the 

world’s faiths as part of a global education based L2 curriculum can help promote an 

understanding of and appreciation for the diversity of religious beliefs held by people 
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throughout the world (Cates, 1999). Kirkpatrick (2000, p. 144), argued that one of the 

best reasons to develop courses on philosophy and religion for EFL learners at the 

college level in Japan was that “their study enhances character: spiritually, emotionally, 

intellectually, and morally.”  

In addition to teachers who have promoted education about the world’s 

religions, a number of educators have focused more specifically on Islam. For instance, 

an issue of the Journal of Language, Identity, and Education (Sohail, 2005) was 

devoted to a critical examination of some of the consequences of the post 9/11 spread 

of English in Islamic contexts. One of these has been a stereotyping by many 

Westerners, including L2 teachers, of Muslims as terrorists. Atassi, Bright, and Wong 

(2007) examined the harmful effects of such stereotyping in ESL classes in American 

public schools. For his part, Sellami (2006), in analyzing the written materials of 

nineteen of his first-year Muslim EFL students at a Moroccan university, felt that a 

“(critical) culturally sensitive pedagogy” (p. 191) would be necessary in order to 

encourage his students to reflect deeply about the images many carried in their minds 

of a morally depraved West. 

Although Duff and Uchida (1997) did not employ the term “spirituality” in 

their ethnographic case study of four teachers of young adults at a private language 
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institute in the Kansai area of Japan, there are certain similarities to my project in terms 

of findings. Of the three major themes that emerged from their detailed research, it is 

perhaps that of the four participants’ “quest for interpersonal and intercultural 

connection” (Duff & Uchida, 1997, p. 451) that is most relevant to my inquiry. The 

authors found seven types of connection to be salient to their research. Of these, their 

teacher-participants’ connections between “their lives and those of their students” (p. 

473) and between “the classroom and the English-speaking world beyond” (p. 473) 

seem most germane to my study. Danny, for instance, sought to connect his learners 

both with himself and the world beyond his classroom by giving lessons based on U.S. 

television shows and positioning himself symbolically as a talk show host in his 

classes, with his students acting the part of special guests and audience members. Carol, 

in addition to attempting to become more empathetic to her students’ needs and 

interests, brought up issues associated with Japanese culture in order to try to make her 

classes timely and relevant. For her part, Miki, in endeavoring to have her learners 

bring to the classroom their own narratives about extra-curricular activities, placed 

herself in the role of counselor to some of them. Finally, Kimiko connected with her 

students by learning as much as she could from them about contemporary Japanese life 
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and pop culture (although Japanese, she had spent many years abroad) and by 

discussing international current events with them. 

Turning now to the topics of morality and caring, addressed to some extent in 

the previous section on spirituality and general education, I note that some have 

plausibly argued that moral education is feasible without reference to religion or 

spirituality (Dalai Lama, 1999b). However, although some philosophers of education 

(e.g., Nash, 2001; Noddings, 2006) have agreed with this observation, they have 

nonetheless averred that for some learners and teachers, religion and spirituality are 

vital aspects of any discussion on values and as such, they should not be ignored. I 

briefly outline below some important work on values in second language education.  

With regard to L2 instruction and moral education, Johnston (2003), 

acknowledging the major influence of Noddings’s (2002) work on his writings, held 

that English language education had too long been viewed almost solely in terms of the 

mental acquisition of linguistic features. He also lamented the lack of Applied 

Linguistics literature exploring English language teaching as a profession that is 

heavily laden with values. Hence, taking his cue from Noddings (2002), Johnston 

(2003) argued that the teacher-student relationship must have “paramount importance” 

(p. 81) in matters of learner evaluation. As such, he insisted, classroom testing 
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inevitably becomes subjective, and hence, it “must be brought within the bounds of the 

unique relation between student and teacher and that in order for this to happen, we 

need the flexibility that comes from a deep knowledge of our students and their 

circumstances.” (p. 97). In addition, there are a number of other important volumes on 

the ethics involved in education in general, and language education in particular (e.g., 

Buzzelli & Johnston, 2002; Hafernik, Messerschmidt, & Vandrick, 2002). In all of 

these works, the authors argued forcefully, in a manner that brings to mind Noddings 

(2002), that language teaching is, at its heart, a deeply moral undertaking. 

Concerning language education as a moral enterprise, some useful moderate 

Christian perspectives have also come to light. For example, definitions of missionary 

work as an endeavor that goes beyond the gaining of converts have been advanced by a 

few (Smith, 2009; Smith & Carvill, 2000; Snow, 2001). These scholars have held that 

an ethic of service to others must be the primary motivation of Christian English 

language teachers who work in a missionary capacity overseas, and that professional 

development must be an honorable and important end in and of itself (not merely a tool 

with which to spread the Christian faith). Finally, Smith and Osborn (2007) released an 

edited volume in which the contributing authors, all Christians, critically examined 
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various intersections of spirituality, social justice, and language learning and teaching 

from both theoretical and practical standpoints. 

A variety of religious groups, including Jesuits and Mormons, have sought to 

use English language teaching as a tool with which to spread their beliefs. However, 

the debate on the ethics of such proselytizing has focused primarily, in TESOL and 

Applied Linguistics publications, upon the approach of some evangelical Christians to 

English language teaching and missionary work. A moral dilemma eloquently 

addressed by Varghese and Johnston (2007) involves the question of whether or not 

the evangelical Christian imperative to try to convince people of various cultures and 

faiths to convert to Christianity clashes with the international TESOL organization’s 

(2007) call for respect for persons of all cultures. It has been argued from a Christian 

perspective that because all instruction involves teaching for change, the imperative for 

Christians to bear witness to their faith and the TESOL edict of respect for persons do 

not contradict each other, but are, rather, complementary (Baurain, 2007). Moreover, 

some Christian authors, although acknowledging the imperialist actions of some 

missionaries affiliated with the U.S. religious right, have been firm in their assertions 

that these are minor aberrations and that as such, the Christian missionary imperative 

should supersede all such concerns (Griffith, 2004; Purgason, 2004). 
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By contrast, other scholars have insisted that because missionary activities by 

English language teachers are inevitably weighted down with the baggage of linguistic 

and cultural imperialism, colonialism, and American neo-conservatism, the entire 

missionary enterprise must be examined with a critical eye (Edge, 2003, 2004; 

Pennycook, 1994; Pennycook & Coutand-Marin, 2003; Pennycook & Makoni, 2005). 

Ably attempting to take a conciliatory position between the above-mentioned camps, 

Varghese and Johnston (2007) held that the motivation of Christian professionals who 

teach English in missionary contexts is often complex and contradictory. They thus 

called for less essentialism and more dialogue between Christian ELT missionaries and 

those who call some of their actions into question. 

The dialogue that some have encouraged (Varghese & Johnston, 2007) was to 

some extent fostered in an interesting edited volume (Wong & Canagarajah, 2009). 

Unfortunately, with a few exceptions (e.g., Bradley, 2009; Morgan, 2009a; Vandrick, 

2009a), the bulk of these discussions were limited to attempts at dialogue between 

evangelical Christians (e.g., Smith, 2009) and self-proclaimed atheists or agnostics 

(e.g., Johnston, 2009). Moreover, very few of the contributing authors to this tome 

discussed the importance of an exploration of spirituality outside of evangelical 

Christian contexts. 
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Although I have briefly mentioned one empirical study of evangelical 

Christian language teachers that was reported in two articles (Johnston & Varghese, 

2006; Varghese & Johnston, 2007), I now offer a closer examination of these papers, 

for they are, with the exception of a pilot study I conducted of one of the participants 

of the current inquiry (Bradley, 2009), the only empirical studies I am aware of in 

which authors have examined the spiritual or religious beliefs of language teachers, as 

well as how these creeds have influenced their pedagogical philosophies. Both papers 

are parts of a larger study of ten evangelical Christian teachers. The short 2006 book 

chapter focuses on only two teachers in the study, whereas the journal article from the 

following year consists of a more detailed look at the beliefs of all ten educators. 

Hence, I discuss mainly this latter paper. 

The stated purpose of the authors’ inquiry was “to initiate a dialogue between 

evangelical Christians and others in the field about the role of religious faith and 

missionary work in ELT” (Varghese & Johnston, 2007, p. 6). In their attempts to 

deepen the discussion and to challenge stereotypes, they pointed out that in spite of the 

fact that language teaching has been associated with missionary endeavors throughout 

centuries of European colonialism until the present day (Johnston & Varghese, 2006), 

little is known of the motivations or beliefs of the many evangelical Christian ELT 
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practitioners. In addition, they bemoaned some liberal L2 educators’ “tendency to 

essentialize and thus stereotype” (Johnston & Varghese, 2007, p. 6) evangelical 

Christians on one hand, and the demonizing by some evangelical Christians language 

teachers of liberal-minded educators on the other. They cited as evidence articles, to 

which I referred briefly earlier in this review, by evangelicals such as Purgason (2004), 

and, conversely, liberal anti-imperialists like Pennycook and Coutand-Marin (2003). 

Hence, the above-mentioned purpose of Varghese and Johnston’s research, that of 

fostering dialogue between holders of two seemingly irreconcilable positions, was 

spawned by their alarm at the pigeonholing taking place on both sides of the debate, 

and is thus, in my view, to be commended. 

The aforementioned purpose appeared to motivate the researchers’ decision to 

conduct 40- to 90-minute semi-structured interviews of ten participants, undergraduate 

language teachers in training from two geographically disparate evangelical Christian 

colleges in the United States. As they put it, hinting at their research foci in the second 

sentence of the following quote:  

Our decision to use interview data was motivated by several factors. First, 

given that the topic of our study is the religious beliefs of teachers and how 

these relate to their teaching, it seemed that interviews were at least initially 
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the most appropriate source of information (Varghese & Johnston, 2007, p. 

12). 

 

The researchers’ purpose for their inquiry then, was to foster dialogue, and as 

a step towards achieving this aim, they hoped to “present the teachers’ beliefs in their 

own words” (Varghese & Johnston, 2007, p. 12). The methodology by which the 

authors went about trying to realize these admirable goals, however, might be 

somewhat lacking in depth. First, they conducted only one interview of each of the 

participants. Riessman (2008) has strongly advised researchers to hold at least two 

interviews of informants so that issues brought up by these participants can be 

explored in sufficient depth. Second, and perhaps more important, the authors, like 

those of two of the studies I mentioned in the previous section on general education 

(Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) made no attempt (at any rate, they 

didn’t make mention of any in their article) to triangulate the data. In addition, the 

researchers, although endeavoring to analyze their interview data thematically, did not 

delve deeply into the backgrounds of the participants or how they developed their 

beliefs (or if they did so, they did not elaborate upon this in their article). Finally, 

although they claimed to be looking at “how the Christian teachers’ religious beliefs 

and practices intersected with their work as English language teachers” (p. 14), an 
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admirable undertaking, this examination was somewhat restricted in focus. That is to 

say, the authors only examined their participants’ views on sharing their religious 

beliefs with their learners, the informants’ thoughts on the ethics of trying to convert 

students, and these budding teachers’ beliefs on “using ELT as a platform for 

missionary work” (p. 14). At times, all of the aforementioned methodological 

shortcomings resulted in rather two-dimensional portraits of the participants and their 

views on how their beliefs intersected with their teaching philosophies. 

The above-mentioned limitations in the researchers’ methodology were 

somewhat apparent in their presentation of the results of their study. First of all, 

Varghese and Johnston (2007) penned “vignettes” (p. 15) of three of their language 

teachers, Chrissi, David, and Robert (all pseudonyms). Admittedly, this could be the 

fault of the journal’s restrictions on word length, but these portraits turned out to be 

only about 300 to 350 words per participant. The researchers’ stated goal for these 

vignettes was, in presenting these three informants as unique individuals, “to 

counterbalance the ever-present temptation, even in a small scale study as this, to think 

of our participants primarily as a they rather than a group of individual persons” (p. 

14). 
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However, despite the brevity of the vignettes (again, likely a function of word 

restrictions for their article) the authors succeeded, to a large extent, in accomplishing 

this goal. Chrissi, in expressing her desire to work in “‘church planting programs’” 

(Varghese & Johnston, 2007, p. 15) in the United States upon her graduation rather 

than in the public school system, where she would feel restricted in expressing her 

faith openly, explicitly linked her ESL teacher-training in college with a type of 

domestic missionary work. David, on the other hand, was more aware of, as he put it, 

“‘the imperialistic overtones’” (p. 15) of language teaching and missionary endeavors. 

Robert’s position fell somewhere in between those of his two counterparts. As 

interesting as these findings are, though, the authors offered little background 

information that could potentially have shown their readers how these three came to 

their stated views (although again, this could have been due to word length restrictions 

for their journal article). Moreover, triangulation, such as observations of these three 

interacting with non-Christian ESL students during their student-teaching rounds, 

might have yielded interesting insights as to the differences in philosophies of these 

three teachers with respect to their views on using English teaching as a vehicle for 

expressing their religious beliefs. 
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In the next section of the study, the authors picked up on some common 

themes across the ten interviews. One interesting point was that even though all 

participants believed in the reality of hell, and that this fiery locale was the destination 

for those who didn’t believe in Christ, some, even the most orthodox believers in the 

group, such as Chrissi, had a hard time reconciling the notion of a loving God with the 

idea of everlasting torment. Most significant for ELT, perhaps, was that although all 

participants agreed that the obligation to “witness” (p. 25–to seek to convert others to 

Christian beliefs by sharing one’s religious views with them) was paramount, they 

defined this in different ways. Some felt that direct verbal persuasive techniques were 

important, for if these were lacking, non-believers could potentially be doomed to 

perdition. Others, however, took a more relaxed approach, avowing that if they tried 

their best to follow the teachings of Christ, this would inevitably lead non-Christians to 

ask them about their impetus for this way of living, which would, in turn, engender 

opportunities for them to talk about their faith. The authors succeeded admirably, in 

my opinion, in painting a complex picture of the varying motivations and beliefs of 

Christian evangelicals who were budding L2 educators and thus challenging the 

stereotypes that some have held that all evangelicals are narrow-minded 

fundamentalists. 
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With regard to language teaching, then, a key finding for Varghese and 

Johnston was their claim that all of their participants held their religious beliefs and 

teaching to be “thoroughly intertwined” (p. 21). However, as I mentioned earlier, the 

authors only examined these beliefs in terms of the variety of views voiced by their 

participants on sharing their faith with their learners and on the controversy 

surrounding the use of ELT as a springboard for missionary work (cf. Pennycook & 

Coutand-Marin, 2003; Purgason, 2004). As one would expect, the diverging points of 

view on this issue amongst the ten participants were similar in scope to those outlined 

above on the sharing of faith in general.  

Another factor that could potentially have shed further light on their inquiry 

might have been interviews of non-Christian teachers. Although Varghese and 

Johnston held that they were curious to find out more about the thinking patterns of 

evangelical Christian language educators, their stated purpose for the study was to 

foster dialogue. Hence, it might also have been interesting if they had brought together 

focus groups of Christian and non-Christian teachers (admittedly, though, as goes the 

cliché, hindsight is always 20/20). A report on the results of such dialogues in a 

follow-up study might prove illuminating. Further, given Johnston’s view (2003) that 

spirituality in general is an important component of language teacher and student 
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identity, it is somewhat unfortunate that this research focused on only one religious 

group. To be fair, though, because the raison d'être for this study was to promote 

meaningful exchanges between evangelical Christian teachers and more liberal 

thinking language educators, perhaps this focus was unavoidable.  

The useful groundwork laid by Varghese and Johnston (2007), as well as the 

compassionate attitude with which they approached their participants, has been an 

inspiration for me in penning this study, for theirs is the only data-based enquiry into 

religion or spirituality that I am aware of in TESOL or Applied Linguistics.1 Despite 

my critical perspectives of their work, I don’t face the word limitations that they did, 

so I have the luxury of exploring in detail various spiritual beliefs of nine educators 

from different parts of the world. I hope that my work herein further expands the 

dialogue fostered by the Varghese and Johnston between liberal educators and 

evangelical Christians, but that the discussion widens in scope. That is to say, my wish 

is that such exchanges encompass those L2 teachers and researchers espousing a 

variety of spiritual beliefs, including those teachers who might not openly identify 

themselves as spiritual, but who evince practices often associated with spirituality, 

such as compassion and ethical comportment. 

                                                   
1 One exception might be Bradley (2009), but I faced a 3,000-word limit. This meant that my 
explorations into the beliefs of an L2 educator who was a practitioner of yoga lacked the depth of the 
paper by Varghese and Johnston (2007). 
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In this section of the literature review, I began by examining spirituality from 

the broad view of language socialization (Watson-Gegeo, 2004), and identifying gaps 

in the works of authors of certain studies (e.g., Borg, 2003) who have not addressed 

spirituality as it potentially relates to language teacher cognition. I then wrote of some 

published autobiographical narratives (e.g., Lunny, 2003; Vandrick, 2001) wherein 

language educators and researchers recounted how their religious upbringing or current 

spiritual values influenced their lives and their teaching. Next, I addressed some of the 

moral dimensions of language teaching (Johnston, 2003), focusing on how some have 

sought to introduce instruction on the world’s major faiths (Cates, 1999) or an ethic of 

hospitality (Smith & Carvill, 2000) into the classroom. I then gave a brief overview of 

the debate on whether or not ELT should be used as a springboard for missionary 

activities (Edge, 2003, 2004; Purgason, 2004). Finally, I offered an examination of a 

study by Varghese and Johnston (2007) of the beliefs of ten evangelical 

teachers-in-training and the intersection of these views with the informants’ 

pedagogical philosophies. I now present a summary of the literature review as a whole, 

including a brief discussion of how the purpose for this study, as well as the research 

questions, sprang from my examination of the literature. 
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Summary 

In this chapter, I demonstrated how a large body of literature in medicine and 

psychology has attested to various physiological and psychological benefits of spiritual 

practices such as meditation. Moreover, I asserted that studies in general education, 

particularly those conducted through the conceptual lens of transformative learning 

theory, have shown how spirituality has fostered profound change in some teachers, 

which has for a few led to “attempts to teach for social change and cultural relevance” 

(Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003, p. 376). As to SLE, there has been, in addition to some 

personal narratives (e.g., Vandrick, 2001) about how organized religion has shaped the 

views and teaching of some SLE researchers, a controversy surrounding ELT and 

missionary work (Edge, 2003, 2004; Purgason, 2004; Wong & Canagarajah, 2009). 

However, little has been written, other than autobiographical accounts (Lunny, 2003; 

Nelson, 2001), on how a broad conception of spirituality in SLE can influence critical 

and engaged approaches to language teaching. Moreover, the only empirical study 

(other than a preliminary report on one of my participants in Bradley, 2009) on either 

religion or spirituality in SLE of which I am aware, research I discussed at the end of 

the previous section of this literature review, is summarized in two papers (Johnston & 

Varghese, 2006; Varghese & Johnston, 2007). Herein, the authors examined how their 
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participants sought to link their religious views with their pedagogical beliefs. 

However, the authors focused exclusively on evangelical Christians and the beliefs of 

some of these participants concerning the role of L2 teaching in missionary work. 

Despite this limited focus, the authors, as I noted earlier, did try to paint a complex 

portrait of their participants’ views and convictions, and their efforts have inspired me 

to try to expand the dialogue on spirituality in TESOL circles further by interviewing 

participants from a variety of spiritual backgrounds. 

Moreover, in contrast with studies in general education (e.g., Cranton & 

Carusetta, 2004; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003), no narrative life history research exists on 

the spiritual beliefs and classroom practices of L2 educators of a variety of faiths, or of 

those who adhere to no faith in particular but who might exhibit characteristics of 

spirituality in their lives. In addition, there is, as far as I am aware, no empirical 

research in Applied Linguistics or Second Language Education exploring possible 

links between the teaching and spiritual views of language instructors who espouse a 

variety of religious or spiritual beliefs and philosophies. Such connections have been 

investigated to some extent only among a few evangelical Christian language teachers 

(Johnston & Varghese, 2006; Varghese & Johnston, 2007). 
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Hence, it was my purpose in this project to use a life narrative multiple case 

study approach to analyze the interview data of nine language teachers through the 

conceptual framework of transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000). In so doing, 

one of my goals was to begin to address the above-mentioned gaps in the literature by 

exploring in depth possible links between the classroom teaching of a number of 

language teachers espousing various faith and non-faith traditions and their spiritual 

views. In particular, I used a narrative life story approach (Atkinson, 2007; Riessman, 

2008) to examine the spiritual journeys of my participants from childhood to the 

present day, and how they perceived that the values arising from these voyages 

affected their teaching. Moreover, unlike much of the previous research exploring 

possible intersections of religion or spirituality with teaching in both general education 

and SLE (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Pajek & Blase, 1989; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2004; 

Varghese & Johnston, 2007), I sought in my study to triangulate my interview data 

with, where feasible, my participants’ syllabuses, lesson plans, academic publications, 

and in most cases, a great deal of informal contact over a number of years. 
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Research Questions 

My review of the literature outlined above, as well as a preliminary coding 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) of interview transcriptions of five of my nine participants 

in a pilot study (a paper for a class in my doctoral program) preceding the narrative 

inquiry herein, prompted me to pose the following research questions: 

1. What were the major turning points in various L2 educators’ spiritual journeys from 

childhood to the present day (whether or not they identified these as “spiritual”)? 

2. How did they feel that their spiritual beliefs, however defined, affected their 

teaching? 

3. What evidence, in addition to the participants’ self-reports through interviews, 

reveals the possible influence of their beliefs on their pedagogical practices? 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODS: A HOLISTIC, NARRATIVE APPROACH TO THE DATA 

 

Introduction 

 I begin this chapter by outlining the main features of case study and how they 

are manifested in this inquiry. I then explain my rationale, namely, the universality of 

storytelling across human cultures throughout the ages (Bruner, 1996; Nash, 2002) and 

the inherent richness and depth of this tradition, for analyzing my participants’ 

narratives. Next, I outline my data collection procedures, which consisted principally 

of two or more interviews with each of my nine participants and, where possible, 

obtaining from them written documents on their teaching or their philosophy of 

education. Following this, I offer sketches of all of my participants and how they came 

to be informants in my study. After a brief section outlining my interview questions 

and some comments on the flow of the interviews themselves, I address important 

issues pertaining to the validity of my data. I close the chapter with an explanation of 

how I analyzed my data. This leads to my framing of the three subsequent chapters, in 

which I explain the results of my study. 

 



 
 

70 

Case Studies 

 Summarizing a number of features common to many definitions of case study 

that can be found within the social sciences, Duff (2008) held, “The key recurring 

principles are boundedness or singularity, in-depth study, multiple perspectives of 

triangulation, particularity, contextualization, and interpretation” (p. 27). With the 

exception of interpretation, upon which I elaborate later in this chapter when I discuss 

validity issues, I outline, in this section, the importance of each of these features to 

case studies in general and to this inquiry in particular. 

As to the first of the aforementioned qualities of case studies, Duff (2008) 

noted, “a case is a bounded entity (or instance)” (p. 32). Stake, (1995), too, observed, 

“the case is an entity” (p. 133), and that as such, teachers, for example, but not 

teaching, could be cases. In this project, I have chosen to focus on my participants as 

cases, for clearly they are teachers who are bounded in terms of physical limitations, 

time, geography, and context. 

As to the importance of an in-depth approach, Stake (2005) has asserted that a 

case study “draws attention to what can be learned about the single case” (p. 443). 

Further, as Casanave (2010) insisted, “Depth and detail are essential in a good case 

study” (p. 67). Case studies can be employed in both quantitative and qualitative 
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research (Duff, 2008). Regarding positivistic views of case studies, those seeking to 

generalize the results of their research tend to view case studies in an instrumental 

fashion (Stake, 2005). However, as some have noted (Duff, 2008: Stake, 2005), cases 

can also be viewed in terms of their intrinsic value. Herein, a concentrated, intensive 

inquiry is undertaken into each case in order to inform the reader about interesting and 

unusual features of the case in and of itself. It is this approach that I have followed in 

this study, for I have tried to delve deeply into the narrative backgrounds of my 

participants’ innermost beliefs―that is to say, the ways in which they perceived them 

(whether or not they defined these beliefs as “spiritual”) to have evolved over time.  

Duff has pointed out that triangulation can be used both in positivistic 

approaches to case study, as well as in more interpretive manners. As to the former, 

she cited Bromley’s (1986) use of a “navigational metaphor” (p. 10), wherein the 

confidence of researchers in conclusions that they have drawn can be strengthened if 

various sources of evidence point to the same resolution. As she put it, this sort of 

positivist framework involves “multiple sources of information leading to one ‘truth’ 

to be discovered by the researcher” (p. 30). However, in my inquiry, I take a more 

interpretive approach whereby I examine multiple sources of data, such as the 

interview transcripts of my participants, as well as some of their written materials and 
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my informal interactions with them (Holliday, 2005). This is so that I can attempt to 

“ascertain multiple forms of interpretation (or multiple realities) at work” (Duff, p. 30). 

I discuss my triangulation methods in more detail later in the chapter. Suffice it to say 

for now, however, that given the fluid nature of spirituality, in contrast to some rigid 

forms of religion described by Campbell (1991), I feel that an interpretive approach to 

triangulation is appropriate for my study. 

As has been pointed out, case studies can, in certain situations, be used to 

make generalizations about larger populations (Duff, 2008; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2003). 

However, my case studies focus on particularization and the uniqueness of each case 

rather than on generalization. That is to say, I tried to examine each case for its 

intrinsic value (Duff, 2008; Stake, 2005), and therefore, I made the opportunity to learn 

from each case a more important criterion for case selection than representativeness. 

Having said this, however, I also hope, as Stake (2005) has urged, that I have described 

each case “in sufficient detail, so that the reader can make good comparisons” (p. 457). 

Thus, in order to ensure that as many readers as possible feel that some of the findings 

of this study can be transferred (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to their particular contexts, I 

have provided later on in this chapter, as well as in the three subsequent chapters 
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explaining the results of this study, descriptions of the nine participants that are, where 

possible, rich in detail (Davis, 1995).  

 Duff has held contextualization to be “quite crucial” (p. 124) to case studies. 

Of the three types of contextualization that she underlined, it is “a description of the 

actual situation in which the case is embedded and in which the research questions will 

be addressed” (p. 125) that is most germane to my study. She mentioned over a dozen 

ways in which such a description could be manifested, but it is social and interactional 

contexts that are most relevant to this inquiry. It was crucial to me, given that I was 

broaching the highly personal topic of spirituality, to develop a trusting relationship 

with my participants, which often occurred in informal social situations. Later in this 

chapter, I elaborate further on the contexts and details related to how I came to know 

each participant. 

 Case studies, then, can provide unique opportunities for researchers to get to 

know individual participants in ways that are difficult to realize when researchers 

conduct large-scale survey research. The following observation penned by Casanave 

(2010) describes, coincidentally, my own feelings about this particular project: “I find 

nothing so engaging as a case study when I am curious about an aspect of another 

person’s life” (p. 77). I trust that my own curiosity about the spiritual aspects of the life 
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narratives of my participants is reflected in the bounded, in-depth, triangulated, 

particularized, and contextualized approach I take in Chapters 4 through 6, in which I 

present their stories.  

 

Narrative Inquiry: A Rationale 

Polkinghorne (1991) held that “viewing the self as a narrative or story, rather 

than as a substance, brings to light the temporal and developmental dimension of 

human existence” (p. 135). In a later interview, (Clandinin & Murphy, 2007) 

Polkinghorne declared narrative to be “‘the way we understand human existence’” (p. 

633). Similarly, “Our life stories connect us to our roots, give us direction, validate our 

own experience, and restore value to our lives” (Atkinson, 2007, p. 224). In some of 

Polkinghorne’s earlier work (1988), he compared narrative and psychotherapy with 

regard to the ability of each to facilitate “the construction of a meaningful human 

existence” (p. 182). It has been argued, as well, that narrative is an essential tool by 

which people construct coherence; that is to say, how individuals make sense of their 

experiences (Atkinson, 2007; Bruner, 1996; Linde, 1993; Mishler, 1986; Nash, 2001, 

2002). Narrative inquiry, then, refers to the investigation by researchers of what 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990; Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 37) have termed the 
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“storied lives” (p. 2) of participants. Similarly, it consists of examinations of the ways 

that researchers and participants attempt to co-construct coherence from the life stories 

of the latter (Linde, 1993; Mishler, 1986; Riessman, 2008). Moreover, as Nash (2001, 

2002), drawing on Bruner (1996), has argued, narrative is an important tool with which 

individuals compose stories germane to their spirituality, as well as to their identities. 

Thus, given that I examined in this study tales regarding the spirituality of nine 

informants and how these stories formed the values that they felt impacted their 

teaching, narrative inquiry seems particularly appropriate for the research described 

herein. 

For the pilot study (a course paper for my doctoral program) that led to this 

wider endeavor, I performed a preliminary coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994) of the 

data of five of the participants in order to identify common themes in their interview 

transcripts. However, as Mishler (1986) has lamented, this sort of methodology tends 

to decontextualize the responses of informants. Further, whereas data coding along the 

lines of what Miles and Huberman recommended might be appropriate for a long-term 

ethnographic study, in which themes in interviews are sometimes matched with similar 

threads gleaned from prolonged observations, narrative analysis tends to delve more 

deeply into participants’ stories. Hence, it accords primacy to participants in conveying 



 
 

76 

meaningful aspects of their lives: “The life story seeks the identity one has shaped, a 

glimpse of the personality one has developed, the important interpersonal and social 

relationships one has formed, and a sense of one’s values” (Atkinson, 2007, p. 234). 

Data coding, by contrast, often involves mainly the counting of and sometimes 

arbitrary categorization of words or phrases, potentially resulting in some 

fragmentation of the flow and coherence of informants’ narratives. Polkinghorne, cited 

in the aforementioned interview with Clandinin and Murphy (2007) distinguished 

narrative analysis from other more reductionist forms of qualitative research thusly: 

when you use narrative as a kind of data which is sort of equivalent to any 

other kind of interview data and you analyze it the way qualitative analysis 

normally looks at things I think it misses the significance of what narrative is 

about. (p. 633) 

 

Therefore, I have employed in part a structural narrative analysis (Gee, 2005; 

Mishler, 1986; Riessman, 2008) for interview data in which a story-like configuration 

is evident in the language of the interviews themselves. By contrast, for interview or 

other data that are less overtly narrative in nature (i.e., that do not follow a 

conventional narrative organizational pattern), I introduce and explain block quotes 

and shorter citations that appear to match the themes explicated from the structural 
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narrative data, as per Riessman’s (2008) advice on thematic narrative analysis. As 

stated in the first research question, I examined how nine language teachers viewed 

their spirituality to have evolved over time. Hence, a narrative approach (Gee, 2005; 

Riessman, 2008) seemed à-propos for this inquiry. 

It might appear to some readers that at first glance, the narrative investigation 

of my informants’ perceptions of their evolving spiritual journeys that is the focus of 

my first research question does not directly relate to the subsequent research questions, 

where I investigated ways in which the participants felt that their spiritual beliefs, 

however defined, affected their teaching, and sought triangulation for this in the 

participants’ written materials. However, Simon-Maeda (2004) claimed that life 

narratives could shed much light on “how teachers construct their professional 

identities” (p. 407). It thus seemed obvious to me that the second and third research 

questions sprang directly from the first. 

Transformative learning theory, the view that meaningful learning takes place 

when one's deeply held assumptions are challenged or changed (Mezirow, 1978, 2000), 

is the theoretical framework for this inquiry (see Chapter 2). Yanchar and Williams 

(2006) observed that research questions, methodology, and even the interpretation of 

data, depend upon the theoretical assumptions employed in a study. Therefore, because 
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proponents of transformative learning theory have examined changes taking place in 

peoples' lives over a long period of time (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Mezirow, 1978; 

Mezirow & Associates, 2000; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003), the first research question is a 

good fit with the theoretical framework of this study, as well as the analysis of the 

participants’ narratives. Such an analysis is well suited to examining change over time. 

The other research questions also suit transformative learning theory, for Mezirow and 

Associates (2000) have observed that change, rather than taking place only at the level 

of the individual, is also social, and that the latter type of transformation often occurs 

in classroom settings. Thus, although a coding scheme (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was 

a useful start in the pilot study that preceded this inquiry, a narrative analytical 

approach was more appropriate for this study. As to the second and third research 

questions, many of the participants told me stories of ways they felt that their spiritual 

beliefs impacted their teaching. Moreover, they provided me with written documents 

with which to back up these narratives. 

In narrative inquiry, participants and researchers endeavor to co-create a 

coherent account of key events in the lives of participants; that is to say, events that 

center around certain themes of great significance to them (Atkinson, 2007; Gee, 2005; 

Mishler, 1986; Riessman, 2008). Spirituality, an important part of a teacher’s identity, 
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is often marginalized in the academy (hooks, 1994; Marsden, 1994; Nash, 2001, 2002). 

Although a sometimes legitimate institutional fear of classroom proselytizing might 

tend to pressure educators into keeping their spiritual beliefs strictly within the realm 

of the personal, the unfortunate consequences often include fractured identities and 

frustration on the part of teachers who feel constrained to suppress what they view to 

be a vitally important facet of themselves (Glazer, 1999; hooks, 1994; Palmer, 1998). 

Because a holistic conception of a core identity is a basic assumption of the research 

questions for this study, the creation of coherence (Atkinson, 2007; Linde, 1993) 

underlying the narrative inquiries I am carrying out with my participants appears to be 

a good fit. 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

In this study, I interviewed and collected relevant documents from a total of 

nine participants espousing various spiritual, religious, and philosophical viewpoints. I 

tried to interview my participants in person, but when this was not possible, our 

exchanges took place through computer chats. As to the former, the interviews 

occurred at academic conferences or at the informants’ homes or offices if I happened 

to be traveling near these locations. Interviews of my participants were my primary 
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source of data. Hence, because Riessman (2008) has recommended conducting 

multiple interviews so that issues brought up by participants in initial encounters can 

be confirmed or expanded in follow-up dialogues, I interviewed eight of them twice. In 

the case of one informant, Doug, I interviewed him three times. Our second meeting 

was rather short in duration, so I felt that I should follow up on some issues in a third 

encounter.  

After listening to all interviews many times in order to thoroughly familiarize 

myself with their contents, I transcribed each of them. Table 1, on the following page, 

indicates when and where each interview took place, the approximate length of the 

encounters, and details of recording equipment used. To protect the anonymity of those 

participants who requested a pseudonym, I have sometimes been vague as to the 

locations of some interviews. 

With regard to my second and third research questions on how the participants 

viewed their spirituality (however defined) to be linked with their teaching practices 

and what written work from the informants suggested this influence, because all nine 

of my study participants at the time the interviews took place lived a great distance 

from me, classroom observations as a means of data triangulation were impossible. 

Therefore, where feasible, I examined participants' lesson plans, syllabuses, and 
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Table 1. Interviews and Recording Equipment 
Participant Interviews (when; length; location)  Equipment 
Doug #1: (November, 2004; 45 minutes; in person at the International 

JALT Conference in Nara, Japan) 
#2: (March, 2007; 20 minutes; in person at the TESOL Convention, 
Seattle) 
#3: (March, 2009; 20 minutes; in person at the TESOL Convention, 
Denver) 
 

#1 and #2: palm-sized, hand 
held Aiwa tape recorder (Model 
# TP-530);  #3: digital voice 
recorder (Sanyo Xacti – model 
# ICR-PS285RM) 

Jackie #1: (November, 2004; 30 minutes; in person at the International 
JALT Conference in Nara, Japan) 
#2: (February, 2005; 40 minutes; in person at her home in Japan) 
 

Both by tape recorder 

Nancy #1: (October, 2005; 45 minutes; in person at her office in Japan) 
#2: (March, 2010; 50 minutes; in person at her home in Japan) 

#1: Tape recorder; #2: 
MacBook video camera with 
iMovie 2009  
 

Mauricio #1: (December, 2008; 50 minutes; in person at an office near his 
home in Japan) 
#2: (February, 2010; 1 hour, 20 minutes; via computer video chat 
from my home in Japan to a location where he was traveling in the 
USA) 
 

#1: Panasonic digital video 
camera (Model #NV-GS250) 
#2: Skype for Mac and Call 
Recorder for Skype  
 

Ms. Sida #1: (September, 2008; 1 hour; in person at her office in Thailand) 
#2: (February, 2010; 55 minutes; via computer audio chat from my 
office in Japan to her home in Thailand) 
 

#1: Tape recorder 
#2: Skype and Call Recorder  

Maiko #1: (December, 2008; 2 hours, 15 minutes; via computer video chat 
from my office in Japan to her home in North America) 
#2: (July, 2009; 40 minutes; via computer video chat from my 
office in Japan to her office in North America) 
 

Both by Skype and Call 
Recorder 
 

Bart #1: (December, 2004; 40 minutes; in person at his office in Japan) 
#2: (January, 2010; 40 minutes; via computer audio chat from my 
office in Japan to his office in the USA) 
 

#1: Tape recorder 
#2: Skype and Call Recorder  

Andrew #1: (August, 2008; 45 minutes; in person at a restaurant near his 
home in Japan) 
#2: (February, 2010; 55 minutes; in person at his office in Japan) 

#1: Tape recorder 
#2: MacBook video camera 
with iMovie  
 

Alan #1: (September, 2008; 25 minutes; in person at a cafe near his 
office in Bangkok,Thailand) 
#2: (January, 2010; 1 hour, 50 minutes; via computer video chat 
from my office in Japan to his home in Bangkok, Thailand 
 

#1: Tape recorder 
 
#2: Skype and Call Recorder  

 

academic publications in order to look for ways in which the printed word was similar 

to what these informants said in the interviews in terms of how they felt that their 



 
 

82 

spiritual beliefs impacted their teaching. As to the third research question, these written 

materials proved to be a valuable source of evidence for the second research question 

in lieu of classroom observations. All participants except for H. Douglas (“Doug”) 

Brown, Jackie Beebe, and Alan Mackenzie asked that I employ pseudonyms, so I often 

had to refer to the written materials provided by some of the six anonymous informants 

in a rather oblique manner. 

As related above, at the time of writing, all of the participants lived some 

distance from me. Thus, the amount of time spent in recorded interviews was less that 

it would have been had I resided closer to the participants. In the case of Maiko, both 

interviews were conducted via the medium of Skype. However, my study is not unique 

in having participants who resided far away from me. Despite relatively short 

interview times (individual and group) ranging in length from approximately eight to 

ten hours in total for each of her six participants (three to five interviews per 

participant, including both group and individual interviews, depending on travel 

logistics and their availability) over a three year period, Kamada (2009) was able to 

pen a well-received book length study that was put out by a respected Applied 

Linguistics publishing house. Like me, Kamada had to travel by plane to meet her 

interviewees, adolescents who were spread out over rural stretches of northern Japan 
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(although in my case, four of my nine participants resided outside of Japan). The 

prohibitively high expenses that Kamada would have incurred by meeting her 

participants more often precluded other forms of triangulation that could conceivably 

have taken place, such as extended observations of her participants’ school or home 

lives. However, the depth of her interview data, which was enhanced by the social time 

that she was able to spend with her informants and, to a lesser extent, their parents 

(partly via a support group in northern Japan for multicultural families), allowed her to 

paint rich portraits of her participants’ evolving bilingual and bicultural identities over 

their three years of junior high school.  

Like Kamada (2009), I was able to spend large amounts of time socially with 

most of my participants. In my case, this ranged from approximately 5 to more than 

100 hours with my participants in social settings outside of our interviews, and I am 

pleased to report that I have developed a certain level of friendship with all of them. As 

to Andrew and Bart, we had spent upwards of 100 hours together in both academic and 

social milieus over a period of more than ten years. I describe these social relationships 

in some detail in the subsequent section on my participants and my positioning with 

them. During these social occasions, most of my informants (except for Alan, Ms. Sida, 

and Mauricio) and I spoke informally in some detail about spiritual issues, and as 
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Holliday (2005) has asserted, such data triangulation gathered outside of formal, 

recorded interviews is instrumental in adding to the richness and validity of a study.  

In addition, although the total amount of my structured, recorded interview 

time with each participant was shorter than those undertaken by Kamada (2009), I was, 

to a somewhat greater extent than the aforementioned author, seeking detailed 

narratives related to my research questions. Each of my participants told rich, focused, 

and detailed stories related to their spiritual journeys and their perceptions of how their 

spiritual beliefs affected their teaching. Hence, I believe that the quality of my formal 

interview data, which was buttressed by the extensive social time I was able to spend 

with most of my participants, made up for what some readers might view as a lack in 

quantity of interview data. Moreover, unlike Kamada, I have provided extensive 

references to written data of my participants in Chapters 4 through 6, as well as 

Appendices C through O. 

 

Participants and My Positioning 

My investment in spiritual issues is deeply personal. As I have elsewhere 

explained in more detail (Bradley, 2005), although I come from a Protestant 

evangelical background, for various reasons, I rejected the more exclusivist claims of 
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Christianity over a decade prior to the time of writing. Currently, I don’t belong to one 

particular religious movement, and am even reluctant to call myself a spiritual person, 

lest this conjure up images in readers of a guru trying to impose enlightenment upon 

his unwitting charges. As part of my ongoing spiritual journey, however, when I have 

the time, I read the teachings of spiritual sages such as the Dalai Lama, Thich Nhat 

Hanh, and Thomas Merton. I also endeavor to use these readings to reflect upon how 

suprareligious practices such as meditation can contribute to my peace of mind and 

make me a more effective teacher, researcher, and contributor to world peace.  

Due to an abiding involvement in my own spiritual journey, therefore, I 

sought out participants for this inquiry with whom I could share a one-to-one 

conversation, rather than following a traditional top-down researcher-participant 

format. Narrative studies necessarily involve the coherent co-construction between 

researchers and participants of past events, in order to create meaning (Carter, 1993; 

Mishler, 1986). As Atkinson (2007) maintained, “The life story interview is more than 

a methodology. It is a way of being in relationship with another that is rarely found in 

today’s harried world” (p. 240). To this end, Simon-Maeda (2004) noted how her 

reflections upon her own life and teaching experiences contributed to the “negotiated 

reality” (p. 408) of her research. Furthermore, in her extensive literature review of 
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narrative research in TESOL and Applied Linguistics circles, Pavlenko (2007) asserted, 

“Narrative has to be examined as a fundamentally interactional activity” (p. 178). It is 

with the above statements in mind that I chose participants with whom I have enjoyed 

at least some acquaintance and emotional investment. Accordingly, brief accounts of 

my relationships with the nine participants, as well as how they came to be involved in 

my study, follow below. 

I first met Doug (real name, used with permission) at the 2003 TESOL 

Convention in Baltimore, where he generously donated his time in order to give me 

supportive feedback on my budding research interests. Although I had had no 

face-to-face acquaintance with Doug before this conference, I had read extensively 

from some of his published work as part of my course requirements for a Master’s 

program that I completed in 2001. In the year following the TESOL 2003 Convention, 

I helped to coordinate his visit to a large academic conference in Japan in the autumn 

of 2004. During the time that I spent with Doug in Japan, which included a two-hour 

hike in Hiroshima as part of his pre-conference tour of the country, he spoke 

eloquently of the studies in theology that he had undertaken before deciding to pursue 

more graduate work in linguistics and educational psychology. He also related how his 

liberal theological views had affected him as a classroom teacher and researcher. I thus 
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decided that he would be a very appropriate participant for my study, so towards the 

end of his visit to Japan, I approached him about the possibility of interviewing him.  

Jackie (real name, used with permission), a meditation practitioner and former 

EFL teacher in Japan with whom I had been acquainted marginally through various 

language teaching conferences, volunteered to be an interviewee when I began talking 

about my research at a dinner in the early autumn of 2004 with mutual friends in the 

L2 teaching and research community in Japan. During this dinner, Jackie and I spoke 

informally for about one hour about issues related to spirituality, feminism, and global 

issues. Because of her openness to my research and to talking about the important role 

played by spirituality in her personal life and pedagogical practices, I felt that Jackie 

would be an ideal interviewee. Following our first interview, at a conference in Nara, 

Japan, in 2004, we spent an hour together at lunch informally chatting about our views 

related to spirituality. Moreover, when I went to Tokyo to interview Jackie at her home  

the following year, we took dinner together at a restaurant and had a lively two-hour 

chat on topics ranging from spirituality to politics and art. 

At the time of writing, I have known Nancy, my Baha'i informant, off and on 

for about ten years through various academic conferences. I first met her in 2000, when 

I submitted an article to a journal. As editor of the journal, she provided me with 
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detailed comments as to why my article had been rejected. I was impressed with her 

candor and with her encouragement of me to pursue that particular line of research. My 

next opportunity to see her was in 2004, when she was a presenter during a panel on 

spirituality and education at a smaller conference on global education. I approached 

her after the colloquium, and we subsequently had a stimulating talk for about 45 

minutes about possible reasons that inquiries into spirituality had not been undertaken 

in ELT circles. I thus became more curious about her spiritual background and beliefs. 

Luckily for me, at this very conference, Nancy expressed a keen interest in my budding 

research on spirituality and language teaching, so she agreed to be one of my 

participants. In later months, we organized panels together on spirituality and 

education for two other Japan-based conferences. 

I had very briefly met Mauricio at a conference in 2004 after a mutual friend 

of ours introduced me to him. At that time, I was impressed by what seemed to be the 

naturally warm-hearted way he carried himself, which was obvious to me even in the 

short time that we met. Because of what the mutual acquaintance told me was his 

unique and compassionate approach to teaching learners of somewhat low motivation, 

she suggested that I ask him to be an informant. I naturally wondered if there was a 

spiritual raison-d’être behind Mauricio’s rapport with his learners. To my delight, 
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Mauricio readily agreed to participate in my study after I e-mailed him with some 

details. 

In the summer of 2008, I went to Thailand in order to take part in a Buddhist 

meditation retreat. In the weeks before the retreat began, I sent an e-mail message to 

Ms. Sida, whom I had known marginally through various international conferences, 

asking her if she would be interested in participating in my study. She had always been 

involved in the global education strands of these gatherings. Hence, I was curious if 

there was any spiritual driving force behind this, as well as what seemed to me to be 

her warm-hearted, gregarious nature. I was naturally delighted, then, when she 

consented to be an informant in my study. 

I first met Maiko at a large international conference in 2004. I had already 

read some of her publications, and my first impression of her was that the compassion 

she conveyed in these writings also radiated from her person. At subsequent 

conferences, we often found ourselves at many of the same presentations and social 

gatherings, due to certain shared research interests, so we gradually got to know each 

other better. At one of these gatherings, she related, over lunch with me and some other 

mutual friends, a detailed narrative about a pushy evangelical Christian acquaintance 

of hers in graduate school. A friend of ours suggested that Maiko would be an ideal 
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interviewee, and because I wanted to know if there was any spiritual impetus behind 

her kindness. I thought so as well. After I sent Maiko a short abstract explaining my 

study, she warmly agreed to be a participant. Our interviews via Skype took place in 

2008 and 2009, but in the three years prior to the second encounter, we met informally 

with mutual friends of ours at four conferences in Japan and North America, where we 

discussed various spiritual, political, and ethical topics. 

 I had gotten to know Bart quite well in the three years prior to our first 

interview in 2004 through conferences and various professional development events 

we both attended (at least 10 times per year in between 1999 and 2004). Married with a 

small child at the time of our initial interview, he was busy juggling research, teaching, 

and family duties. However, in spite of this hectic lifestyle, I was often inspired by the 

peaceful, relaxed attitude he took towards his life. His wry sense of humor could 

always be counted upon to lighten up any potential dispute or argument on the 

sidelines of a conference setting. He often spoke warmly in our informal meetings 

about the Catholic church he attended and the moral and emotional support he felt that 

it provided him. Because I had been duly impressed with Bart’s peace of mind, I 

wondered if there was some spiritual impetus to this. He thus seemed to be a natural 

choice to be a participant; needless to say, I was pleased when Bart consented. 
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 I have been acquainted with Andrew since early 1999 through conferences 

and various academic events in Japan. As with Bart, Andrew and I met 10 or more 

times per year at such encounters until around 2006, often sharing a beer and snacks 

with mutual friends after the formal proceedings had finished. At these social 

occasions, we discussed mainly cultural, academic, and political topics, but we 

occasionally strayed into spiritual and religious issues. No matter what we were talking 

about, I found him to be very warm and approachable. Moreover, I felt that he was 

extremely knowledgeable about intercultural communication, particularly the 

difficulties that Westerners and Japanese people often had talking to each other⎯ 

challenges that go beyond merely the language barrier. An offhand comment that he 

made to me one time to the effect that he sometimes told students who asked about his 

religious background that “culturally” he was a Christian piqued my curiosity. Hence, 

because I wanted to unpack the deeper meanings behind this assertion and because I 

was curious as to whether or not there were reasons, rooted in spirituality, behind why 

he was such a kind and open-minded person and educator, I asked Andrew if he would 

agree to participate in my study, and was very pleased when he accepted. 

 I had also known Alan (his real name, used by permission) since 1999 a little 

through conferences in Japan, the country in which he was employed teaching first at a 
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conversation school and then at the tertiary level for about a decade before moving to 

Thailand. In Japan, despite having a busy schedule in which he juggled teaching, 

publishing, editing, and heading professional development endeavors, I had been 

impressed by what seemed to be an inherent and pervasive relaxed attitude toward life 

on his part. Moreover, he had played a large role in organizing sizeable academic 

language conferences in Japan. Despite holding positions of such high responsibility, I 

was struck by the calm and poise that Alan displayed. Naturally, I was curious as to 

whether or not there were spiritual roots to this seeming calm, so when I went to 

Thailand in the summer of 2008, I contacted him about the possibility of being an 

informant in my study. In spite of his still busy lifestyle, he readily agreed to take part.  

 As discussed above, I have enjoyed a certain emotional bond with all of my 

participants, due in large part to the shared interest in spiritual matters that I have with 

many of them. This closeness facilitated their elucidation of the often personal and 

sensitive key events of their spiritual journeys. Such heartfelt issues would be difficult 

to discuss in the absence of trust between my participants and me. In order to facilitate 

such affinity, I chose participants whose views were somewhat similar to my own 

broad conceptions of spirituality. Hence, because I view spirituality to be 

transformative in nature, I have not included in this study persons who might have an 
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exclusivist or ultra-orthodox outlook on spirituality. When people espouse exclusivist 

viewpoints, this tends to diminish the possibility of significant life changes, at least at 

the time that these points-of-view are closely adhered to (Mezirow, 2000). A study of 

such individuals in ELT circles has already taken place (Varghese & Johnston, 2007).  

I provide the participants’ relevant bio-data in Table 2, on the following page. 

 

Interview Questions and Flow of the Interviews 

A brief word is in order here regarding the interview questions I asked my 

participants, as well as the types of conversations within which these questions were 

framed (also, see Appendix A). As to my first research question on the turning points 

in my informants’ spiritual journeys, I simply asked them to talk about some of these 

in narrative form. In the case of most participants, they told their stories freely and 

eloquently, with little need for interruption or further prompting on my part. I did, 

however, engage in a certain amount of co-construction (Carter, 1993; Mishler, 1986; 

Pavlenko, 2007) with certain informants who had a hard time answering this question. 

For instance, when talking with Ms. Sida, I found that I had to give my own example 

of a spiritual turning point. In the case of Bart, he was unwilling to separate his  
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Table 2. Participants’ Bio-data 

 
Name 

Basic Data, Including 
Religious/Spiritual Beliefs 

 
Education/Professional Life 

Doug Caucasian American male in  
60s; “Christian agnostic” 

Doctorate in educational psychology; Taught ESL and 
graduate courses for over 30 years; Retired. 
 

Jackie Middle-aged Caucasian American 
female; Practitioner of meditation and 
yoga 

Doctorate in TESOL; Lived in Japan for over two decades 
and taught EFL there before moving to India, where she 
resides as of this writing. 
 

Nancy Middle-aged Caucasian American 
female; Baha’i 

Master’s degree in cultural studies; Has lived in Japan for 
over two decades as a college EFL teacher. 
 

Mauricio Middle-aged Canadian born in South 
America; Jewish roots but now 
embraces a more general spirituality. 
 

Master’s degree in TESOL; Has lived and taught in Japan 
for over a decade. 

Ms. Sida Middle-aged Thai female; Buddhist Master’s degree in Applied Linguistics; Instructor at a 
university in Thailand. 
 

Maiko Middle-aged Japanese female; 
Buddhist 

Doctorate in Applied Linguistics; Professor at a university 
in North America. 
 

Bart Middle- aged Caucasian American 
male; Roman Catholic. 

Master’s degree in TESOL; Taught English privately and at 
the tertiary level in Japan for almost a decade before 
returning to the USA to pursue a doctorate. 
 

Andrew Middle-aged Caucasian American 
male; “cultural Christian” 

Doctorate in Applied Linguistics; Has taught English and 
cultural studies at the tertiary level in Japan for over two 
decades. 
 

Alan Middle-aged British Caucasian male; 
Atheist, but concedes that there might 
be something mystical at the 
sub-atomic level 

Master’s degree in TESOL; Taught at the tertiary level in 
Japan for almost a decade before conducting teacher 
training in Thailand for 5 years with the British Council; In 
India with the same organization at the time of writing. 

 

spirituality from his Catholic faith, so I found it necessary to alter this question slightly 

by simply asking him about his upbringing within the Catholic Church.  

 However, generally speaking, I discovered that I did not need to interject 

much. This was partly because I was quite content to listen to and learn from my 

informants, although I did occasionally cut in with a “Me too!” or “I understand that 
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completely!” Admittedly, these acts of assent were part of the co-construction process 

of the interviews. Perhaps one reason for this ready agreement on my part was that the 

journeys of many of my informants resonated deeply with me, as discussed earlier, and 

as I explain further in the conclusion to this study. Hence, I was more than happy to sit 

back and listen to my participants’ narratives. 

With regard to my second research question on how participants viewed their 

spirituality, however defined, to intersect with their teaching practices, my 

conversations with my informants were relatively free flowing. However, when going 

over my transcripts again recently, I discovered that I had to prompt some participants 

at times to give me specific examples of how their spiritual views impacted classes 

they had taught in the weeks preceding the interviews. In most cases, though, this issue 

was one that informants had already considered deeply, so they could think of 

examples spontaneously, with little prompting from me. My third research question, 

concerning documented evidence of pedagogical practices, contributes to my 

understanding of my second research question. 
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Validity Issues 

Regarding the dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of the study, I have left 

a data trail that takes the form of recorded interviews, as well as, where appropriate, 

the participants’ written teaching materials, syllabuses, and academic publications so 

that trustworthy fellow researchers can perform an audit of these in order to check the 

accuracy with which I have transcribed and discussed them. In addition, Maxwell 

(2005) has outlined a number of issues that qualitative researchers should take into 

account when they consider the validity of their studies. He has held, for example, that 

intensive, long term involvement of researchers with their participants, as well as the 

gathering of rich data are essential to the validity of qualitative research. I tried to 

adhere to these techniques, as well as to what he has called “respondent validation” (p. 

111), which is another term for member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For my 

own study, I asked all nine participants to read earlier drafts of the portions of Chapters 

4 through 6 in which they featured so that we could agree that I had fairly and 

accurately represented their views. Some of them subsequently asked me to make 

alterations or corrections, which I was glad to do. 

Furthermore, Maxwell (2005) has underlined the importance of comparisons.  

As I indicated earlier, I did not seek to make generalizations from the data in this study. 
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Instead, I have left it up to the readers of this project and subsequent published articles 

that might be spawned from this inquiry to make comparisons between the individual 

case studies in this study and their own lives or teaching situations. I hope that I 

facilitated this process for readers by employing a rich, detailed description (Davis, 

1995) of all of my cases. In addition, however, in Chapters 4 through 6, I draw the 

readers’ attention explicitly to comparisons between my own cases. Moreover, in 

Chapter 7, the discussion chapter of this inquiry, I compare the some of the results of 

this project to similar studies that have taken place in the fields of adult and higher 

education, as well as second language education (e.g., Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell & 

Tolliver, 2003; Varghese & Johnston, 2007). I trust that the aforementioned measures 

serve to address any concerns about validity issues that might arise. 

 

Data Analysis: Framing the Three Results Chapters 

To remind readers, I investigated the following research questions: 

1. What were the major turning points in various L2 educators’ spiritual journeys from 

childhood to the present day (whether or not they identified these as “spiritual”)? 

2. How did they feel that their spiritual beliefs, however defined, affected their 

teaching? 
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3. What evidence, in addition to the participants’ self-reports through interviews, 

reveals the possible influence of their beliefs on their pedagogical practices? 

 In the three upcoming chapters, I summarize the salient narrative themes that 

emerged from the interview data of a total of nine participants in order to try to answer 

the above questions. In so doing, in each of the chapters, I examine the spiritual turning 

points and teaching practices of three teachers each. All chapters are organized 

thematically; that is to say, they are laid out according to the similarities of the 

responses of the three participants to the aforementioned research questions. Further, in 

order to help answer these queries, I conducted thematic and structural analyses of the 

narratives (Gee, 2005; Riessman, 1993, 2008) of each participant. Regarding the 

thematic analyses, and in a marked contrast to my pilot study of five of the participants, 

I did not code the data, as Miles and Huberman (1994) advocated, for as I have already 

stated, this process tends to be rather reductionist in nature, and thus does not suit a 

holistic analysis of my informants’ life stories. Rather, while performing these 

thematic analyses I looked closely at the stories of each participant’s spiritual life 

journey as a whole, as well as their overall philosophies of education, and I made 

extensive notes as to the emerging themes. This is how I grouped the participants into 

the three thematic chapters. 
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    As to my structural analyses, I examined key mini-narratives that shed light 

on the research questions. All of these short tales told to me by my participants 

consisted of a clear Setting, followed by a Complicating Action, and a 

Resolution/Coda (Gee, 2005; Riessman, 1993, 2008). In developing their frameworks 

for structural analysis, both Gee and Riessman have been inspired by the earlier classic 

studies of narrative by Labov and Waletzky (1967) as well as Labov himself (1972). 

Each of the aforementioned three elements contains one or more stanzas, which 

themselves have two or more lines (Gee, 2005). As Riessman (2008), citing Socrates, 

has held, a narrative structure with a complicating action has been common to many 

stories throughout history (cf. Nash, 2001). Indeed, the Complicating Action is 

extremely important to narrative structure: “Stories worth telling and construing are 

typically born in trouble” (Bruner, 1996, p. 142). Moreover, as noted earlier, the notion 

of a complicating action fits well with the idea of a life-changing event in 

transformative learning theory, wherein such an occurrence is a catalyst for deep and 

meaningful learning (Mezirow, 2000). 

 As to the structural analyses of the short narratives in my data, following Gee 

(2005; cf. Riessman, 2008, p. 93), I listened to the recorded interviews of my 

participants carefully many times in order to determine where the significant prosodic 
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units of speech in the transcribed stanzas lay. Drawing from Gee (2005), as well as 

Labov and Waletzky (1967), Riessman (2008, p. 93) has held that stanzas are “a 

universal unit in planning speech and that poetry, in fact, builds on what we each do all 

the time―poetry ‘fossilizes’ and ritualizes what is in everyday speech.” Moreover, 

although Richardson (2002) adhered to different types of poetic representation than 

those discussed by Gee or Riessman, she nonetheless, referring to the work of Tedlock 

(1983), an oral historian, made a similar point to that of Riessman, quoted above, 

regarding the preeminence of poetry in daily speaking practices: “…when people talk, 

whether as conversants, storytellers, informants, or interviewees, their speech is closer 

to poetry than it is to prose” (p. 879). For his part, Gee (2005) observed that stanzas are 

generally units, sometimes consisting of four lines but not fixed to that tally, that are 

topical in nature. With regard to my study, oftentimes a simple glance at the 

participants’ mini-narratives in the transcripts revealed obvious thematic patterns as to 

how various stanzas should be formed. This system of representing narrative data can 

serve as a way to help readers of this inquiry empathize with the experiences of my 

participants, for one of the tasks of poetry is “to retell those experiences in such a way 

that others can experience and feel them” (Richardson, 2002, p. 887). As mentioned 

above, regarding my structural analyses, which I performed for the shorter narrative 
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accounts that were relevant to the research questions, I adhered closely to a model 

from Gee (2005), in which the stanzas fell under the categories of Setting, 

Complicating Action, and Resolution/Coda. The emergent themes from the structural 

analyses generally coincided well with my thematic analyses of the larger life-span 

meta-narratives (cf. Ewick & Sibley, 2003; Williams, 1984) related to the first research 

question, as well as the participants’ overall philosophies of education that emerged 

from the data pertaining to the second and third research questions. Performing both 

thematic and structural analyses of data can be a strong means of triangulation 

(Riessman, 2008). Hence, in each chapter, the findings emerging from both the 

structural and thematic analyses are compared across cases, partially in order to 

determine to what extent each person’s spiritual turning points and teaching practices 

accorded with transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000). 

 After a brief introduction to each of the following three chapters, in which I 

hint at the themes arising from the responses of all three participants, I devote 

substantial sub-sections to each participant. I begin each of these with a general 

overview of the spiritual life history of a given participant, during which I examine 

narratives illustrating key turning points in the participants’ spiritual journeys. 

Afterwards, I tie the themes of these narratives to other narrative accounts connected to 
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my second and third research questions above, in which the participants related how 

they felt that their core spiritual beliefs were manifested in their pedagogical practices. 

As to these latter two research questions, informants were often able to provide me 

with written documents such as syllabuses, lesson plans, or academic writing. Failing 

this, I located a number of their written products on my own. In cases where my direct 

quoting of such work in this project would have risked identifying any of the six 

participants who wished to remain anonymous, I simply referred obliquely to their 

class plans, syllabuses or academic publications. 

 Within all three of the following chapters, I elaborate on my discussion of 

each participant by triangulating the narrative data in a number of ways. In order to 

buttress my structural analyses, I provide, for instance, short citations and longer block 

quotes from my transcripts. These quotes and citations are linked to the narratives of 

the participants’ spiritual journeys, as well as their teaching philosophies. Each of the 

aforementioned types of quotes relates thematically to the stanza-like structural 

mini-narratives of the participants, and therefore supports my argument that certain 

obvious themes emerged around the research questions. For this reason, too, I 

triangulated the aforementioned selected interview data with thematically related 

citations from, where feasible and appropriate, the participants’ syllabuses, classroom 
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materials, and academic work. I end each chapter by summarizing the similarities and 

differences, however slight the latter might be, amongst the responses of all three 

participants. These themes emerged from cross-case comparisons of all informants’ 

narrative data, both thematic and structural. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS: HOW SPIRITUAL GROWTH CAN FOSTER TEACHING FOR 
SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 

 

Introduction 
 

 With regard to the first research question, all three participants in this chapter 

related to me, in both narrative and non-narrative form, their gradual rejection of 

mainstream Christianity in favor of a more pluralistic outlook. As seen below, due to 

cross-cultural encounters, wide reading, and meeting open-minded individuals, their 

dearly held assumptions about Christianity being the sole path to salvation were 

challenged and changed. As Mezirow (1978, 2000) has insisted, such change, though 

profound, often occurs over long periods of time. With reference to the second and 

third research questions, these pluralistic viewpoints have prompted the interviewees to 

try to inspire their learners to think critically about the problems faced by our globe. 

Their spiritual views differ somewhat. At the time of writing, Doug is a self-styled 

“Christian agnostic,” Nancy is a Baha’i, and Jackie practices yoga intensively. 

However, there were striking similarities in their responses. 
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H. Douglas (“Doug”) Brown 

 As a child of missionary parents in a large, Protestant denomination in the 

United States, Doug (real name) viewed his religious upbringing to be one of received 

knowledge, in which he just accepted that it was “the way to be as a child” (Doug, 

Interview 1, November 2004). Moreover, he felt that there was an implicit threat of 

damnation hanging over him: 

I wasn’t told in so many words, but I mean, I can still remember my father 

saying, “Doug, have you read your Bible today?” so it was definitely an 

admonition, but in credit to my parents, they didn’t hold over me the threat of 

burning in hell forever, but it was always lurking. (Doug, Interview 1, 

November, 2004)2 

 

 Doug spoke little of his childhood and teenage years except to say that in 

terms of Christian doctrine, he basically accepted what was told to him. However, his 

views changed in the 1960s from more conservative theological positions to a strongly 

progressive worldview, when as a young adult, he was undertaking a Master of 

                                                   
2 To ensure easy comprehensibility of all written material quoted from my transcripts, I have removed 

backchannels such as “ah” or “um.” Moreover, pauses in the talking of interviewees are indicated by 

three dots (…). Words or phrases in italic font represent parts of an utterance that speakers stressed or 

vocally emphasized in voices louder than their normal speech. 
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Divinity (M.Div.) degree. He mused how he felt “liberated” (Doug, Interview 1, 

November 2004) in his seminary days at being able to view the Bible as a fallible 

document written by human beings rather than as the inerrant words of the divine. 

Liberal theological currents of thinking during Doug’s time as an M.Div. student, such 

as that embraced in the “Death of God” movement led by Bishop John A. T. Robinson, 

played a large part in broadening Doug’s views. More specifically, Doug felt that the 

demise of traditional notions of the divine was a “liberating point” (Interview 1) for 

him. The narrative below illustrates the influence of another of the many authors who 

stimulated Doug to strongly challenge the notion that there was but one path to 

salvation.  

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
I think people are sometimes shocked by the word “agnostic” 
especially I found that… 
the right side of Christianity just seems to recoil in horror over the word. 
 
Stanza 2 
It’s like, “Oh my God.” 
I mean, I almost think sometimes 
that the word “atheist” is a little bit better to them than “agnostic.” 
“It’s horrible not to know.” 
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COMPLICATING ACTION  
 
I think I mentioned to you in the previous interview  
that I read that book years ago by Leslie Weatherhead 
and the title of which was The Christian Agnostic. 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
I mean ever since then, I’ve really appreciated  
the honesty of not knowing everything 
the honesty of not having the universe 
either the material or the spiritual universe 
all planned out, mapped and structured. 
 
Stanza 2 
And…I mean this is my own judgment 
the arrogance of others to think that they do 
you know, I have to watch who I’m saying this to. 
 
Stanza 3 
Inside of me there’s this feeling 
like if somebody feels like this is all mapped out 
and it’s all formulaic 
and salvation has 29 1/2 steps 
 
Stanza 4 
and it’s all written in…the Word 
and it’s all handed down by God. 
It just to me, it just sounds like arrogance 
if that is supposed to apply to every human being on this earth. 
 
Stanza 5 
I mean, I think it’s fine if they want to apply it to themselves 
and it works for them. 
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If it works for them, 29 1/2 steps to salvation works for them 
yeah…whatever…OK… 
 
Stanza 6 
because if it creates a motive for being 
a loving human being who reaches out to others 
who works for the liberation of people who are oppressed and all those things 
OK…I don’t quibble. 
 
(Doug, Interview 2, March 2007) 

 

 Clearly, as indicated in the Complicating Action in the above narrative, 

Doug’s reading of Weatherhead’s work, The Christian Agnostic (1965) was, as a key 

component of his theological education as a young man, an important part of a turning 

point in his spiritual journey. During our relaxed chat outside of the rather crowded 

confines of the Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) 

Conference venue in Denver in March, 2009, Doug reminded me of what he had 

already told me during an interview in Japan a little over four years previously; that is 

to say, that his poring over the works of other liberal theologians such as Bishop 

Robinson alsod transformed him into a more open-minded individual. As Doug put it, 

his theological education was “a whole process of expanding concepts of divinity that 

had been pumped into me in one sort of singular way as a child” (Doug, Interview 3, 

March 2009). 
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 Despite the somewhat grudging respect that Doug showed in Stanzas 5 and 6 

above for people choosing one given spiritual path, he indicated later on during that 

same interview that such tolerance had its limits. He insisted: 

Where I draw the line is where people say that my spirituality or my belief is 

wrong, or when somebody says, “You guys are wrong! Jesus…or Buddha, or 

whoever it might be is the only way to some kind of upper level of the 

universe.” (Doug, Interview 2, September, 2007) 

 

 Doug, a retired professor enjoying a fulfilling private life of hobbies and 

volunteer work at the time of writing, also related the importance to him of drawing the 

line at intolerant language. He told me of a choral group he belonged to in 2009 (one of 

his post-retirement pursuits) whose members sang protest songs from the 1960s, such 

as Peter, Paul, and Mary’s “If I Had A Hammer.” For a concert that was coming up on 

Memorial Day that year, the director of the choral group proposed that the choir sing 

“The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Doug vehemently protested to the director that the 

song was not appropriate, given the secular nature of the concert and the blatantly 

militant religious imagery pervading the hymn. He suggested that instead, the choir 

could sing Pete Seeger’s “This Land Is Your Land,” which he felt contained patriotic 

lyrics appropriate for a Memorial Day concert, but without a militant tone. Some 
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people in the choir felt that Doug need not take this matter so seriously, but as he put it 

to his wife, “I can’t tone down on this...I just feel so strongly” (Doug, Interview 3, 

March 2009). To Doug’s relief, and that of some of the other members of the choir, the 

director agreed to strike The Battle Hymn of the Republic from the Memorial Day 

program. 

 Similarly, in an informal conversation I had with Doug outside of the confines 

of the TESOL conference in Denver, at which I had interviewed him about the 

aforementioned dilemma he had faced with his choral group, he recounted being “kind 

of pissed off” (Doug, Interview 3, March 2009) with people who presumed to know 

the name and nature of the divine being to whom they were directing their prayers. In 

an earlier interview, Doug mused as follows: 

I always feel that there’s a lot that I can be thankful for and, while I’m	 not the 

kind of person that ends up getting on my knees and directing prayer toward a 

Being, I’m the kind of person that, I always have to remind myself to 

be…thankful and, it’s not that I have to direct it. (Doug, Interview 1, 

November 2004) 

 

 Another way that Doug illustrated his queasiness with intellectual arrogance 

was by drawing a parallel between his spiritual agnosticism and Second Language 
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Acquisition (SLA), claiming that the beauty of scholarship in SLA lay in the search for 

answers, not in easy prescriptions: 

What a horrible world this would be if we had Second Language Acquisition 

all figured out and we could just give somebody a pill and say, ‘OK, here now. 

And then…in four hours, you’ll speak Japanese.’ Oh my God! That would be 

kind of a horrible reduction of humanity if we do something like that, and 

so…I like the notion that there’s mystery and confusion and…unanswerable 

questions out there and sort of…celebrate that…” (Doug, Interview 2, March 

2007) 

 

 I triangulated these last utterances with portions of Doug’s book Principles of 

Language Learning and Teaching (Brown, 2007a). In this volume, the author surveyed 

for entry-level graduate students many of the current theories of SLA in an 

open-minded and compassionate manner, without narrowly prescribing one view over 

another. As he wrote succinctly, “We can rejoice in our defeats because we know that 

it is the very elusiveness of SLA that makes the quest for answers so exciting” (p. 4). 

 Doug held, as well, that many proponents of institutionalized forms of religion, 

particularly right wing, ultra-orthodox versions of Christianity, tended to separate their 

religious selves from their day-to-day personae, such that among the former, belief 



 
 

112 

was purely a matter of blind faith. Doug, however, asserted that he himself had “no 

problem reconciling the old problems of religion and science,” (Doug, Interview 1, 

November 2004) and that his spiritual and academic personae were not separated, but 

were “the same self interacting” (Interview 1). 

 Doug made an interesting commentary on the formative, rather than 

summative, nature of spiritual growth: 

Since you mention progression I’m also reminded of this phrase, “Are you 

saved?” I’ve had a lot of people ask me that. And you know, when I was a 

child, I had an answer for it. Now, I have a different answer. I mean, my 

answer is, “I’m constantly being saved.” Salvation is, for me, a journey 

toward trying to be a better steward, a better citizen, a more grateful person 

because salvation is that constant journey. (Doug, Interview 1, November 

2004) 

 

Closing his response to my query about his spiritual growth from childhood to 

the present day, Doug held that the Christian notion “stewards of the earth,” which he 

felt had often been abused to mean exploiters of nature, had become important to him. 

He interpreted this phrase to mean that humans were to be caretakers of the planet 

rather than its rapists. As of this writing, Doug’s penning of newspaper articles on 
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environmentally-aware ways to make home improvements (e.g., Brown, 2009a, 2011; 

also, see Appendices C and D) appears to be another manifestation of this conviction. 

In the former piece, in which he put forth cogent, practical arguments as to why 

fellow residents of his locality should consider installing solar panels on the roofs of 

their homes, he reinforced his notion that the phrase “stewards of the earth” should 

connote a sense of responsibility towards the care of our world: “Be a better steward 

of the planet. Why not lend a hand in ‘greening’ the earth?” (Brown, 2009a; boldface 

in original). Related to his deep convictions about environmental conservation are his 

sincere beliefs in world peace and non-violence, which, as I argue later, have formed 

an important part of his philosophy on teacher education. 

 Concerning the second and third research questions on how language teachers 

feel that their spiritual beliefs, however defined, impact their pedagogy, as well as their 

syllabuses, lesson plans, and academic publications that underscore this connection, it 

seems à propos to recount here a narrative in which Doug’s views on teaching for 

social responsibility directly influenced one of his graduate students at San Francisco 

State University (SFSU). Doug has, at the time of writing, been a Professor Emeritus at 

SFSU since May 2007. He has thus retired from full-time instructional duties. 

However, the narrative below comes from an interview I conducted with Doug in 
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November 2004. In that period, he had not yet retired from SFSU. On the contrary, he 

carried a rather heavy teaching load. 

 During the interview, I asked Doug if he had introduced elements of critical 

pedagogy into his classrooms and whether or not he would hesitate to employ the label 

“critical pedagogue.” As can be observed in the Setting of the narrative below, his 

clear reply was that he would not hesitate. He then went on to relate a story about how, 

two weeks prior to our interview, a brief, impromptu class lecture on teaching for 

social responsibility had inspired an MA (TESL) student of his to alter her research 

topic for a course paper she was writing for Doug. Besides affirming in the Frame 

below that he was happy to label himself a critical pedagogue, Doug made reference to 

the JALT 2004 conference in Nara, Japan where I conducted the interview with him. 

He asserted that at that gathering, too, he was trying to alert audience members to the 

importance of critical pedagogy and teaching for social responsibility. To remind 

readers, I had just finished asking Doug whether or not he would label as “critical 

pedagogy” some of what he taught his MA students. 

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
Yeah, of course I would label it that,  
and I have. 
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Stanza 2 
And of course my classrooms 
are graduate students, 
and so they’re going to be teachers, 
or are teachers 
 
Stanza 3 
So I do it by and large 
by the kinds of things I am doing at this conference 
alerting them to the whole topic. 
 
Stanza 4 
I mean, I think I told you the other day, 
a couple of weeks ago in my Methodology class… 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
I slipped in a couple of minutes on social responsibility 
just because I wanted to get this topic in, 
and then I wanted to deal with it more next week. 
but I had a few minutes, 
and so I thought I’d just slip it in. 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
And just my…my almost unplanned comments… 
really inspired a teacher to (one of my students) 
to come up to me 
and change her whole research topic. 
 
Stanza 2 
She said, “That’s what I wanna do. 
I wanna find out more about that.” 
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Stanza 3 
So I guess…even if one out of eighteen, 
and I know there are more, 
kind of get turned onto this side of teaching, 
then…I feel, I feel that is in a way 
practicing critical pedagogy. 
 
Stanza 4 
I mean, you’re not at the English language teaching level, 
but you’re still at the teaching level, 
and so…those teachers are going to go out 
and influence a lot of other students 
 
Stanza 5 
And the extent to which they start thinking 
about the issues they’re presenting 
and the materials they’re presenting, 
and the minds that they’re influencing in their classes, 
then I hope I can be an instrument of…good will. 
 
(Doug, Interview 1, November 2004) 

 

 The Complicating Action expressed above, in which Doug gave a short, 

impromptu talk on teaching for social responsibility in his MA-level English teaching 

methodology class (resulting in at least one of his graduate students reaching her own 

Resolution/Coda) demonstrates that social responsibility was, for Doug and at least one 

of his learners, a topic worth investigating in detail. Because I will not likely get a 

chance to meet or interview this student, it is impossible to know whether or not 

Doug’s talk represented a transformative experience in the sense of being a challenge 
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to her deeply rooted assumptions about language teaching (Mezirow, 1978, 2000). 

However, this is a distinct possibility. 

 In the final two stanzas above, Doug hinted that it was his vocation to 

challenge students to be agents of change. This is consistent with his view of his 

teaching as a type of spiritual calling, a sentiment he had expressed earlier in the 

interview when I asked him how he felt that he brought his spiritual beliefs into 

classroom and other university work contexts: 

I’ve always felt that my vocation…my chosen career, you know, what I’m 

doing, who I’m working with that…is a ministry and…I’ve always felt that 

my colleagues and my students are…you know, there’s something in me 

that’s telling me that this is part of my responsibility is…to nurture, you know, 

stimulate, help people to…think critically and…help people to become aware 

of a lot of these issues that we’ve been talking about at this conference. (Doug, 

Interview 1, November 2004) 

 

 In his publications, too, Doug has undergirded his position that it is the moral 

responsibility of teachers to educate their students to fight for social justice. Although 

cautioning instructors to avoid pushing agendas upon their charges, Doug held 

nonetheless that “Teachers are responsible for giving students opportunities to learn 



 
 

118 

about important social/moral/ethical issues and to analyze all sides of an issue” (Brown, 

2007b, p. 515). Citing authorities from Postman and Weingartner (1969) to Giroux 

(2006), Doug observed, “The call for teachers to act critically, as agents of change is 

not a new one” (Brown, 2007b, p. 513). 

 Earlier on in my first interview with him, Doug attested to what he felt was 

the powerful nature of the sense of teaching as a calling, which he held applied not 

only to him, but to language educators in general. To this end, I had asked him whether 

or not he agreed with Johnston’s (2003) view of English language teaching as a moral 

enterprise. His response was unequivocal: 

Well...I’m OK with the moral enterprise because I do believe that along with 

our subject matter areas that we are charged to teach…that there is maybe an 

implicit Hippocratic Oath of some kind that a teacher takes that, you know, 

we will be…models for students, we will be…you know, agents for 

empowerment…that we’re not just there for empty, cold...subject matter to be, 

you know, poured into a student, so I’m quite OK with his notion that 

teaching is a moral enterprise. (Doug, Interview 1, November 2004) 

 

 Doug’s sense of teaching as being a value-laden vocation in which educating 

learners to be socially responsible should play a major role came through strongly in 
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the final chapter of the most recent edition of Teaching by Principles (Brown, 2007b), 

the work for which he is perhaps most well-known in TESOL circles and the standard 

textbook for methodology courses in many English language teaching graduate 

programs. In this edition, he has encouraged teachers to interrogate their deepest 

beliefs about their chosen vocation (p. 512): 

What convictions and beliefs directed you into the profession? What sense of 

purpose continues to propel you through hours and days and weeks of 

teaching (possibly at a fairly low wage)? What is it that somehow prods you to 

wake up every Monday morning, a bit blurry-eyed perhaps, but ready to face 

new challenges and opportunities? 

 

 He acknowledged in this important chapter, too, that language teachers could 

easily feel overwhelmed by certain dilemmas inherent to critical pedagogy. One of 

these is the potential of teachers to use their positions of power inappropriately by 

attempting to thrust political agendas upon their learners. Doug referred, as well, to the 

moral imperative instructors have to create materials that challenge learners to think 

critically, but which do not offend students’ cultural sensibilities. Although these 

dilemmas might appear daunting at times, Doug argued that in shrinking from the 
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challenge of teaching for social responsibility, “We will have lost the chance, in 

Gandhi’s words at the beginning of this chapter, to be the change we want to see in the 

world!” (Brown, 2007b, p. 520). 

 During my first interview with him, moreover, Doug, as a self-described 

“theologically educated layperson,” held that he viewed his job as a type of “ministry,” 

whereby he hoped to take a nurturing role in helping students to grow intellectually 

and to think critically (Doug, Interview 1, November 2004). He felt, too, that as part of 

cultivating a feeling of gratitude, he had a responsibility to give something back to his 

students: 

Doug: I feel that as long as I’m a professor, I owe it to people to pay them 

some attention and, you know, give them feedback and. when they 

want to make an appointment, just do it, and not be some isolated 

professor in an office that won’t talk to the students. 

Chris: One office hour a month sort of (laughter from Chris and Doug) 

Doug: Yeah, right! I mean I try to be available, good to people. 

 

 Holliday (2005) has spoken of the importance of triangulating interview data 

with casual observations. As to the above citation, although I did not have the 

opportunity to observe Doug in a classroom setting, I had numerous chances to see him 
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give conference presentations and to watch him interacting with individuals before and 

after these talks. Despite being a well-known scholar in the field of TESOL, Doug 

didn’t hold himself aloof from or above rank and file language teachers. On the 

contrary, he connected in a friendly and informal manner with audience members, 

whether they agreed with his viewpoints or not. 

 In conclusion, although, at the time of writing, Doug had retired from formal 

classroom teaching, he nonetheless insisted to me that he would “never cease to teach” 

(Doug, Interview 2, March 2007). He saw, for example, his chapter on social 

responsibility in Teaching By Principles (Brown, 2007b) as one way that he could 

encourage teachers to be agents of change. In our second interview, Doug told me that 

it was very easy to complain about the state of the world, but the challenge was to do 

something about it. For instance, at the time of our second interview in 2007, he and 

his wife were volunteering their time with “Meals on Wheels,” an organization whose 

members deliver hot repasts to senior citizens who are homebound. As he put it:  

I’m always trying to think, “Is there something I can do? Can I write to an 

editor? Can I contribute to an organization? Can I go on a march somewhere? 

Volunteer somewhere? And put my actions where my mouth is?” (Doug, 

Interview 2, March 2007) 
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 Perhaps the most tangible recent manifestation (at the time of writing) of 

Doug’s desire to make a difference with his time and energy has been his involvement 

with a volunteer group upon which he serves on the Board of Directors. Members of 

this association give their time and energy to provide various services to people in a 

district of a city in California where Doug and his wife reside at the time of writing. 

These include referrals to local agencies and vendors, loans of wheelchairs and other 

medical equipment, and free home repairs, as well as monthly workshops (also free of 

charge) on this latter topic. Doug has been able to combine his desire to “never cease 

to teach” (Doug, Interview 2, March 2007) with his lifelong passion for home repairs 

and the raising of environmental awareness not only by penning articles for a local 

newspaper that contain useful tips on environmentally friendly home improvements 

(e.g., Brown, 2011; also, see Appendix D), but by serving as a “Handy Helper” within 

the volunteer organization for those in his neighborhood in need of home repairs or 

home improvements. His integrated desires to protect the environment and volunteer 

his talents are encapsulated in these pithy phrases at the end of Doug’s 

above-mentioned article (Brown, 2011): “How many Handy Helpers does it take to  
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change your light bulbs to CFLs (Compact Fluorescent Lights)? Answer: One! Call 

Neighbors InDeed at 000-0000 and save yourself a bunch of money!”3 

 In sum, Doug’s rejection of Christianity’s claim to be the sole means of 

salvation was one of the major factors leading to his growth towards a pluralistic 

spirituality and hence, towards his efforts to promote teaching for social responsibility 

amongst his Master’s students, one of whom, as portrayed in a narrative earlier in this 

chapter, was inspired in his class to devote a research paper to the subject. Moreover, 

encouraging teacher trainees to prompt their learners to work for a better world has 

figured prominently in the most recent edition of Doug’s tome Teaching by Principles 

(Brown, 2007b), as has his caution to educators not to allow their enthusiasm for such 

progressive pedagogy to cause them to impose agendas, no matter how well-meaning, 

upon their charges. Clearly, he has directly linked his spiritual beliefs to his 

pedagogical and life practices, not only in his published work and in classroom and 

conference settings, but also in his productive post-academe retirement, which includes 

very active volunteer work.  

 

                                                   
3 In order to protect the privacy of individuals serving in the volunteer association, I have declined to 
furnish here its location, URL, or phone number. 
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Jackie 

 In contrast to Doug, who spent much of the early part of his life in Africa, 

Jackie (real name) grew up in the United States. As we shall see later regarding both 

her life and her teaching, the theme of connection has been very important to Jackie. 

Pertaining to my first research question, Jackie’s own spiritual journey, too, has 

consisted in large part of her heartfelt attempts to connect with something that is 

greater than herself.  

  Jackie recounted being “raised a Methodist” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 

2005). As with Doug, she at first basically accepted church attendance as part of her 

experience growing up, and as such, she “never minded church at all” (Interview 2). 

She participated enthusiastically, as well, in choir practice and the youth group. 

However, by her teenage years, Jackie began to feel that for some of the individuals in 

the church, including her mother and father, a sense of deep joy appeared to be lacking, 

as did that of a meaningful spiritual experience: 

They were good people, my parents, and did things for the community, but not 

especially happy people, so I mean, I think that was, too, when I thought, 

“How many of these people really get it?” You know, if what the church is 

telling you, if, it seems like if you really believed it, you wouldn’t be worried 
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about not being good enough, you wouldn’t be worried about feeling socially 

inept, or not having friends, or not having the greatest relationship with other  

people, which is what I saw in my family. (Jackie, Interview 2, February 

2005) 

 

 Although she deplored the fanaticism of certain ultra-orthodox people in other 

non-mainstream denominations, individuals who, as Jackie put it “have decided that 

their mission in life is to condemn other people” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005), 

Jackie admired such people to a certain extent because she perceived that they had a 

sense of authentic joy regarding what they believed. As she put it, “So I don’t know as 

a kid, I don’t know if I was thinking if those fanatical people are great, but it just 

seemed that...I wished I was one of those people who got it” (Interview 2). The 

narrative below recounts her plaintive but sincere attempt by a lakeshore to connect 

with the divine. 

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
I might have been something like 12…but… 
I remember on one camping trip, for some reason, 
I have the memory clear of 
sitting on a rock alongside the lake. 
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Stanza 2 
We were, fishing out of… 
You know, just sitting by myself  
For a while. 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
And praying to God, saying, 
“…I want to believe in you 
but I have no reason to because… 
all I have are these words in the book… 
and whatever other people tell me, 
so I want to know for myself. 
So let me know you exist.” 
And…nothing happened, right (laughter from Jackie) 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
So it wasn’t like a big crisis  
Of thinking, “OK, then, forget it, 
I don’t believe in any of this nonsense.” 
 
Stanza 2 
But it was always…a question… 
I always knew I didn’t really know. 
 
(Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005) 
 

The Resolution/Coda above is striking both for its simplicity and the positive 

views of agnosticism that are in some ways similar to those expressed by Doug. As 

with Doug, for Jackie, agnosticism was a challenge, not a reason to wallow in despair. 

Thus, Jackie was not plunged into bitterness at the disappointing turn of events 



 
 

127 

recounted in the above narrative. On the contrary, she thirsted all the more for a deep 

spiritual experience. Moreover, she began to feel that by college, when she was 

beginning to come out as a bisexual,4 she “certainly knew that Christianity as most any 

organized religion has been used for a lot of sexist, homophobic, whatever purposes” 

(Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). Interestingly, however, this issue did not cause 

her to cultivate a sense of anger against the Christian faith as a whole. Rather, she was 

challenged to search further for a deep, inclusive spiritual experience. 

 Hence, when she came to Japan just out of college at the age of 21, Jackie 

joined a human potential group called “Life Dynamics,” which she described as “a 

huge leap in happiness” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). She recalled later on in 

our interview how the teachings of this organization helped her to deal with some of 

the bouts of depression that had been plaguing her since high school, as well as 

occasional compulsive eating which, while “never really extreme” (Interview 2), still 

caused her to experience a vicious cycle of self-recrimination. She felt, after all, that as 

a feminist she should accept herself the way she was. That she was not able to do so 

increased her guilt further. When new to Japan as well, Jackie attended the group 

Overeaters Anonymous, which, though its members acknowledged as one of the 

                                                   
4 As she related in a paper (Beebe, in press), Jackie did not fully come out as a lesbian until after she 
left for Japan. 
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Twelve Steps “checking in with that Higher Power” as she put it, did not make her feel 

like she “had that direct connection to God” (Interview 2). 

 Similarly, trying meditation with the Japan-based Buddhist lay organization 

Soka Gakkai was not the life-altering experience she felt that she needed. A friend had 

succinctly promised Jackie the following if she joined the group and meditated each 

day for a month using the mantra prescribed to her by the sect: “‘It will change your 

life’” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). As she wryly noted, however, “Well, 

nothing happened” (Interview 2), so she subsequently ceased her involvement in the 

group. Jackie had been searching for some time for a meditative discipline to help her 

with the difficult personal issues outlined above. Unfortunately, none of these paths 

seemed to suit her or sustain her in a consistent practice of meditation. 

 A turning point came for Jackie when a friend of hers from the Life Dynamics 

movement that she continued to be involved with invited her to re-birthing sessions, 

which Jackie glibly termed as “you know, another of these New-Agey kinds of things” 

(Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). However, she entered these meetings with an 

open mind and after one of the first of these, she was taught the famous mantra Om 

Namah Shivaya. She recalled the facilitator instructing her simply as follows: “‘Just 

repeat the mantra and…meditate’” (Interview 2). Coincidentally, while continuing the 
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re-birthing sessions, she saw on the facilitator’s wall a picture of the deceased founding 

guru of the spiritual path upon which she was soon to embark, and that is still her 

spiritual road at the time of writing.5 Moreover, she heard a recording of a meditative 

chant from this discipline. Jackie’s exposure to this type of meditation, which also 

incorporated elements of yoga, was overwhelmingly positive: 

And it was like, it just worked, you know, anything else that I had tried before 

that, any way to meditate...after a few days, aren’t going to do it anymore, you 

know, but this was like...it was so easy, it pulled me in, it was...you just sat 

there and it...meditation happened you know, and so I thought, “Oh, this is 

really cool.” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005) 

 

 Looking back on this period of meditative practice, Jackie realized that it led 

to an experience known in Sanskrit as shaktipat. This is not enlightenment as such, but 

it is, for many people, an experience of spiritual awakening. Although shaktipat was 

certainly a dynamic happening for Jackie, it wasn’t so in the way that some other 

people experienced it; “energy zipping up and down your spine and seeing lights and 

leaving their bodies,” as Jackie put it (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). Rather, for 

her, shaktipat was “much more subtle,” but she held, nonetheless, that it bore her much 
                                                   
5 Jackie has requested that I not name the organization behind her particular spiritual discipline because 
she does not wish to be viewed as representing this group or its teachings. 
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fruit. She felt, for instance, that her love life improved greatly, and that “the obsession 

with food all the time slipped away a lot” (Interview 2). As noted earlier, this issue 

with eating was tied to Jackie’s occasional low image of herself, so shaktipat was truly 

a healing experience for her in that it helped her begin to repair her self-confidence. 

She expanded on the matter of her enhanced self-esteem (as it pertained to her 

shaktipat experience) as follows: 

I realized then that I’d felt my whole life like I had somehow ended up on the 

wrong planet and that somebody someday was going to discover the mistake 

and send me away. But in that moment I felt that I actually did belong here on 

planet Earth. With a deliciously relaxing sigh, I told myself, “It’s OK…I’m 

OK.” (Beebe, in press) 

 

 Moreover, one of the most potent aspects of shaktipat was, for Jackie, a 

general euphoria coupled with an increased sense of compassion for those around her: 

I was falling in love. You know that state when you’re newly infatuated, you 

look at somebody sitting on the train, and you think, “Ahhh, they’re so cute 

looking” and “Oh, this guy is so beautiful.” I was just in that state and I knew 

I was falling in love with the guru, too, which seemed pretty odd to me. 

(Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005) 
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 Jackie felt that her love for the guru, whose picture she had first seen at the 

home of the individual leading the re-birthing sessions she had been attending, was odd 

in some ways because she had never before “fallen in love with a movie star or 

musician...let alone someone who’s already dead” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). 

As Jackie explained to me in late 2010, in a written correction of my having 

misinterpreted her feeling as infatuation, the love she had for the guru “created that 

same open-hearted state that comes with infatuation, where life in general seems 

beautiful, but it was a much deeper thing than having a crush on someone or being in 

the honeymoon phase of a new love affair” (J. Beebe, personal communication, 

October 27, 2010). 

 Eventually, this love, as well as her newfound peace of mind, led her to 

regularly attend and help with gatherings of the meditation group, as well as to lead 

sessions on her own. Hence, she began to feel strongly that through embracing the 

teachings and practices of her newfound meditative path, and thus trying to break free 

from the restricting confines of ego, she would attain peace and happiness. As she 

observed, “it just seemed like you need something beyond yourself” (Jackie, Interview 

2, February 2005). I cannot help but be reminded here of Palmer’s (2003) definition of 

spirituality as being one’s desire to connect with that which is beyond the ego. 
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 Jackie spoke volubly and in a stream of consciousness manner of her spiritual 

practice as being something that “makes my life make sense, gives it a purpose...makes 

life fun...gives me a place...where I want, and can contribute, and every moment of 

giving, I get back so much” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). She held, too, that 

more rigid types of meditation, such as some forms of zazen where extreme endurance 

is sometimes required of supplicants, were not for her: “I need juice, you know, so the 

music, the ecstatic music, and the feeling of connection in the heart with the Guru, 

which turns into a connection with everybody else, which turns into a...falling in love 

with yourself (Interview 2). 

 It is difficult to convey in the written word the serenity with which Jackie 

spoke of her chosen spiritual practice during this portion of our second interview. At 

times, her face appearing to glow, Jackie brushed back tears as she was talking. One 

such moment was when she expounded upon the flexible nature of her spiritual 

discipline: “It’s a path that...gives you a whole slew of practices...you can chant, you 

can meditate, you can contemplate, you can read, you can...work, you know, offer 

your...service...do Hatha Yoga, you know, repeating the mantra, praying, doing the 

rituals” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). 
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Jackie’s profound joy was evident, too, when she emphasized the non-sexist, 

non-homophobic nature of the organization overseeing the teachings of her discipline. 

She called it, in this sense, “a path where...the purpose is your freedom, and that 

includes freedom from whatever social restrictions you don’t need to be paying 

attention to” (Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005). At the time of our second interview, 

Jackie strongly held that in 21 years of following this path, she had experienced many 

turning points. Notably, although she perceived herself to be a generally 

non-judgmental person towards other people, she had been terribly hard on herself. 

However, her spiritual practice was teaching her that she did not have to be a perfect 

individual. 

 Jackie went on to tell me how she requested the ritual of being given a 

spiritual name from the guru of her discipline. Twice she was turned down. The second 

time, at which point she was partway through her Master’s degree at an American 

university in Japan, she was told by the guru, “Have your own name.” She felt that the 

guru was subtly trying to convey something to her through this experience: 

I think…the meaning of that for me as I’ve seen it over the years is like, 

“Your thing is just to be accepting. Jackie, you’re trying to become your 

image of the perfect yogini and what you need to do is to drop that idea, to 
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just be content with being.” The fundamental teaching in my chosen path is 

that the divine lives not only in me, but is a part of my deepest identity.  

(Jackie, Interview 2, February 2005) 

 

 To conclude the discussion on the first research question as it pertains to 

Jackie, perhaps it would be appropriate here to re-visit her pre-teen self, who cried out 

to God at a lakeside for a sign of His/Her/Its presence but, as we saw earlier and as she 

wrote in a reflective piece in 2010 for the a magazine published in India by organizers 

of her discipline, “As far as I can tell, no answer came that day. Only silence.” 

However, during the decades that Jackie has been engaged in her practice, she has 

come to realize that, as she put it at the conclusion of the same article:  

I realized that after years of following the Guru’s command to worship myself, 

I could now myself answer the prayer to God of 10-year-old Jackie. With true  

conviction I can tell her that, “The God you’re calling to out there is also in 

the silence you hear inside you now”6  

 

 Regarding the second and third research questions as to how Jackie felt that 

her spiritual beliefs impacted her pedagogy, it seems noteworthy to point out her 

                                                   
6 Because Jackie has asked that I not name the organization, I have declined to furnish here the 
name of the magazine or other details that would identify this group. 
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assertion that she sympathized deeply with students in her classes who fell behind, 

remarking that she herself “could be the student in the back of the room feeling totally 

out of their depth” (Jackie, Interview 1, November 2004). Invoking her own example, 

she spoke of a time as a doctoral candidate when she was completely overwhelmed by 

the mathematics in one of her statistics courses to the point that she felt like she was 

“the worst student in the class” (Interview 1). She felt so far behind her classmates that 

she became afraid to ask questions to the statistics professor. Thus, instead of rushing 

to judgment against her own English language learners for supposedly lacking the 

courage or motivation to ask questions of her, she remembered her quantitative 

research course, when she felt the same way. Hence Jackie evinced a great deal of 

empathy for those of her college-level English students who were not catching on as 

quickly to the subject matter or who seemed outwardly to lack motivation. As she 

mentioned sympathetically:  

I can see myself in any of the students, the ones who are having a hard time 

‘cause their English is at a lower level or the ones who are having a hard time 

‘cause they worked all night at their baito (Japanese for “part-time job”) and 

they’re falling asleep. (Jackie, Interview 1, November 2004) 
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 In a similar vein, Jackie recalled a nature walk she took during a yoga retreat. 

The retreat center, located in suburban Kyoto, was blessed with a number of lovely 

trees. 

 
SETTING 
 
Stanza 1 
So, I…was on a retreat  
with my meditation group..in..September. 
That’s why I wasn’t 
at more of the PGL7 
 
Stanza 2 
And one of the sessions 
we were supposed to go out in nature. 
The setting was… had these beautiful grounds. 
OK. We were supposed to  
go take a walk out in nature 
and learn something from nature. 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
And uh, so 
during that session 
you know 
I went out with that intention 
 
Stanza 2 
And we had had a walk 
the day before 

                                                   
7 This refers to the Peace as a Global Language (PGL) conference in Kyoto, Japan in October 2004. 
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where we were just supposed to 
be repeating the mantra silently 
as we do the walk.  
 
Stanza 3 
And the day before,  
I had looked up at this tree 
and seen a branch 
a couple of meters off the ground 
with something. 
 
Stanza 4 
I looked at something 
and I thought,  
“That’s a snail.” 
 
Stanza 5 
Then, I thought, 
“No, snails don’t go  
way up in trees. It must be, you know, 
these sorts of gnarly things 
that grow out of trees sometimes. 
I think it’s a fungus or (inaudible).” 
 
Stanza 6 
And I thought, 
“Oh, it must be that. 
It must just look like a snail.” 
 
Stanza 7 
And I looked up 
at a couple of trees 
right next to each other 
And they all 
maybe three, four meters up, 
five meters up, 
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Stanza 8 
They had a bunch of snails 
on the tree trunks 
in the tree branches 
and it’s very clear. 
that they  
were really snails 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
And it’s like 
That’s my lesson. 
The day before 
I saw the snail 
and I wouldn’t believe it 
 
Stanza 2 
because I had my concept 
that snails don’t live way up in trees 
but you know 
that’s not what snails do. 
 
Stanza 3 
And so, I thought 
“Well, that’s what I’m supposed to learn. 
It’s like…to notice 
that I still have these concepts 
that keep me in my place 
or keep other people in their place. 
 
Stanza 4 
That’s not…that’s not what you do. 
That’s not what you can do.  
That’s not…you know.” 
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Stanza 5 
So I think about…I wonder sometimes 
if I, you know, 
I said that a moment earlier, I think, 
and maybe I should have higher ex… 
I don’t know. 
Is there’s some way to have higher… 
not expectations, but higher.. 
I don’t know a higher vision 
of what my students can be. 
 
(Jackie, Interview 1, November 2004) 
 

 Even the most casual of glances at the phrases in the above Resolution/Coda 

through the conceptual lens of transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000) reveals 

that Jackie’s nature walk was, if not a paradigm shift in her views on the motivation of 

Japanese university students of English, at least a reminder to her not to judge the 

capacities of her university learners at first glance. In a separate account, Jackie spoke 

of her doctoral research into the behind-the-scenes motivation of some high school 

English students who “were hating their English classes” and “studying other subjects” 

during those periods, yet “were doing all kinds of amazing things to learn English” 

(Jackie, Interview 1, November 2004). For instance, “they’d pay money and go to 

NOVA and talk away” (Interview 1). In a manner reminiscent of her surprise at 

coming across snails in trees, Jackie learned that she could find learner motivation in 

unexpected places that fell outside of the regular classroom setting. She thus began to 
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remind herself not to make dismissive assumptions about her learners based upon what 

would outwardly appear to be unmotivated or disruptive behavior. Through her 

research and the experience with the snails, Jackie felt that it was important for her to 

“try to find out a little bit about what a student is into” (Interview 1) and to use such 

interests to help the learners make connections with each other, with her, and with 

English. One interesting example she mentioned had to do with music: 

If I find the students who are really into pop music which I teach…if I find 

one of them plays guitar, I’ll say, “Here, you have to borrow this 

video…there’s one called ‘Guitar Heroes’…you have to go watch…you have 

to watch this video.” (Jackie, Interview 1, November 2004) 

 

 On the theme of connection, too, Jackie spoke excitedly of trying to link 

students who shared similar interests by, for instance, loaning them videos or 

magazines related to their hobbies. She noted that in this sense she did her best to “try 

to create sort of mechanisms of how I manage the classroom where they’re gonna 

make friends” (Jackie, Interview 1, November 2004). She mentioned, too, feedback 

from learners who said that they liked her courses because they enjoyed themselves 

and were able forge new friendships during her English classes. 
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Jackie also felt that it was important for her to express her authentic, joyful 

self in the classroom. Moreover, she did not expect that all of her students, who were 

business majors, would be universally enthralled about studying English. She thus tried 

to non-judgmentally respect their varying degrees of motivation. This regard for her 

learners, as well as her inner joy, are obvious in Jackie’s ruminations below on not 

accommodating students who asked for higher grades after failing to meet her 

attendance requirements:  

My usual reaction is actually to laugh. I just think, like (laughter from Jackie) 

it’s totally genuine laughter…. “All right (laughter from Jackie), come on I 

did keep telling you, I’m strict with attendance, you know that, right?” And 

they’ll say, “Yeah, I know.” And, it’s sort of like, well what can you do? If 

their baito is more important, what can I do? (Jackie, Interview 1, November 

2004) 

 

 Taking heed once again of Holliday’s (2005) assertion that informal 

observations are important when attempting to triangulate data, I note here that during 

the two interviews I conducted with Jackie, as well as my brief, informal observations 

of her, she appeared, at most times, to evince a great deal of joy. For example, at a 

variety event designed to raise awareness of gender issues, she laughed heartily at the  
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comedy routines, and she threw herself wholeheartedly into the action on the dance 

floor when a 1970s retro band took to the stage. 

 As can be seen in the narrative below, Jackie’s evident desire to develop a 

personal connection with everything and everyone, including her students, appeared to 

impact her pedagogical practices in a highly practical manner. She told me in our 

November 2004 interview that yoga in Sanskrit translates to “union” or “connection” 

in English. As we saw in her story of her long-time involvement with her meditative 

discipline, Jackie’s practice helped her foster connections to deeper aspects of herself, 

as well as to the people around her. Her desire to help her learners identify more 

deeply with English and each other is aptly illustrated in the following narrative:  

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
I invited a bunch of students 
to go to this dance event the other day… 
that Amnesty International and the HELP Women’s Shelter charity event 
at What the Dickens8 with the live music. 
 
Stanza 2 
I knew the band was going to be really good 
and it’s a good place to dance, 
and so I got seven students… 
…and they came and brought some of their friends. 
 

                                                   
8 This is a popular British pub in Tokyo. 
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COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
(in a whispery, rising intonation) And they were just having  
the best time dancing 
people, you know,  
had to be dragged out  
on the floor at first, some of them. 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA  
 
Stanza 1 
And I felt, that meant more to me than teaching English 
was to teach somebody the joy of dancing. 
So I think what I bring to the classroom is 
my joy, really 
and my relaxation 
and that affects people. 
 
Stanza 2 
If I have the sense the students are having a good time 
and they’re using some English… 
and so they’re experiencing English 
as something you can have a good time at 
instead of struggling with and feeling 
you know, you’re not meeting up to somebody’s standards. 
 
(Jackie, Interview 1, November 2004) 
 

 The Complicating Action above, which consisted of Jackie successfully being 

able to prod her students onto the dance floor, was one of many transformative 

experiences for Jackie in how she came to view the motivation of her L2 learners. I 

have already mentioned Mezirow (1978, 2000) having pointed out, however, that such 
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profound changes in thinking in adult teachers and learners often take place gradually. 

Let us recall once again, for instance, Jackie’s doctoral research into the high level of 

English language learning motivation that she found among some high school learners 

outside of their regular English classes. The aforementioned narrative regarding the 

dancing at the “What the Dickens” pub above illustrates Jackie’s efforts not to make 

dismissive assumptions about the supposed in-class lack of motivation of some of her 

university language learners. Clearly, her doctoral research and the evening at the pub 

with her students were influential in Jackie’s continuing journey to challenge her 

assumptions about what learners were willing to do in English. 

 In addition to being amenable to questioning her own beliefs, Jackie, like 

Doug, also tried to motivate her students to think critically about global and social 

issues. As she mentioned to me in an e-mail message, “Thinking last night about how 

my spiritual evolution influenced my teaching it seemed like developing more 

fearlessness has been a big part of the influence” (J. Beebe, personal communication, 

October 27, 2010). She added that this diminishing of fear had, among other things, 

“enabled me to do things like teach the class on queer issues in an interdisciplinary 

gender issues class.” She recently published lesson plans (Beebe, 2008a), the purpose 

of which was to invite and equip learners to think and talk open-mindedly and 
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positively about queer life. The aforementioned writings appear to be a manifestation 

of Jackie’s desire not only to connect learners to each other, but also to issues of great 

import to her as a lesbian. A guessing game on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 

Transgender (LGBT) issues included in these lessons was designed by Jackie “partly 

because the realization, ‘I’ve no idea. I’ve never heard anyone talk about that,’ is itself 

a powerful teaching on queer invisibility” (Beebe, 2008a, p. 45). In this same paper, 

she challenged students’ assumptions on queer life and queer culture in a set of 

discussion questions, in which learners were asked to reflect, among other issues, on 

gender roles and stereotypes, images of queer people in the media, and the nature of 

marriage and other partnerships. Moreover, Jackie published lesson handouts on the 

language and culture of dating and sex that originated from her interest in HIV 

education and evolved with a desire to increase understanding and joy between her 

students and visiting international students (Beebe, 2008b). As she mentioned to me in 

an e-mail comment on these, “The lessons aim to empower students to make friends, 

ask for a date, pick up or brush off strangers, and negotiate and practice safe sex” (J. 

Beebe, personal communication, October 27, 2010). 

 In conclusion, Jackie has clearly attempted in her own spiritual journey to 

connect with the divine within herself, her guru, and her fellow human beings. This 
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connection appeared to extend to her learners in Japan, as she endeavored, for instance, 

to help students with similar interests get to know each other better. Moreover, the 

unconditional love and joy she manifested was evident, particularly in her 

non-judgmental attitudes toward the behavior and apparent lack of motivation of some 

of her learners. Yoga, which is part of her meditative practice, then, and which she 

noted means “union” or “connection,” has aptly manifested itself in her life, her 

pedagogy, and her materials writing. As Palmer (1999) claimed, the most effective 

teachers “connect themselves to their students, their subjects to each other, and 

everyone to the subject being studied” (p. 27). 

 

Nancy 

 Like Doug and Jackie, Nancy had been exposed from an early age to the 

belief that outside of Christ, there was no salvation. It took her some time to challenge 

these assumptions and to arrive at a more pluralistic faith. This new value system has 

influenced her teaching greatly. As we shall see, for instance, she has attempted to 

instill in her learners the importance of cultural diversity and a respect for the differing 

convictions (spiritual or otherwise) of all people. 
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As to the first research question concerning Nancy’s own spiritual journey, she 

characterized it in childhood as a quest for answers to the following questions: 

1. How do I be a good person? 

2. Why do people have different religions? 

 Nancy’s first-hand experience interacting with people of different beliefs 

stemmed initially from a father who had been raised Catholic and a mother who had 

been brought up Lutheran. She described them as “both fairly liberal people,” and the 

family eventually decided to attend a Methodist church, which Nancy found to be “a 

warm community” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 2005). Beyond the religious diversity 

of her parents, however, even as an elementary school student, Nancy began to wonder 

about religions outside of Christianity. Having a Jewish friend sparked her curiosity 

enough to attend a Hebrew school for a short time and pose questions to the rabbi there. 

With a grin, she recalled asking the rabbi if one could convert to Judaism. His reply: 

“‘No, no you basically have to be born that way’” (Interview 1). Moreover, in a 

self-described attempt to help answer her first question above, Nancy began, through 

connections at her church, to volunteer at a local senior citizens’ home and to visit with 

three elderly women every Sunday. 
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Nancy’s love of other cultures and languages, particularly anything to do with 

France, led her to investigate opportunities during junior high school to study French 

abroad. As described in the narrative below, an unexpected trip to Japan with the 

American Field Service (AFS) caused her to question the exclusivist claims made by 

some Christians that Christ provided the only path to salvation. 

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
In junior high school 
I started studying French, 
and I really wanted to travel 
I really wanted to see the world. 
 
Stanza 2 
So…seventh, probably eighth or ninth grade, 
I asked my French teacher, 
“How can I get to France fast?” 
And he said, “AFS.” 
You know, that American Field Service system exchange program. 
 
Stanza 3 
Ah…he said, “In high school, if you join that 
They’ll probably send you to France.” 
 
Stanza 4 
So, in high school I signed up 
To try to become an AFS exchange student 
And I was sent to Japan (laughter from Nancy) 
And…so I spent 3 months here. 
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COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
And…ah…. (whispering) there were lots of questions to me. 
You know, there was a lot happening there 
that I didn’t understand. 
 
Stanza 2 
Ah…the family that I stayed with was nominally Buddhist 
but they didn’t seem to be very serious about it. 
 
Stanza 3 
But I met a lot of people that I felt were good people, 
and…my understanding of Christianity was 
That unless they were Christian they were…doomed. 
They were, you know… 
that the only way you could get to heaven was through Christ. 
 
Stanza 4 
So that bothered me 
I really…came back…and… 
I asked questions, 
I read books, 
I started looking for anything I could find 
On some way to deal with this. 
 
Stanza 5 
How can you have a good person 
born in another country… 
I mean, they maybe knew about Christianity but… 
You know, why are they doomed? 
And why are my Jewish friends doomed? 
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Stanza 6 
I read about Islam, I don’t know 
I just really started reading about religions… 
trying to figure that out. 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
Can’t say that I came up with any answers (laughter from Nancy) 
Until…I talked with friends and stuff like that, too, 
And there were a couple of friends that were… 
thinking about the same things. 
 
Stanza 2 
And one of them came back from 
the state…county fair I guess… 
in…my junior or senior year of high school. 
 
Stanza 3 
Well, there were some people there  
who said that all the religions 
were kind of…one. 
It’s like a…stream. 
 
Stanza 4 
And so…they don’t believe that… 
you’re bad if you’re in a different religion. 
I thought, “That’s pretty interesting.” 
And she said, “They’re called Baha’is.” 
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Stanza 5 
So…I went to the library to find a Baha’i book, 
And there weren’t any. 
I came home with a book on Buddhism and read that (laughter from Nancy) 
Oh, and then I looked it up in the encyclopedia. 
 
(Nancy, Interview 1, October 2005) 
 

 Here is a Resolution/Coda with a caveat. It was not at this time that Nancy 

embraced the Baha’i faith, but in the tradition of Mezirow’s views on adult education 

as being a slow but sure transformation (1978, 2000), Nancy’s second-hand encounter 

with Baha’is, described above, was one of many events that caused her to question the 

exclusivist claims of the traditional Christian doctrine of salvation. This occurrence, 

though, did indeed fuel Nancy’s growing skepticism of such beliefs. However, Nancy 

did not give spirituality much further thought throughout college, during which time 

she was convinced that “organized religion was bad” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 

2005) in the sense that such faiths put unnecessary strictures on people. 

 Coincidentally, though, she again “ran into Baha’is” (Nancy, Interview 1, 

October 2005) during college, but she questioned their stance against political 

involvement and the consumption of alcohol. She described, though, how she 

gradually came to accept the Baha’i views on these issues. As she put it, “it seemed 

like with each objection I came up with it didn’t take long before there was an answer” 
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(Interview 1). As to the Baha’i prohibition on alcohol use, Nancy came to see that she 

couldn’t control herself “as well as I thought I could” (Interview 1) when realizing how 

poor her judgment had become after drinking somewhat heavily on two different 

occasions. Moreover, despite the seemingly noble anti Vietnam War protests in which 

Nancy had been enthusiastically participating, she came to see the logic of the Baha’i 

doctrine restricting involvement in politics. This change of heart on Nancy’s part 

occurred when “the guy that was really cool out front,” the leader of a protest march, 

abandoned his charges to the police while at the same time, he and the other “so-called 

leaders” exhorted the protesters: “‘Hold it, don’t retreat, don’t retreat’” (Interview 1). 

 Upon finishing her MA right after her undergraduate years, Nancy went to 

Japan, where she continued to explore spirituality. A further stumbling block to Nancy 

becoming a Baha’i, though, was the notion promulgated by its followers that other 

spiritual leaders could “be on the same level as Jesus” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 

2005). Although, as seen in the above narrative, Nancy at times questioned the idea 

that Christianity was the only path to salvation, she found nonetheless that this was a 

doctrine that was at first hard to let go of, due to her upbringing in a traditional 

Christian environment. Despite this obstacle, however, a friend finally convinced her 

that because she was already saying the Baha’i prayers and reading Baha’i books, “‘I 
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think you’re a Baha’i’” (Interview 1). Hence, the acquaintance convinced her to sign a 

card affirming that she was a Baha’i. Nancy recounted the following, which brings to 

mind Jackie’s happiness when she received shaktipat: “I remember on the way home 

feeling like I was home. I had just this feeling like I was surrounded by love” 

(Interview 1). 

 With regard to more recent developments in her spiritual journey, Nancy 

reflected on the deep dissatisfaction she felt a few years prior to the time of writing 

with her job at a university where she was “not able to treat people well” (Nancy, 

Interview 2, March 2010). As a self-described “nurturer,” Nancy was distressed at the 

extremely top-down, uncaring politics of her former institution: 

I was under a tremendous burden. I was really depressed. I was...not able to 

treat people well...in a way, I mean, I had to pass on bad news or…deal with a 

lot of things, so that was highly stressful for me, and I did try to…talk back to 

the administration, kind of say, “You’re losing very good people, you’ve got 

very good programs and...you’re not recognizing them,” and didn’t get 

anywhere. So that was…that was hard. (Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010) 
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 Nancy found, though, that her faith helped her deal with this distressing 

situation. The following narrative demonstrates how she was able to come up with a 

resolution: 

SETTING9 

Stanza 1 
I think I mentioned that  
I wasn’t very happy 
at my university 
 
Stanza 2 
....there were a lot of issues there,  
but a lot of it had to do with.. 
the way that the top administration 
was treating people,  
 
Stanza 3 
and I...hired people, 
 I had to coordinate people… 
so I was stuck in the middle 
 
Stanza 4 
You know, very, very bad working conditions  
continually being bashed  
and then having to... 
 
Stanza 5 
you know, I feel like I’m a nurturer, 
and so, I was kind of caught in the middle  
and felt very very depressed... 

                                                   
9 In order to help preserve the anonymity of the participant, I have omitted portions of this narrative that 

could potentially reveal her identity. 
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I worried about it a lot.  
I was not happy  
 
Stanza 6 
but I felt like I was way too old…to move.  
I don’t have a doctorate... 
so I just figured 
I had to stay there  
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
And I just… 
started praying 
that I could be detached… 
just do what I could do,  
 
Stanza 2 
not worry about it... 
you know, somehow just… 
rise above this  
because I didn’t think  
that there was a way out of it, 
 
Stanza 3 
so I prayed   
very hard for detachment  
that I could keep myself spiritually sound 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
out of the blue,  
after three or four months of praying,  
I got a call from a friend 
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Stanza 2 
and he said  
“I don’t suppose you’re interested, 
but we’re looking for somebody here  
and you really seem to fit the bill.” 
 
Stanza 3 
At first I just kind of thought,  
“Well I’m not really interested in moving,  
and they probably won’t accept me.”  
 
Stanza 4 
and I kind of said those things to my friend  
and he said “Apply”  
 
Stanza 5 
and I kind of...I thought about it,  
I talked to some friends and… 
my close friends all said,  
“Nancy you’re so unhappy...at X University...Move!”  
 
Stanza 6 
I prayed about it a lot  
and it just…happened, 
and I’m so much happier. 
 
Stanza 7 
and...so it’s like, Oh!  
We get these answers to prayers 
that we don’t expect,  
I mean, I didn’t think...that that could happen... 
 
Stanza 8 
and it was later a Baha’i friend who said,  
“Nancy that was the answer to your prayer.  
You don’t have to put up with... 
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You don’t have to be detached about this... 
it is possible just to move.”  
 
Stanza 9 
So that was kind of 
...a very different thing,  
I mean, I realized more... 
learning about prayer has taken a long time, 
 
Stanza 10 
but now I realize that yeah 
...you don’t know 
 how it’s going to be answered. And you don’t have all the... 
you can’t always see all the possibilities. 
 
(Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010) 
 

 As with Nancy’s decision to become a Baha’i, then, this positive job change 

and Nancy’s realization, through prayer and the encouragement of friends from her 

faith community, that she had the power to improve her situation did not come 

overnight. As seen in the Complicating Action above, Nancy prayed and reflected for a 

number of months before a solution presented itself. As Nancy observed later on in the 

interview, “the answers weren’t coming immediately...they came after” (Nancy, 

Interview 2, March 2010). Consistent with transformative learning in general 

(Mezirow, 1978, 2000), Nancy’s changes in her thinking and in her job situation were 

gradual but profound. She told me later in the interview, for instance, that she felt so 

much more appreciated by the administration at her new university. At her previous 
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institution, Nancy “was constantly told to do things and never really rewarded” 

(Interview 2). At her new university, though, Nancy felt that there was much more 

positive feedback and gratitude by the administration and her colleagues for a job well 

done. 

 During this second interview, Nancy mentioned to me, as well, that she had 

recently been put in charge of setting up Baha’i spiritual education programs for 

people of all ages throughout Japan. She hinted that the improvement in her job 

situation might have given her the energy and strength to take on such a heavy 

responsibility: “I’m not sure that I would have had the energy to do that if I’d stayed at 

X University” (Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010). The “study circles,” as she termed 

them, part of a comprehensive Baha’i spiritual education system, focused on “the 

purpose of life,” as she put it, and taught people various ways in which one can 

approach and interpret spiritual texts (Interview 2). 

 Nancy related to me an account of a male attendee of one of these groups who 

had worked hard in environmental activism at both the grassroots and international 

levels. One of his proudest accomplishments was his pivotal role in encouraging the 

bureaucrats of a major Japanese city to have all of its public buses run on tenpura oil. 

However, as Nancy recounted, the man became disillusioned with some of the selfish 
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forces around the world that were blocking positive environmental change and as a 

result “he felt like he was totally exhausted, just totally burnt out” (Nancy, Interview 2, 

March 2010). Through attending one of the Baha’i study groups that Nancy had helped 

implement, the man gradually began to realize that a transcendent component was 

needed for social action: 

One of the things we talked about was...first of all, that you’re not going to 

solve these problems without a spiritual...now, it’s a spiritual solution 

that...people are blocking things that the world needs because of their own self 

interest, but if they...were more spiritual and saw the world as all...one family, 

then that would stop, and so until we get that kind of a consciousness, that we 

are all...one human family, that we are all God’s children, until that 

happens...a lot of those other things aren’t going to happen. (Nancy, Interview 

2, March 2010) 

 

 According to Nancy, the man in question, though not yet a Baha’i at the time 

of the interview, “now realizes that the spiritual stuff is really important” (Interview 2, 

March 2010). I pointed out to Nancy that her observation that social change cannot 

happen without spiritual transformation reminded me of her account in our previous 

interview of her encounter as a teenager with the leader of a group of anti-war 
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protesters who ran away when the authorities came, leaving his charges to deal with 

the police. I reminded her that she had mentioned in that interview that this uninspiring 

leader seemed to be acting out of self-interest. She agreed still that this, as well as other 

woes the world was facing, were examples of the ills of a desire for social change not 

being undergirded by a spiritual base: “Even the economic situation…Baha’u’llah10 

said that the answer to that is spiritual…and the more things get worse, the more you 

can see that” (Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010). In any case, the slow change in the 

thinking of the burned out social activist who joined Nancy’s discussion circle is 

consistent with Nancy’s own gradual spiritual growth reported above, as well as with 

transformative learning in general. 

 Before addressing the second and third research questions, I outline briefly 

Nancy’s opinions on the differences between spirituality and religion. Nancy viewed 

religions to be “the way that God has taught mankind spirituality” (Nancy, Interview 1, 

October 2005) although in the same breath, she held that religions became decidedly 

unspiritual when they were perverted through such atrocities as the Spanish Inquisition. 

She further noted, “We cannot know who God is…or what God is...that God is so 

                                                   
10 This individual was the nineteenth century founder of the Baha’i faith. He held that all of the major 
religions of the world were paths to the divine. 
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much bigger, so much beyond us, that there’s no way we can possibly understand 

anything about Him, except through...the teachers He has sent us” (Interview 1). 

       However, she went on to emphatically point out, too, that throughout history, 

there had been “people whose names we do not know” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 

2005), individuals who had not encountered the spiritual teachings of such sages as 

Christ, Muhammed, the Buddha, or Baha’u’llah. Thus, although Nancy’s views 

appeared to be decidedly more theistic than Doug’s, both of these participants 

perceived the spiritual journey as an unfinished story with an unknowable end. As I 

have already observed, transformative learning involves the gradual questioning of 

dearly held certainties (Mezirow, 2000). Of her ongoing spiritual growth, Nancy 

contrasted the view she held in her childhood that “you either are a good person or 

you’re not a good person” (Interview 1) with her adult perception as a Baha’i that each 

day represented a series of forked paths whereby one could choose to focus on the 

divine through one’s thoughts, as well as via compassionate acts toward other people. 

As she stated, “So my focus is not ‘Am I good or am I bad?’ It’s ‘Can I keep my 

thoughts focused on God? How much can I do that in my daily life?’” (Interview 1). 

 Let us now consider my second and third research questions with reference to 

Nancy. As shall shortly become evident, they relate to the first research question, for 
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Nancy claimed that it was her embrace of pluralism that led her to develop the teaching 

materials mentioned below. As I indicated before, she obtained her MA right after 

graduating from college, and then she went to Japan, where she has taught for over two 

decades.  

 As with the veteran teachers in Tisdell and Tolliver’s (2003) study, Nancy, 

also an experienced educator, perceived many direct connections between her spiritual 

beliefs and her L2 teaching persona. Moreover, she viewed her involvement in the 

Intercultural Communication11 Special Interest Group (SIG) of the Japan English 

Teachers’ Association (JETA) as a natural reflection of her Baha’i-inspired desire to  

“try to do something better for the world” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 2005). 

 In an upper level workshop on peace and spirituality at her current (at the time 

of writing) university in Japan, she has emphasized how the activism of such 

luminaries as Mohandes Gandhi, Mother Theresa, and Martin Luther King sprang from 

their spiritual beliefs (Nancy, 2009, Class Outline, “Workshop on Peace and 

Spirituality;” see also Appendix E). Relatedly, in her oral introduction to a PowerPoint 

slide show on spirituality that she has screened for these learners, Nancy has noted, 

“We have seen how all of these people learned spiritual values in the home and acted 

                                                   
11 In order to protect the identity of the participant, I have chosen a pseudonym for the SIG, as well as 

the language teaching organization. 
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out of very strong spiritual principles as they strove to protect the human rights of 

oppressed people” (Nancy, 2009, Spoken commentary for her PowerPoint slide show 

on spirituality). 

 As I noted earlier, researchers in general education (e.g., Noddings, 2002; 

Postman, 1995) and second language education (e.g., Cates, 1999; Kirkpatrick, 2000) 

have advocated that the tenets of the world’s major religions be taught as a way of 

reducing stereotypes and enhancing the respect of language learners for their fellow 

human beings. As such, Nancy’s PowerPoint presentation has, according to her, been a 

very useful educational tool. She has told her students while screening the slides to 

them that in spite of major differences between religious doctrines that can sometimes 

result in bloody conflicts, “The world of the spirit has continued to call humanity back 

to the peace that can be found in meditation and prayer” (Nancy, 2009, PowerPoint 

slide show on spirituality; see also Appendix F). 

 The 70 PowerPoint slides in this show, which I examined carefully for 

purposes of data triangulation (along with the spoken commentary for these that Nancy 

sent me as a document file) consisted of, in addition to pictures of natural scenery, 

photos of holy places frequented by followers of various world religions. When 

screening the slides to her learners, Nancy has interspersed recorded North American 
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First Nations chants with her spoken commentary. At the conclusion of the 

presentation, Nancy has had students employ a worksheet, a tool by which she has had 

learners discuss in groups ways in which they can demonstrate respect for, among 

others indicated on the handout, “a very important person (for example, the Emperor),” 

“a person from another culture,” “a person who has a religion different from yours,” 

and “your own spirit” (Nancy, 2009, “Worksheet on Respect and Reverence;” also, see 

Appendix G). In addition, she has used this handout to guide learners into discussing 

how, if they were to meet persons of various faiths, they would show respect for “a 

building used for religious purposes, such as a temple, church, or shrine” and “a holy 

book” (Nancy, “Worksheet on Respect and Reverence”). 

 Until two years prior to our second interview, Nancy worked at a university 

run by an intransigent administration. In addition, she sensed that the institution as a 

whole was “very anti-religious” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 2005). The narrative 

below took place in her office at that very same university in October 2005. She was 

discussing with me her rationale for developing the aforementioned PowerPoint slide 

show. That is to say, a large number of her students at the time of the interview were 

preparing for or had hopes to study and work abroad, so Nancy intuited a need to 

cultivate in such learners a respect for the religious or spiritual beliefs of others. 
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SETTING 

Stanza 1 
Japanese students…don’t have, for the most part, a religion 
and they’re taught that this is all man-made 
and, you know, junk. 
 
Stanza 2 
It’s hard for them to seriously deal 
with somebody who takes it seriously. 
 
Stanza 3 
To me…when you send these kids out 
and they…kind of snigger at a church 
or snigger at someone who believes in God 
You know, talk about cross-cultural friction. 
It could be major. (laughter from Nancy) 
(Chris: Yeah, especially in the Bible belt or someplace) 
Nancy: Well, or, you know, with a Muslim or anything like that.	 
 

COMPLICATING ACTION 

Stanza 1 
So, I mean, I talk to them about that and, 
“You know, the statistics in the United States 
repeatedly say that at least 90% to 95% of all Americans believe in God. 
Don’t snigger at that. 
Think about what that means.” 
 
Stanza 2 
And then the worksheet was basically… 
…it started out, I mean, 
“How could you show respect for somebody from another culture?” 
“And then another religion?” 
“And then a holy place?” 
“How could you show respect for a holy book?” 
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Stanza 3 
And…then, we went, oh, the last one… 
“How could you show respect for your own spirit?” 
and they, oh, they couldn’t do that (laughter from Nancy) 
 
Stanza 4 
That was hard, but I mean, 
I talked to them about that and I said 
“Recognizing that you have a spirit 
taking time to meditate or pray 
and…protecting your own human rights are… 
important ways…” 
 
Stanza 5 
And then we…went on to the reverence as well. 
“What’s the difference between respect and reverence?” 
It’s just like one…lesson.12 
 

Chris: Great! And how did they (your students) respond to this? 

RESOLUTION/CODA: 

Stanza 1 
Quiet (Nancy said this in a whisper, and then laughed) 
 
Stanza 2 
Actually, they, the…respect worksheet… 
there was a lot of discussion and they had a lot of good ideas 
(Chris: Oh really? Great!) 
 

                                                   
12 Nancy was referring in Stanzas One through Five (above) to her 10-minute Power Point slide show 

on spirituality to which I alluded earlier, as well as the group discussion worksheet (cf. Appendix G) that 

she implemented following the slide show. The slide show and discussion worksheet comprised a total 

lesson time of approximately 90 minutes. 
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Stanza 3 
And one of the girls in the class 
I don’t know how long she was abroad 
but she must have lived…done a home stay in a very devoutly Christian home. 
And she came up, and she was really pleased. 
You know, she did a lot of talking in her group. 
 
Stanza 4 
But a lot of them, I think… 
…just even thinking about it was good… 
I haven’t directly asked for feedback on that. 
My last class of the year, 
I’m gonna do a questionnaire 
and ask them about everything I’ve done 
and then I’ll get specific…feedback. 
 
(Nancy, Interview 1, October 2005) 
 

 Nancy outlined as the Complicating Action above a PowerPoint slide show 

and a worksheet with discussion questions about spirituality and religion (cf. Appendix 

G) as her attempted solution in dealing with an academic setting and students she felt 

were hostile to these concepts. As to the Resolution/Coda of the narrative, Nancy 

asserted that this particular class had been a transformative learning experience 

(Mezirow, 2000) for at least one of her students, a Christian who had studied abroad 

and stayed with a family of devout fellow believers. 

 Approximately one year after this interview, I asked Nancy at a conference 

about the results of the questionnaire alluded to in Stanza 4 of the Resolution/Coda 
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above. She said that the learners had responded to her PowerPoint slide show and 

discussion worksheet in an overwhelmingly affirmative manner, and that this feedback 

had prompted her to revise and improve both her PowerPoint slide show and her 

worksheet containing the related discussion questions on respect and reverence 

(Appendix G). 

 One of the initial times I had met Nancy was at a conference in Japan 

approximately a year before our first interview in 2005 took place. At this time, her 

state of mind on spirituality and education appeared to be somewhat different. At the 

annual Peace as a Global Language (PGL) conference, she participated in a multi-faith 

panel on spirituality that I attended as an audience member.13 Although the panel itself 

was very well received by all of us, Nancy lamented to me afterwards in the hallway 

that not only did she feel that the general zeitgeist of her university was hostile to 

spirituality, but that the conference organizers themselves were somewhat lukewarm to 

her panel idea, slotting it early in the morning on the presentation schedule.  

 At the beginning of the aforementioned panel, another presenter gave a 

meditative PowerPoint slide show on spirituality featuring a song from the Indian 

                                                   
13 Although I did not take field notes at the conference itself, I did take notes at the panel, and Nancy 

confirmed with me after our second interview in March 2010 that the details in this paragraph were 

correct. 
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subcontinent. This tune had multilingual lyrics consisting of famous mantras from 

most of the world’s major faiths. Although she had addressed spirituality in her EFL 

classes indirectly by having her learners discuss the life and work of such luminaries 

for peace as Gandhi and Martin Luther King, she felt empowered by her slide show, 

among other factors, to add a spiritual dimension to her lessons first by, emphasizing in 

her classes that “these were extremely spiritual people” (Nancy, Interview 2, March 

2010), and then developing the slide show and discussion worksheets discussed in the 

aforementioned narrative. Just as she and the burned-out social activist in the Baha’i 

study circle had realized over time that a spiritual foundation was needed to implement 

social change, so Nancy felt that it was necessary to impress this upon her students in 

her classes. As she put it, while speaking of her content courses on peace education, “I 

can’t see peace without spirituality—there’s just no way” (Interview 2). Hence, the 

meditative presentation with the PowerPoint slides at the PGL Conference was, 

according to Nancy, transformative for her teaching in that it helped her to overcome 

her reluctance to address spiritual issues directly in her classes: 

Seeing Mark14 do that, he was at the same university and he was very open 

about it, and I thought, “Oh! This is a way I can do it without…” I think I was 

                                                   
14 This is a pseudonym. 
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worried about pushing Baha’i too much and I didn’t feel that was appropriate, I 

still don’t feel that’s appropriate, I don’t do that...but on the other hand, I 

think...they need spiritual education, and I found this very strong reaction to 

this class, so...it was transformative in that it showed me a way to be a little bit 

more direct, to actually say, “You should have something in your life…I don’t 

care what it is but…you need something.” And I do that. I still do that. So that 

was...it was a very transformative moment. (Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010) 

 

 At her new university, too, Nancy made slight revisions to the PowerPoint 

show and discussion worksheet as part of an elective workshop on peace and 

spirituality that she has taught to upper-level learners. Given, too, that the university is 

quite a prestigious one in Japan and that most of the students in her classes are 

motivated to work hard in English to discuss complex issues, Nancy has had them read 

about, discuss, and watch videos about the Milgram Experiment and the Stanford 

Experiment, both of which she termed “experiments where people did really awful 

things” (Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010). As to the former study,15 Yale University 

psychologist Stanley Milgram asked his research participants to work in groups of 

                                                   
15 In a long yet accessible handout that she made for her EFL learners (entitled “The Science of Good 
and Evil”), Nancy outlined both of these controversial social experiments. I advise readers who are 
interested in learning more about the Milgram Experiment to peruse the succinct article by Encina 
(2003). 
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three, having someone play the role of a stern researcher, while another portrayed a 

student. The third individual, a “teacher,” was the only one of the three who did not 

know that he or she was participating in a role-play. That is to say, the “teacher” really 

felt that it was his or her duty in the experiment to follow the “researcher’s” directions 

by teaching students sets of word pairs and by administering electric shocks to 

“students” who got answers wrong. The “student” would sit in a separate room from 

that of the teacher and the researcher, and would scream on cue when the “teacher” 

supposedly administered the electrical shocks to him or her. Of the three participants, 

only the “teacher” was under the impression (given by the researcher) that the electric 

shocks, which presumably got progressively worse during the course of the experiment, 

were real. In the initial phase of Milgram’s research, as Nancy explained to her 

learners in a handout, “65 percent (26 out of 40) of the experiment participants 

administered the experiment’s final 450-volt shock, though many were very 

uncomfortable doing so” (Nancy, 2009, handout on “The Science of Good and Evil”). 

Had these shocks been real, they would almost certainly have proven fatal to all of the 

“student” participants. 

 As to the Stanford Prison Experiment, Nancy quoted to her learners Stanford 

University professor Philip Zimbardo’s description of this controversial research in her 



 
 

172 

handout thus: “‘We took 23 volunteers and randomly divided them into two groups. 

These were normal young men, students’” (as cited in Dreifus, 2007). Half of the 

participants role-played guards. They were assigned to oversee the other half, who 

portrayed prisoners. As with the well-documented abuse of prisoners by American 

soldiers at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq in May, 2004, Zimbardo found that after just a 

few days, “‘the guards became ever-more sadistic, denying the prisoners food, water 

and sleep, shooting them with fire-extinguisher spray, throwing their blankets into dirt, 

stripping them naked and dragging rebels across the yard’” (as cited in Dreifus, 2007). 

Because most of the “guards” abused their authority with the “prisoners,” Zimbardo 

was forced to call off his experiment for fear that serious injuries to the latter might 

ensue. 

 In the wake of the aforementioned lessons, Nancy recounted asking her 

students, “‘OK, what are steps to helping you train yourself to be an ordinary hero?’” 

(Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010). For her learners, Nancy defined ordinary heroes as 

individuals resembling the one third of people in the Milgram Experment who stood up 

to the researchers by refusing to shock their “students.” Additionally, as Nancy has 

gone on to cite Zimbardo, the ordinary hero is the one who refuses to take the equally 

evil paths of becoming blatant perpetrators of harmful acts against others or of looking 
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the other way. As Zimbardo (2007) observed, “We make up our own minds to act 

responsibly as individuals standing up for what we believe in, to do the right thing 

when it is easier to do the wrong thing or nothing at all.” Nancy has at this point in her 

lessons given her learners hypothetical dilemmas that apply more concretely to their 

everyday lives, such as by asking them what they would do if they heard that one of 

their classmates was being bullied. An answer that Nancy has often heard from 

students is, “‘Well, we’re Japanese. Japanese don’t stand up’” (Nancy, Interview 2, 

March 2010). She has responded by having the learners read articles on Japanese 

whistle blowers. Reflecting on these lessons, Nancy pointed out: 

By going through this process they see that, “Yes...there are a lot 

of...people…good people make bad choices...that it’s very common...but that 

you can…become a better person if you kind of train yourself and think about 

this…and it is possible but I mean some of the...some of the training is…you 

have to learn to...go it alone…you have to use your own moral compass. 

(Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010) 

 

 In conjunction with the above activity, Nancy has implemented a group 

discussion worksheet that she uses as a tool to prompt her learners to talk about the 

characteristics of the “ordinary hero.” In addition, she has had her students listen to and 
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discuss Mariah Carey’s song “Hero,” the main catchphrase of which is, “And you’ll 

finally see it’s true, that the hero lies in you.” This whole process, then, was designed 

to challenge and transform the assumption of some of Nancy’s learners that as 

Japanese people, they could not stand up to social injustices. According to Nancy, this 

teaching strategy has worked well for her. 

 As noted earlier, Nancy has used simplified explanations of Zimbardo’s 

writings in her classes (Nancy, 2009, handout on “The Science of Good and Evil”). 

Nancy was not sure whether Zimbardo’s convictions were based on any views he 

might have held on spirituality, but she nonetheless asserted that “Things that are 

secular...actually...help people make moral choices” (Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010). 

However, she insisted, “It’s helpful to have some kind of a belief” (Interview 2) so that 

one doesn’t have to feel alone in making moral choices. Thus, she has introduced her 

aforementioned PowerPoint show on spirituality and the related discussion worksheet 

(Appendix G) in classes subsequent to the lessons on the Milgram Experiment and the 

Stanford Experiment. 

 Nancy stated as well, in our first interview, that Baha’i teachings “also talk 

about excellence, so I’m trying to set standards for them” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 

2005). Hence, she has felt driven to “put a lot into my classes” (Interview 1). She noted 
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that she had established a reputation as being someone who pushed her learners “and 

that the kids that want to work hard opt for my classes” (Nancy, Interview 2, March 

2010). Nancy recounted endeavoring to be an example to her students of the value of 

hard work by putting a great deal of effort into the planning and implementation of her 

classes, particularly her content-based courses. The stunning collection of photos in her 

PowerPoint slides,16 as well as the thoughtful spoken commentary that she penned for 

these, are testament to her hard work in preparing such lessons. Applying herself 

diligently to planning meaningful and challenging activities related to social justice 

and moral education for her learners was, Nancy asserted, born from a desire to “give 

them something in life that will have more meaning than ‘Go out, get a job, make 

money, and have a stable life’” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 2005). 

 Nancy remarked later on in our first interview, too, that the pluralistic outlook 

of her Baha’i beliefs had inspired her publications on intercultural communication 

within Japanese contexts. She recounted, to this end, how her views on diversity as 

influenced by the Baha’i faith were instrumental in her choice of research topics over 

the past decade: 

                                                   
16 A selection of these can be found in Appendix F. 
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But now, you know, the respect…that I have for diversity…and the flexibility 

that intercultural communication gives you…has, you know, that’s all kind of 

developed out of my Baha’i beliefs…and also, I think...Baha’u’llah really 

teaches you to embrace diversity, that people can be different from you 

and…well, people will be different from you and they can be good and you 

can be good…so difference isn’t something to fear. (Nancy, Interview 1, 

October 2005) 

 

 When I asked Nancy whether or not the respect for different religions that she 

cultivated through her Baha’i faith had influenced her research, she responded 

succinctly: “I think I’m probably much more open to intercultural communication and 

to different types of people and more interested in different types of people simply 

because of that background” (Nancy, Interview 1, October 2005). She reminded me 

that from her childhood, she had been interested in various religions, and in different 

kinds of people, so even before her immersion in the Baha’i faith, Nancy embraced 

diversity. Although we did not have the time to broach this topic during our second 

interview in 2010, Nancy has nonetheless continued to produce numerous publications 

related to intercultural communication, clear evidence that close to the time of writing, 

she was still deeply engaged with this topic. 
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 To summarize, Nancy’s embrace of cultural and spiritual heterogeneity has 

not only informed her choice of research topics - it has also been a foundation of her 

teaching, particularly in the ways that she has encouraged her students to learn about a 

variety of spiritual paths and to challenge the notion that they cannot be agents of 

change in the face of the world’s injustices. Such lesson plans find their origins in 

Nancy’s Baha’i faith, whose adherents are taught to celebrate open-mindedness, 

diversity, and the oneness of humankind (Chin, 2006). As we saw earlier, Nancy 

observed that it took some time for her to accept the notion that there were paths to 

salvation outside of Christianity. She was eventually able to make this substantial leap 

of faith and as a result, her open-minded championing of various ways of thinking, 

informed by her Baha’i beliefs, has clearly benefitted her learners. 

 

Conclusions and Reflections on This Chapter 

  I believe that as the three participants in this chapter have clearly 

demonstrated, it is possible, plausible, and even desirable for teachers to continually 

reflect deeply upon and express their marginalized spiritual identities (Glazer, 1999; 

hooks, 1994) in the classroom. Teachers who allow their marginalized identities (such 

as those related to sexual orientation or social class) to remain hidden tend to become 
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unhealthily torn inside, and therefore might unwittingly discourage their learners from 

expressing disenfranchised parts of themselves (Vandrick, 1997). The three educators 

in this chapter have reflected deeply on their own spiritual journeys and in so doing, 

have allowed their spiritual personae to influence their teaching, materials writing, and 

research. 

 Displaying our spiritual sides in the classroom can appear daunting at times, 

but this can be done simply by compassionately facilitating the many connections 

between teachers, learners, and classroom materials in a mutually re-enforcing, 

triangular manner (Palmer, 1999). Moreover, provided that we tread carefully, we can, 

like Nancy, be spiritual educators by reflectively teaching our learners about the 

religions and philosophies of the world. Such lessons can cultivate open-mindedness 

and a deep respect for the beliefs of a myriad of people (Cates, 1999; Kirkpatrick, 

2000; Noddings, 2002; Postman, 1995).  

 As to my first research question regarding the spiritual turning points of my 

participants, the time when Nancy was finally able to embrace the pluralistic views of 

the Baha’i faith was for her a transformative experience consistent with Mezirow’s 

(2000) view that profound learning occurs when one questions one’s dearly held 

assumptions. In the sense that her new faith taught her to embrace pluralism in favor of 
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exclusivism, Nancy’s transformative experience mirrored that of Jackie and Doug to 

some extent. After reading The Christian Agnostic (Weatherhead, 1965) and other 

similar works as a seminarian, Doug embraced a form of agnosticism, which he 

referred to in the original Greek sense of “not knowing.” As we have seen, Doug 

viewed agnosticism not as a path of ignorance, but as an exciting journey. Jackie, for 

her part, was reassured to find a spiritual path that offered non-judgmental acceptance 

of her as a lesbian, rejected intolerant tenets, and had neither a list of beliefs to declare 

nor required rituals for joining the group. Moreover, my three participants have never 

claimed to know all of the answers to the great questions of life, and Doug, in 

particular, has reveled in his agnosticism. Rather than being daunted by the spiritual 

challenges and questions they have faced, though, all three of these informants have 

relished them, and have therefore learned much from these. Indeed, they were given to 

bursts of laughter and other spontaneous displays that I interpreted as genuine joy 

when they talked with me about the various challenges in their spiritual journeys. 

 Both Doug and Nancy had, as children, attended churches where the implicit 

(and often explicit) belief was that the only path to salvation lay in the teachings of 

Christ. However, these dearly held assumptions were challenged by deep experiences 

of a spiritual form of transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000), by which these two 



 
 

180 

informants were guided to more pluralistic outlooks. Jackie, though affirming to me in 

a written 2010 correction of an earlier draft of this chapter that “‘Jesus is the only way’ 

WAS what we read out in church” insisted, nonetheless, that “I don’t think either of 

my parents believed that ‘only path’ bit and I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the 

ministers at our church didn’t either. And I certainly never believed it” (J. Beebe, 

personal communication, October 27, 2010). Nonetheless, her realization, as taught by 

the gurus of her spiritual discipline that qualities of the divine could be found within all 

humans represented a gradual but profound spiritual transformation for her. Duerr et al. 

(2003) have observed that one of the pillars of transformative learning is that “students 

should be strongly encouraged to identify their belief system and see how it impacts 

their relationship to the world around them” (p. 184). My own feeling is that this 

saying could be applied to L2 teachers as well. Teachers with deeply felt spiritual 

beliefs and values can be of great benefit to themselves and their learners when they 

honestly examine how their beliefs affect their pedagogical practices. 

 The gradual transformations of Doug, Nancy, and Jackie, brought about by 

various challenges to their earlier ideas about the nature of God and spirituality, is 

consistent with Mezirow’s view (2000) that deep-seated changes to the dearly held 

notions of adults are often gradual. Citing the results of their extensive interviews of 22 
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tertiary educators over a period of three years, Cranton and Carusetta (2004) recounted 

how older, more experienced faculty tended to hold that their teaching personae were 

integrated with their core spiritual values, as opposed to younger, less experienced 

faculty, who viewed these to be separate. All three participants in this chapter fit the 

profile of the former type of educator, for they each had well over two decades of 

teaching experience.  

 In my ongoing research on spirituality and L2 pedagogy as well, a recurring 

theme has been how many of my participants have learned to bring their core spiritual 

beliefs into the classroom in either implicit or explicit ways. This is particularly true of 

the participants in this chapter with regard to my second research question, which, to 

remind the reader, relates to the ways in which language educators perceive that their 

spiritual beliefs, however defined, impact their pedagogy. As to the third research 

question, evidence from my participants’ written sources such as syllabuses, lesson 

outlines, and academic publications demonstrates clearly that these teachers have 

directly allowed their spiritual views to influence their teaching. 

Each of the three teachers in this chapter appears to have taken bold steps to 

connect their spirituality with their pedagogy, materials writing, and research by 

promoting education for social change. Doug, formerly in his classroom teaching and 
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often in his writings (e.g., Brown, 2007b), has continuously encouraged educators to 

include teaching for social responsibility as an important component of their classroom 

pedagogy. Jackie has taught and published lesson plans (Beebe, 2008a, 2008b) 

encouraging EFL learners in Japan to think about queer life and human sexuality in a 

positive light. Nancy, for her part, has prodded her learners to think of themselves as 

“ordinary heroes” (Nancy, Interview 2, March 2010) in the fight for social justice, and 

in so doing, to reflect upon the place of spirituality in our common struggle to create a 

better world. 

 I cannot help but note once again here that an oft-overlooked aspect of the 

biography of the founder of critical pedagogy, Paolo Freire, is the influence of 

spirituality, in the form of liberation theology, upon his life and work (Kristjánsson, 

2007). Garcia and Pruyn (2001) noted that Marxist, Catholic, and existentialist 

philosophies each played a role in the shaping of Freire’s thinking, and that rather than 

being in conflict with each other, these belief systems were all vital to the development 

of critical pedagogy. Liberation theology, which resembles Engaged Buddhism (Hanh, 

1998; hooks, 1994) in its efforts to apply spiritual values to struggles for social justice, 

is a movement that originated within Latin American Catholic churches. Adherents 

have held it to be essential to interpret Christian doctrines in light of empathizing with 
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the struggles of impoverished individuals (Hillar, 1993). Freire, empowering the rural 

poor of Brazil with literacy programs, also encouraged them to use their newfound 

knowledge to oppose injustice and oppression. 

 Another striking transformation shared by the three teachers in this chapter 

came in the form of the changes they saw in some of their learners, and in certain cases, 

the perceptions that they themselves had held of their students. Let us recall here 

Doug’s narrative of a student who decided, after a short lecture that Doug gave on 

teaching for social responsibility, to do a major research paper on this topic. Nancy, for 

her part, despite her initial doubts about how effective her PowerPoint slides and 

discussion worksheet regarding spirituality and the world’s religions would be at her 

former university, was pleasantly surprised by the overwhelmingly positive response 

of her learners to these. As we saw, too, Jackie’s viewing of snails in trees helped her 

to transform the way she thought about the unrecognized strength and potential of 

many of her learners. 

 In a related matter, there is, in the field of higher education, a compelling 

account regarding a deep concern Palmer (1998) had about the supposedly bored look 

of a student at a university at which he was a guest lecturer. Palmer had been invited to 

speak to a large audience of teachers and learners about compassionate pedagogical 
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practices. As with Jackie’s tale of the snails at her yoga retreat, Palmer found that 

things were not what they seemed with this young man, who, after Palmer’s lecture, 

drove him to the airport. While acting as a chauffeur to the author, the student told 

Palmer of his profound love for learning, which sadly conflicted with what he felt to be 

the cold de-valuing of his opinions by many of his university professors. From this 

narrative, as well as from that of Jackie and the snails in trees, mainstream educators 

and language teachers alike might be prompted to reflect more deeply before making 

unwarranted judgments about the apparent lack of motivation displayed by some of 

their learners. More generally, Jackie, Doug, and Nancy challenge us to reflect deeply 

on our lifelong spiritual journeys, as well as the potential these have to transform 

language learners by encouraging them to think about how they can be agents of 

change in helping to bring about social justice. 
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CHAPTER 5 
RESULTS: CRISES AS OPPORTUNITIES FOR GROWTH AND NURTURING 

 

Introduction 

Some striking themes related to my research questions emerge in this chapter. 

These are common to all three participants who are herein grouped. As to the first, we 

shall see from the narratives of Mauricio, Maiko, and Ms. Sida that life crises often 

precipitated dramatic developments in the spiritual journeys of these participants. In 

their own ways, all of these informants turned crises into opportunities for growth. 

Concerning the second research question, all participants viewed themselves as 

nurturers of learners. This can also be seen in some of the documents that they 

submitted to me (Re: the third research question). As to the narratives below, the trials 

that they faced in their spiritual journeys, including a mother’s distress in the case of 

Mauricio, a job loss for Maiko, and bereavements afflicting Ms. Sida, appeared to be 

quite influential in their having become compassionate educators. 
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Mauricio 

During our first interview, Mauricio and I discussed the heterogeneous 

nature of his spirituality. Although of Jewish origin on his mother’s side, he hesitated 

to ally himself solely with this tradition. Rather, he read widely from the writings of 

great thinkers of many faiths and philosophies. Not only did he challenge his own 

thinking with such views, but he was also led in his teaching career to call into 

question many of his students' negative images of themselves, together with deploring 

what he saw as the haughtiness of some language educators in Japan. 

 What struck me most during my first interview with Mauricio was the 

serenity with which he spoke, despite professing to a seven-day-a-week schedule of 

non-stop busyness. His apparent peace of mind seemed to contribute to a stream of 

consciousness style of narrative whose complex threads were tied together with a 

simple yet profound view of spirituality. This came through strongly when I asked 

Mauricio at the beginning of our interview to define what spirituality meant to him. He 

viewed it in terms of “mind in action so…you know the Golden Rule of ‘Do unto 

others’ etcetera, etcetera” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). In the tradition of 

Mezirow (2000) and transformative learning, Mauricio held that spirituality could 

sometimes provide explanations for turning points in our lives in which things don’t 
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happen as expected or when something challenges our dearly held assumptions of what 

we had thought would happen. As he noted, “These turning points take place 

when…we are disappointed…about something or we realize that something is not 

exactly as we have been told” (Interview 1).  

 Growing up as a child of mixed racial and religious identities (his mother is 

Jewish and his father is Catholic), and having moved from Argentina to Canada as a 

teenager, Mauricio realized from an early age that one’s preconceived notions of 

various matters could indeed be challenged and changed. As the firstborn male in three 

generations of women, Mauricio’s parents viewed him to be special, so “there were a 

lot of expectations placed on me from the beginning” (Mauricio, Interview 1, 

December 2008). As such, he “received a special education” that was not made 

available to his sister. Further, “because I was not being taught to read Hebrew or 

anything” (Interview 1) Mauricio wondered why his family seemed to be 

deemphasizing his Jewish identity. He was not satisfied with the response from his 

parents that due to his mixed heritage, “‘it will be very difficult for you to pursue that, 

knowing you will never be accepted’” (Interview 1). Moreover, because his father was 

consumed with his work, it was Mauricio’s mother who took on the role of mentor in 

helping Mauricio to answer some important questions that persisted in his mind. To 
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help Mauricio answer some of his queries, his mother put him in touch with a rabbi; “a 

very liberal thinker,” as he put it (Interview 1), with whom, at the time of writing, he 

still maintains contact, decades after having first met him. 

 One revelation, as it were, in this learning process was Mauricio’s realization 

that many of his inquiries came from “ideas that did not really match…the ideas of my 

peers at school and also…part of moving to another country, changing societies, 

etcetera” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). Due to these complexities, he came 

to realize that despite having mentors in people such as his mother and his rabbi, “I had 

to do the search myself” (Interview 1) for the answers posed by life’s complex 

questions. Hence, at a relatively young fourteen, Mauricio began reading diverse 

philosophers ranging from Thomas Aquinas to Erich Fromm and Friedrich Nietzsche. 

Employing a musical term, he felt that the ideas from such readings were 

“contrapuntal” in his life. That is to say, as with certain works by Bach, the concepts of 

these philosophers, as well as from his readings of the Old Testament, began to 

“appear and come back like in a fugue” (Interview 1). 

 Hence, by the time Mauricio was eighteen, he began to read heavily from 

Wittgenstein, as well as works drawn from religious philosophy and religious history. 

Perhaps none impressed him more than the book of Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament, 
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and the book of James in the New Testament. The latter’s injunction to, as interpreted 

by Mauricio, “take care of widows and the poor and the sick and to try to stay 

unspoiled by things that happen in the world” was, he acknowledged, “easy teaching, 

but very hard to do” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). However, he felt this 

proverb to be a major guiding force in his life from his teenage years onwards.  

Holding up Neil Postman’s idea of “poisoning minds” (i.e., a positive image 

meaning “to create a dent in people’s minds so that they can begin to see things in 

another way” as Mauricio put it), Mauricio held that spirituality is “mind in action” 

(Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). He observed, for instance, that “the acts of 

Christ were just acts of kindness,” not some form of interminable Grecian 

philosophical discourse (Interview 1). Citing Noddings and Fromm, Mauricio insisted, 

too, “There’s always new ways to connect with people” (Interview 1). I am reminded 

here again of Palmer’s (1999) conviction that great teachers are those who effectively 

connect themselves, their students, and their teaching materials. 

 Mauricio’s mother was a source of inspiration for him in his pursuit of 

answers to life’s great philosophical questions. However, at the same time, later on in 

our first interview, Mauricio portrayed his mother to be someone who claimed that 

there was a “black or white” way of doing or seeing things (Mauricio, Interview 1, 
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December 2008). He grew up vegetarian, tasting meat for the first time at 16. Mauricio 

held, moreover, that his mother would “dress it up as something that is good for you 

because God told you so but it’s really for health reasons that she does it” (Interview 1). 

He spoke, too, of a conflict that “never really got resolved” (Interview 1); that is to say, 

pressure from his mother for Mauricio to marry a woman of the same Jewish 

background. Eventually, they agreed to disagree on this topic, such that they simply 

stopped addressing the issue in their conversations. 

However, Mauricio came to a turning point in his spiritual journey when, in 

his early twenties, he began to listen to his mother and dialogue with her on more equal 

footing. Mauricio’s story of his parents’ divorce illustrates this clearly. 

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
That’s probably a turning point 
when my parents divorced. 
That was a very difficult time 
because she…suddenly… 

 
Stanza 2 
You know, someone who has worked all her life 
to have things in the right place 
And everything is… 
her life looks like a really nice…clear… 
everything is there. 
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COMPLICATING ACTION 
 

Stanza 1 
And suddenly…it just collapsed. 
So...I witnessed that. 

 
Stanza 2 
I was away. 
I was living in a different country. 
but I witnessed that and I saw her… 
falling apart that’s it and so… 
Then she needed me. 
Then she needed me. 

 
RESOLUTION/CODA 

 
Stanza 1 
Then I went from being  
the son that has to listen  
to the son that listens  
because he wants to…help. 

 
Stanza 2 
From being the son that has to listen 
“You must listen because I’m your mother.” 
To “Listen to me.” 
 
(I then remarked that this must have been a paradigm shift for both Mauricio and his 
mother.) 

 
Stanza 3 
For her as well. 
although it took many years 
for her to understand. 
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Stanza 4 
There was a lot of guilt. 
She blamed herself for many things 
And…my sister and I 
we had to work a lot to… 
help her overcome that… 
So we began to exercise 
a practical…form of spirituality. 
Helping her. 
 
(Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008) 
 

 In the above Resolution/Coda, we can again see the simplicity of Mauricio’s 

spirituality shining through. That is to say, Mauricio emphasized in this narrative a 

practical side of his spirituality: helping others see possibilities. This spiritual impetus 

continued to manifest itself in the evolution of Mauricio’s career as a classical 

musician. That is to say, he began to feel that practicing his music and playing in 

concerts were in and of themselves rather isolating experiences: “There’s very little 

time for connecting with people” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). As seen 

previously with Jackie, Doug, and Nancy, as well as in Palmer’s (2003) definition of 

spirituality, such connections are often a very important component of the spiritual 

journey. 

      Thus began Mauricio’s endeavors at doing charity concerts. He met an engineer 

who ran a foundation for street children in South America: “He would walk the streets 
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in poor neighborhoods and…if there’s a manhole he would go and find children living 

in there and drag them out and bring them to a place and give them food and shelter” 

(Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). The two of them began organizing concerts 

in order to raise money for this group. However, Mauricio became disillusioned with 

these efforts, for he felt that the money being raised was not being spent ethically. 

Relating how he had to make the difficult decision to cease his involvement with the 

charity concerts, Mauricio reflected as follows: 

You know I always ask, “What would Erasmus do here?” and “What would 

Christ do in this case?” And, you know, because I believe that spirituality is 

something very practical and very simple just no…hard science behind it, I 

mean, we can create all we want, but in reality…when you give…an 

opportunity to a child…when you make possible for a child to go to school 

one month…you are doing exactly…that. (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 

2008) 

 

 During my initial interview with Mauricio, I got the impression that as to my 

second and third research questions, much of the simplicity and practicality of 

Mauricio’s spirituality seemed to manifest itself in his teaching, as well as through his 

syllabus design and academic publications. He spoke, for instance, of not wanting to 
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enter a career in teaching at first because he had had horrible and incompetent teachers 

in high school, people who “brainwashed children with information…not really ideas. 

Its just information that you vomit on tests” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). 

However, Mauricio was inspired in part by Claude, one of his music teachers. Claude 

appeared to be a type of Renaissance man who sparked Mauricio’s curiosity about 

many things. More important perhaps, he discouraged Mauricio from over-planning 

and over-analyzing his music. Rather, as Mauricio colorfully put it, Claude urged him 

to simply “jump in the water and just go for it and see what I would produce” 

(Interview 1). In practical terms, this meant that Claude had Mauricio perform his 

music in public many times so that he could help him become aware of his own 

potential. 

 I was impressed with Mauricio’s serenity in the face of his constant juggling 

of teaching, writing, performing at concerts, and other professional and personal 

responsibilities. I asked him what contributed to his sense of peace. In response, he 

spoke of a daily ritual: “I look at myself in the mirror and I ask myself, ‘Is this your 

last day?’” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). He went on to say, in reference to 

our interview, that if the day of our talk were to be his last day, for instance, he would 

like to take something out of it “that might help someone” (Interview 1). Hence, as 
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seen in the discussion of the second and third research questions, Mauricio has 

experienced peace of mind knowing that he has tried to help people each day in some 

small way, be these his students, colleagues, or friends. Relatedly, taking care of cats, 

he noted, has helped foster his “respect for all creatures.” 

 Moreover, Mauricio underlined solitude as being key to his inner peace. As 

he observed regarding the hectic pace and heavy responsibility engendered by teaching, 

“My gosh, if we realized the size of the responsibility that we have when we’re in front 

of people…” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). In practical terms, when feeling 

overwhelmed by this oft-crushing sense of duty that teaching has sometimes 

engendered for him, “I escape to Kyoto” (Interview 1). There is a certain temple that 

he told of particularly treasuring: “I sit there and look at the garden for 3 or 4 hours 

sometimes” (Interview 1). Moreover, “sometimes I escape to Okinawa to the sea or I 

look for quiet places” (Interview 1). At the time of our second interview, Mauricio had 

little time to travel to these far flung locales, but he sought peace of mind by “walking 

through a forest” on the property of his workplace (Mauricio, Interview 2, March 

2010). In one of his academic publications, he eloquently summed up his feelings 

regarding solitude: 
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 Taking a retreat from the rest of the world is probably one of the healthiest 

gifts I can give myself. When I go away to a beach or a mountain, I am not 

only withdrawing from the sordidness of everyday life; I am also going into a 

safe haven I have created in time and space. That is a genuine gift for the soul. 

 

 Let us return to the chronological thread of Mauricio’s narrative as it relates 

to my second and third research questions. It wasn’t until his thirties that Mauricio 

went to Japan to pursue a career in teaching, eventually obtaining a Master’s degree in 

TESOL from the Tokyo-based campus of an American university. Mauricio spoke of 

this graduate program as a “nurturing” time for him in which he would “read every 

book that was on the list provided by the teacher” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 

2008). At the same time, however, he lamented the number of students in the program 

who were just there for the “piece of paper” and who were, he perceived, “homeless” 

in the MA program in the sense that they did not seem to have compelling reasons to 

be there (Interview 1). 

 He recounted how in the past, some of his undergraduate students in a 

previous teaching post he held didn’t come to his classrooms with a sense of higher 

purpose. On the contrary, when Mauricio prompted some of these students to think 

about things from his unique, deep perspective, he “took lots of pictures of empty 
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classrooms” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). That is to say, Mauricio’s 

classrooms sometimes found themselves void of students because many of the learners 

at that particular institution were uncomfortable thinking deeply and critically about 

philosophical issues. As Mauricio put it, though: 

Someone has to ask the uncomfortable questions…and these are the questions of, 

you know, we’re going back to existence and understanding why we’re here 

and…maybe we have a role, maybe…maybe we can make a difference in 

someone’s life…Then, suddenly everything takes meaning…if we can get to that 

point…you know, we’re exercising, you know, that’s my definition of spirituality 

in action. (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008) 

 

 At the time of our second encounter, Mauricio held a teaching position at a 

different university in which learners enjoyed being challenged to think about the 

difficult questions of life: “I get a different crowd. I get a very different crowd of 

people and they engage and they like thinking about the big questions” (Mauricio, 

Interview 2, March 2010). Although faced with the constraints of his school’s 

integrated curriculum, the writers of which stipulated that students learn certain things 

at predetermined times, Mauricio gently attempted to counter this culture through long 

tutorials for his English composition students. He felt that these gatherings provided 
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students with a “gift of time” that had the potential to “create community” (Interview 2). 

He cited the tutorials as one way in which he attempted to put into practice the spiritual 

principle of “mind in action,” a tenet he has held dear (Interview 2). 

 Although the architects of the integrated curriculum at Mauricio’s workplace 

called for each teacher to give short tutorials to their students, Mauricio facilitated 

longer, two-hour sessions for groups of four or five students. In these small 

communities of practice “some fears are lowered” as Mauricio’s learners have read 

each other’s papers and tried to study the big questions of life from each other in a 

supportive and non-judgmental atmosphere (Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). As 

Mauricio advised his students in the syllabus of one of his composition classes, “Make 

a point to bring a sample of your writing to each class. This will help you lower fear 

and gain confidence when discussing your paper” (Mauricio, 2010, composition course 

syllabus). Moreover, rather than talking merely about the structure or grammar of the 

papers, Mauricio has had learners discuss “the big ideas that make the papers 

interesting” (Interview 2). He held, too, in one of his academic publications, that if a 

written draft were seen as a work in progress, learners could keep their anxiety levels at 

bay by focusing more on meaningful content than on grammar. 
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 With regard to Mauricio’s tutorials, too, he spoke of trying to emphasize a 

“more intangible gift” that he offered his students: that of allaying fears (Mauricio, 

Interview 2, March 2010). To this end, he endeavored to convey to his learners in the 

high-pressure atmosphere of the integrated curriculum at his school that at least in his 

class “the teacher is not going to put you on a tribunal and have you expelled from 

school because you’ll fail a deadline” (Interview 2). Moreover, in the spirit of 

community building inherent in Mauricio’s tutorials, he tried to counter the culture of 

envy he felt was common in Japan: “Something so prevalent in Japan is that people are 

just envying each other, because you have more. You drive a Benz and I drive a BMW. 

Dochi ga ii? (Which is better?)” (Interview 2). He expressed to me his hope that his 

tutorial students would begin, rather, to say of their work, “‘Yes, my paper may not be 

at the same level as everybody else’s paper but I don’t have to envy them’” (Interview 

2). As to how students working together in tutorials had helped allay their fears of 

reading and offering commentary on each other’s drafts, Mauricio further noted in a 

paper that one of the most important benefits to his tutorials was that his learners were 

able to appreciate the value of unfinished pieces of writing, whether their own or other 

students’, for, he felt, such compositions represented snapshots of learners’ finest 

efforts at given points in time. 
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 Moreover, Mauricio has tried to counter fear and envy in his classes and 

promote a nurturing environment by singling out papers as exemplars from which the 

students and he can learn something valuable. He related the story of one learner who 

suffered from self-confidence, due in part to an acne problem. The student had written 

what Mauricio felt was a thought-provoking paper on Japan’s otaku17 culture. As 

Mauricio explained, “he’s changing my views on the otaku culture and he’s teaching 

me many things that I didn’t know...and I’m really grateful for this opportunity”  

(Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). When Mauricio approached him about sharing 

his paper with the class, the student, because of his lack of self-esteem, replied, 

“Really? Are you sure?” (Interview 2). However, the learner eventually consented to 

Mauricio’s request. 

 When I told Mauricio that it seemed that his tutorials were an important way 

of developing an environment of compassion among his students, he heartily agreed, 

citing the example of a student who told him that she thought her essay was “no good” 

because she had uncovered what she felt was the dark secret from Japan’s Heian period 

(Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). That is to say, as the learner put it, “‘people from 

the same family married’” (Interview 2) in order to ensure the continuance of a 

                                                   
17 This term refers to Japanese technophiles who often feel a sense of social isolation from their society 

and their peers. 
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supposedly pure bloodline. Mauricio simply encouraged the student to write her essay 

non-judgmentally by comparing customs across time in a relativistic fashion. To this 

end, he prompted his learner to write something like, “This is the way people thought 

at that time, and it’s interesting how humans, over time, change their ethics” (Interview 

2). 

 Mauricio’s endeavors to foster compassion, connection, and a nurturing 

environment for his learners appear not only to have impacted his tutorials and 

classrooms, but also his efforts on curriculum committees. He told me of being asked 

to revise a portion of a teacher’s manual in which the following arbitrary and 

judgmental standard was written: “Students will attain an acceptable level of speaking” 

(Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). Wondering just what “acceptable” was supposed 

to mean, Mauricio told me that he proposed more humanistic language: “This class 

will encourage students to improve on whatever they have already and explore more” 

(Interview 2). Similarly, in a syllabus for a course he taught on reading and writing, 

Mauricio explained to me that he had penned something like the following: “This is a 

road that we’re beginning and I hope as we go on this road, you will be able to reflect 

on your reading, on your learning, on ideas, and feel comfortable exploring new 

perspectives and learning something about yourself” (Interview 2). Moreover, in an apt 
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travel metaphor, Mauricio wrote thus to students in the syllabus of one of his 

composition courses: “This course is a journey, and the essay that you will write is a 

record of your observations, thoughts, analysis, and discoveries” (Mauricio, 2010, 

composition course syllabus). 

 Citing the Buddhist notion that nothing is ever finished, Mauricio told me that 

he has encouraged his learners to submit versions of their papers that they have felt 

reflected their best effort at the time of submission, as opposed to an unattainable 

perfect product. This, he insisted, was a more nurturing concept than a final paper 

“because the idea of a final paper suggests that you have to be perfect and ready” 

(Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). To this end, he briefly related the tale of a 

learner who had submitted a revised course paper to him even after Mauricio had 

handed in course grades to the administration. He recalled the student saying to him, 

“‘I know I submitted my paper, but I did some revisions and I would like you to have 

this’” (Interview 2). Similarly, in a publication in which he reflected on the value of 

process writing, Mauricio reflected on his composition students thusly: “In the end, 

students did not see their papers as ‘final’ because they knew there is always room for 

new information to find its way into the project.” 
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 Mauricio mentioned to me, as well, feeling that there were too many 

educators who viewed their students “not as great people, just as people that need to be 

filled with knowledge” (Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). Referring to his own 

example, he spoke of taking a long time to get comfortable with the notion of saying, 

“I don’t know” to students. Some of Mauricio’s earlier models of learning had been 

piano teachers who felt that they had to project an air of omniscience because they 

themselves were often “put on the spot by other people who actually knew more,” as 

he worded it (Interview 2). However, Mauricio eventually met and was impressed with 

a number of well-known scholars in language education who were not afraid to admit 

that they know little or nothing about certain areas of study. With regard to his classes 

and tutorials, too, Mauricio insisted that he wasn’t afraid to put himself in the position 

of co-learner. We saw this with the example of Mauricio’s student who knew more 

about Japanese otaku culture than did Mauricio himself. 

 As Mauricio put it to me, “nothing is complete,” including knowledge 

(Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). To illustrate, he spoke of having lunch with a 

friend, during which they listened to a Mexican song he had heard many times. 

However, the musician played the tune on an instrument that was Middle Eastern in 

origin, thus offering an original and refreshingly new rendition of the piece. As 



 
 

204 

Mauricio told his friend, “‘You know there’s always room for new interpretations’” 

(Interview 2). Also on the theme of continuing to learn, as someone who watches no 

TV and prefers to spend much of his free time reading, listening to music, or enjoying 

the outdoors, Mauricio spoke of freely admitting to his learners not knowing much 

about ice hockey, despite having spent most of his teenagd years and young adulthood 

in Canada. Similarly, not being afraid to admit to his learners that he was ignorant of 

certain elements of pop culture, Mauricio quipped, “Movies like Stand By Me that you 

know is in every textbook there...and so I have to say to students, ‘You know this is all 

new to me...I’m a student just like you’” (Interview 2). 

 The following narrative is a clear incident of Mauricio challenging a student. 

In the tradition of Mezirow (2000), he prodded the learner to question a deeply held 

assumption that she had about her English ability.  

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
On Wednesday, a student came to tell me… 
This was Monday, sorry, she came to tell me that 
she was submitting some document in English 
 
Stanza 2 
And she’s very shy…very shy… 
18 year old kid, 
very shy, doesn’t talk in class, you know, 
It’s very hard to…know what she’s thinking 
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Stanza 3 
She came to me in my office 
and she said, 
“Look, I really…I like your class, I like your teaching 
but I just…I’m afraid because my English is not…good” 
Stanza 4 
She showed me her paper and, 
Well we had some ideas there. 
 
Stanza 5 
And I said… 
“Well you…want to get into this program 
You want to be accepted to go overseas  
and study English 
because that’s what…” 
 
Stanza 6 
“But if you look at the sentences in all this text 
you’re saying very negative things about yourself… 
and that’s not who you are really.” 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
And…then, so we started talking about that 
And as we talked…I asked her, 
“Do you know the great things that are there 
Within…the walls of your head… 
There’s great things in there.” 
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Stanza 2 
And she says, “No, I don’t have anything to offer.” 
And I said, “Look well, let’s compare… 
Look at all of your foreign teachers here…all of us 
…and try to imagine which one of us at age 18 
was as bilingual as you were.” 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
Now you know, why is this important? 
Because the girl immediately she experienced a jolt… 
And then she said, “Nobody told me this.” 
 
Stanza 2 
Not only that but the conversation continued in a complete shift. 
She started looking at the text, “Can I say this?” 
So…and she was so clearly…shaking… 
She walked out…hit the door… 
When she left the room, she just walked into the door. 
 
(Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008) 
 

 I am reminded here of Jackie’s narrative of the snails in trees at her yoga 

retreat, a story that I mentioned in the previous chapter. That is to say, Jackie learned 

from this paradigm-shifting experience that teachers should not assume that students 

who appeared to be shy in the classroom were unmotivated to learn English. In the 

case of Mauricio’s above-mentioned student, the motivation was clearly there, but until 

Mauricio intervened by telling her how strong she was in English, her confidence in 

her English ability was low. Mauricio, in criticizing the arrogance of some teachers, 
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summed up the narrative thus: “But my point is that…I think in practical terms, you 

know, we have to make this…contact with each of our students just like the great 

teachers of the great religions did” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). Clearly, 

Mauricio made a meaningful and impressionable contact with this young learner. 

 Mauricio went on to relate how he tried to “fight on paper” (that is to say, 

through academic publications) the arrogant manner in which he felt that some 

tertiary-level classes in Japan were taught (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). 

Referring once again to Postman’s notion of “poisoning minds” (Postman & 

Weingartner, 1969), he held that his above-mentioned attempt to improve his young 

learner’s confidence was “mind blowing to her” and therefore “poison” to her mind in 

the positive way that Postman connoted (Interview 1). What was even more impressive 

to me was Mauricio’s assertion that he had done nothing special and was not 

consciously trying to effect change. As he succinctly insisted, “It’s common 

sense…but for her it was really…a total change” (Interview 1). This speaks volumes 

for Mauricio’s simple yet profound spirituality. 

 Mauricio related to me a narrative illustrating clearly his desire to challenge 

students to ask themselves difficult philosophical questions related to “understanding 

why we’re here” (Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008). As I noted earlier, he felt 
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that if teachers could provoke students in this positive way, they could make an impact 

upon their learners and in so doing, enact their spiritual beliefs as educators in a 

concrete manner. Although recognizing the often-uncomfortable reaction of some 

young people to hard philosophical questions, in the following narrative that he has 

often related to learners, Mauricio has tried to encourage them to plow on in their 

search for meaning in their lives in spite of the inherent difficulties such a quest 

involves. As seen earlier, Mauricio has spoken of not being afraid to admit to his 

students his lack of knowledge in various areas.  

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
I tell the story that I was climbing Fuji-san 
And…someone told me…he said, 
“You can’t…you should not go up because it’s raining up there.” 
 
Stanza 2 
Now this is late July 
so I thought, “Well, how bad can it be? 
You know, it’s just July?” 
  
COMPLICATING ACTION 
  
Stanza 1 
And I continued to walk and 
Around 3 in the morning… 
It was like the…east side of the mountain… 
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Stanza 2 
Suddenly this storm hit me and, 
It was raining, and it was drizzling 
And it was…very difficult to see 
And in a matter of seconds my vision disappeared 
And I knew that any step would mean…a fall. 
 
Stanza 3 
I had climbed it many times and I know that it’s very dangerous 
And what was my choice? Go down? 
I could not see…the road. I could not see the path. 
It’s not even a path, it’s just some rocks there that… 
People clear them as they pass. 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
And so…I began to make the road 
By just…checking it, 
It was very slow 
 
Stanza 2 
And I look at this image and I think, 
You know, we know we’re going up, 
We know we’re going somewhere but we don’t know 
We don’t see the road and this is uncomfortable, 
But the question is to keep…looking 
And to not lose that faith in ourselves 
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Stanza 3 
We have the power to do that… 
If we could teach that to people, 
And a lot of it is by example, 
And a lot of it means saying to people, to the class, 
“I don’t know.” 
 
(Mauricio, Interview 1, December 2008) 
 

  

 The final line in the last stanza above reminds me of Doug Brown’s assertion 

that agnosticism, which from the Greek translates literally to “not knowing,” is, all 

things considered, not a bad quality to embrace. Just as Doug asserted that it is 

arrogant to presume that one’s religion is the definitive answer for everyone or that one 

has all the answers to Second Language Acquisition, the narrative above aptly 

illustrates Mauricio’s firm conviction that arrogance is a cancer to teaching. 

 In addition to expressing his desire not to appear arrogant or all-knowing, he 

held, too, that in order to “really understand” the viewpoints of his students, “I have to 

go beyond just learning a few things in Japanese and how the Japanese language 

works” (Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). Throughout our two interviews, he 

clearly demonstrated his sincere desire to get to know his learners on an equal level by 

putting great stock in what they had to teach him. In a related thought, Mauricio spoke 

of sharing books that he had been reading with students, particularly tomes that 
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touched upon the great questions of life. In a course he was teaching on intercultural 

relations, Mauricio introduced a volume of interviews with the Dalai Lama to students 

because, as he told them, “This is something that we should read because I saw a 

podcast with the Dalai Lama and he kept talking about compassion...and I thought, 

‘We have to put compassion into our interactions’” (Mauricio, Interview 2, March 

2010). Mauricio claimed that much of what he was trying to convey in the course, 

particularly by his sharing with students what he had learned from the book of talks 

with the Dalai Lama, was that it was important to “understand where the other person 

is coming from” (Interview 2). Such lessons were also meant to help prod learners into 

developing confidence in themselves on a higher level than the material plane. As 

Mauricio recounted observing to his learners: 

I mean, life is hard, and it’s just going to be really horrible and you graduate to 

discover that anything you learn here...technically doesn’t help you get a job 

but...hopefully...the questions I’ll be asking our class and the way we’ll be 

looking at our readings is ...will help you stand on your two feet and say “Yeah, 

well…yeah, I can take this.” (Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010) 

 

 To close, Mauricio’s experiences of crises, such as having to become, as a 

young adult, a nurturer to his mother after her divorce, could be said to have impacted 
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his efforts to be compassionate to his learners. More concretely, his having had a 

number of arrogant teachers as a youth might have influenced him in decrying such 

egoism when it has appeared at times at some of the universities in Japan at which he 

has worked. Moreover, his endeavors to be a model of compassion have helped him 

understand his students’ interests and passions, and to learn from them. Finally, his 

lack of self-importance and willingness to say “I don’t know” appear to have helped 

foster a nurturing and non-judgmental atmosphere in his classrooms, despite what he 

saw as the unrelenting pressures foisted on teachers and students alike by proponents 

of his institution’s integrated curriculum. 

 

Ms. Sida 

 I interviewed Ms. Sida for about 60 minutes in the autumn of 2008 at the 

office of foreign studies where she worked as a lecturer at a university in Thailand. I 

also conducted a follow-up interview by Skype for about one hour in the winter of 

2010. As can be seen below, Ms. Sida turned out to be a voluble interviewee, speaking 

at great length about the connections she saw between the teachings of such diverse 

sages as the Buddha and Vygotsky, as well as how such figures influenced her both 

personally and professionally. 
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 In particular, she emphasized how her parents’ generosity to others had 

shaped her own efforts to be empathetic to her learners’ concerns. Moreover, various 

tragedies in her life reinforced to her the Buddhist doctrine of impermanence, which 

she also invoked when comforting students who were facing crises. As to her teaching, 

the Buddhist principles of appropriate selection, as well as the self as one’s own best 

resource, have proven valuable to her in materials design and in her exhortations to her 

charges to be goal-setting, autonomous students who are willing to identify their 

weaknesses and learn from their mistakes in order to improve their English. 

 With regard to my first research question on turning points in my 

participants’ spiritual journeys, three salient themes emerged during our initial 

interview. The first was, as she wrote in an e-mail message to me after reading an 

earlier draft of this chapter, “My upbringing by a mother who was a very devoted 

Buddhist and a father who believed in others before self” (Ms. Sida, personal 

communication, January 4, 2011). The second was the impermanency of life. Yet 

another was her view that religion could play a supportive role, particularly to those 

who had lost parents to whom they had previously looked for guidance. As she 

observed, “When they were gone, who could we turn to? Strong people could stand by 
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themselves and be their own prophet but those who need spiritual support could turn to 

religion instead” (Ms. Sida, personal communication, January 4, 2011). 

 As with my other study participants, I began the initial interview by 

exploring my first research question. That is to say, I started by asking Ms. Sida to try 

to recall some salient turning points in her spiritual journey from childhood to the 

present day. Although she claimed that “it was not until I grew up that I learned 

religion” (Ms. Sida, Interview 1, September 2008), she nonetheless spoke of her 

mother as having been a role model for her in her childhood and teenage years. For 

example, the mother would “offer food to the monks every day.” Moreover, her home 

was “like…YMCA or something for relatives” (Interview 1) because many members 

of the extended family would stay for prolonged periods of time at her house if they 

had to study or work in the area. Ms. Sida felt that as a youngster, this was good for her 

socialization skills. She later hinted at how her parents’ ways of displaying compassion 

had affected her greatly (we shall see examples of this later during her accounts of her 

efforts to help students of hers who were facing personal crises): 

As a child, I never understood why Mom had to give half of the portion to 

nine monks everyday; why Dad had to support relatives from the 

countryside, all uncles and aunties and other relatives from the same 
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province to share our resources. Of course we were quite well off. It was like 

hosting a birthday religious ceremony every day. But I understand now that 

giving and helping others brought them happiness. They never expected 

anything back. But thinking back, there could be benefits by teaching us to 

help others, they help us to live a life with others who help each other. We 

learn to help, to socialize, to share. (Ms. Sida, personal communication, 

January 4, 2011) 

 

 Ms. Sida spoke of suffering a great deal of nervousness throughout high 

school. There was a tremendous amount of pressure on her to succeed, for, as she 

explained, “everybody in my family sort of excels in their studies, we are quite a good 

family…all the kids…get to good schools” (Ms. Sida, Interview 1, September 2008). It 

was thus her great hope that she would make it into what was termed the King’s Class, 

a list of the top fifty high school graduates from around Thailand. She spoke of being 

“so tense to study that I sometimes…couldn’t sleep properly” (Interview 1). However, 

although worried that she would “not be in the list of the top 50” (Interview 1), she was 

able to do so with flying colors, and, like her brothers and sisters, gain entry into one of 

the top universities in Thailand. Despite Ms. Sida’s view that she was a Buddhist at a 

somewhat superficial level in her teenage years, she nonetheless “tried to meditate as 
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well,” which helped her “to focus” on her studies and therefore to calm down 

somewhat (Interview 1). 

 Musing on the importance of parenthood in traditional Thai culture, Ms. Sida 

asserted, “You know, in the old days, we hold on to our parents. They are my gods. 

Father and mother are gods. Whatever we want...we get from them” (Ms. Sida, 

Interview 1, September 2008). It was a crisis regarding one of her parents that 

prompted a major turning point in Ms. Sida’s spiritual journey. That is to say, this 

difficulty brought home to her the Buddhist principles of the impermanence of life and 

the self as the best resource. As she observed, “I didn’t realize the power of praying 

until...I lost my mother” (Interview 1). It was when Ms. Sida was 30 that her mother 

passed away, which was a devastating event for her: “I lost balance for almost a year” 

(Interview 1). This loss of a center of gravity was particularly upsetting for her because 

she had been trying to cultivate the image of a well-grounded individual, claiming that 

many of her friends thought of her as “invincible” and a “Miss Can Do.” On the heels 

of this tragedy, Ms. Sida also lost her father. She spoke of these deaths as an impetus 

for her to go back to religion, which included realizing once again the importance of 

offering food to the monks, praying, and acknowledging the Buddhist principle of the 

impermanency of life. As she put it, “The only thing I could tell myself is, ‘This is the 
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usual life cycle, and pretty soon we will have to go, OK’” (Interview 1). As she 

emphasized to me in a later e-mail message in which she highlighted the Buddhist idea 

of impermanence, “We suffer because we are attached to our parents and loved ones. 

To solve the problems is detaching from them, knowing that we will one day be 

separated from others and move in a different direction” (Ms. Sida, personal 

communication, January 4, 2011). 

 Ms. Sida’s spiritual outlook deepened even further with subsequent tragedies. 

She lost a sister-in-law and a brother, as well as an aunt to whom she was particularly 

close. These events caused her to “meditate and pray for them” (Ms. Sida, Interview 1, 

September 2008). Her brother’s children, in their early 20s at the time that her brother 

passed away, turned to Ms. Sida as a shoulder to cry on. As she put it, “they rely on 

me...then they cry...so I have to hold them together” (Interview 1). As to Buddhist 

teachings on the impermanence of life, she reflected, “We come from nothing and we 

go back to nothing. This principle helps me when I lost my parents and my relatives” 

(Ms. Sida, personal communication, January 4, 2011). 

 I now want to focus the reader’s attention on a relatively recent turning point, 

arguably one of the most important ones, in this participant’s spiritual journey. It 

occurred a year prior to our first interview, when she was diagnosed with what was 
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initially thought was a serious illness. In the narrative that follows, Ms. Sida recounted 

how her stable world was once again shaken, and how she therefore turned to Buddhist 

principles in greater earnest. 

FRAME 

Stanza 1 
And then, it happened just last year 
I went to have a checkup. 
 
COMPLICATION 
 
Stanza 1 
And the doctor diagnosed that I had breast cancer. 
I was a nervous wreck, 
 
Stanza 2 
I went to another hospital, 
and they said it’s not cancer 
but anyway, I had to have an operation. 
 
Stanza 3 
I grew up being healthy 
Always thinking that I’m invincible. 
And it took me about six months... 
before they know that I didn’t have it. 
 
Stanza 4 
I never had to...I did not have to go to the hospital  
and did not have to sit among...all women, 
some of them were so worried... 
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Stanza 5 
And I looked around, “Oh my God!  
These ladies, they are in a worse position.” 
The doctor told me that he didn’t think that I had it. 
In my patient card, he didn’t say “Cancer.” 
He said, “...but I need to take it out.” 
 
Stanza 6 
But then, it was the first time I had an operation. 
And I prayed and prayed and prayed. 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
And amazingly, I managed to go through everything 
And, you know, I never had to... 
not drink anything or not eat anything for 14 hours in waiting for the operation. 
 
(She was referring here to never having previously had to have surgery or go through 
preparation for surgery.) 
 
Stanza 2 
And I could manage 
because I prayed. 
 
Stanza 3 
And then I started to realize, 
“What did praying do?” 
Praying gives me concentration 
And praying gives me a vision of power 
to...do what I never thought I could do. 
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Stanza 4 
And I...went in and went out 
and had a speedy recovery. 
So the scientific part of the prayer is that it helped me... 
concentration, it helped me get relief from pain. 
 
Stanza 5 
And it does help increase my concentration  
and power...power of the brain. 
And I pray a lot more, and I meditate much more 
than I used to do. 
 
(Ms. Sida, Interview 1, September 2008) 
 

More important, perhaps, than any of the previous turning points mentioned 

by Ms. Sida, this illness, which thankfully turned out not to be as serious as was first 

diagnosed, was a transformative experience for her in the tradition of Mezirow (2000). 

That is to say, it was, arguably, this trauma more than any other that helped Ms. Sida 

realize the power of prayer and meditation. As she was growing up, she viewed 

Buddhism to primarily be a series of rituals. This sickness helped Ms. Sida challenge 

this previously held notion of Buddhism, and as such, she began to think more deeply 

about how her spiritual beliefs influenced her philosophy of education. 

 As to my second and third research questions, one of the consequences of the 

above-mentioned bout with a potentially serious illness was that in addition to 

increasing the amount of prayer and meditation that she did, Ms. Sida began to “read a 
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lot more Buddha teaching” and to “use it,” albeit indirectly, in her classes (Ms. Sida, 

Interview 1, September 2008). One of these was the Buddhist doctrine that nothing is 

permanent and that consequently, traumas that one faced on a given day could 

eventually turn out for the best. Moreover, she started to read and learn about the 

Buddhist principle of selection, which she later applied to her choosing of what she 

deemed to be appropriate materials for her learners. In addition, the Buddhist teaching 

of, as she termed it, “yourself as your own resource” was very important for Ms. Sida 

in the promotion of learner autonomy among her students. 

 Ms. Sida learned to utilize her own experience of suffering to help some of 

her students. Let us remember that she had already comforted her brother’s children 

after the untimely death of this sibling. Relatedly, the principle of impermanence has 

been important for Ms. Sida. More specifically, this doctrine teaches that one’s 

suffering does not last forever. As she observed, “When things go tough, we seek 

consolation by saying that tomorrow it should be better. Nothing could be that bad” 

(Ms. Sida, Interview 2, February 2010). In the following narrative, Ms. Sida spoke of a 

time when she served as an impromptu confidante to a university student of hers who 

was obsessed with his grades. 
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FRAME 

Stanza 1 

I’m always busy with work, 
but I read a lot of Buddha books 
and to me...he is my philosopher. 
 
Stanza 2 
And there was a time  
that I had to hold onto his principles when I teach the students. 
 
Stanza 3 
I have had quite a few students who have problems. 
I’m very good with the weak students... 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
I helped a student who is so...nervous wreck 
that he would get an F 
to the point that...he said he would commit suicide  
if he gets a C. 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
And I helped him, I was there 
when he opened the results  
and he hugged me, 
He said, “Ms. Sida.” 
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Stanza 2 
You know, I hold on..to the..religion 
To...use the principles just to tell him... 
I tell him... “If you are doing good in your studies, 
nothing in the world is too difficult for you.” 
 
Stanza 3 
That is the principle that I hold onto 
The uncertainty...in life. 
There are times when things go bad 
but you must not lose hope because Buddha say  
that the most certain is...uncertainty. 
 
(Ms. Sida, Interview 1, September 2008) 

 

 It should be noted here, too, that the student referred to above faced 

expulsion from the university if he received a grade of C or lower in a certain course. 

Fortunately for him, he obtained a B minus. One cannot help but be struck by the 

prominence of the Buddhist teaching regarding uncertainty in the above narrative, for 

as we also saw, it was upon the death of Ms. Sida’s mother that this idea was brought 

home to her. That she was able to comfort a student with this Buddhist maxim says 

much about how she has transferred lessons from her own episodes of spiritual growth 

and suffering to an academic setting, much to the benefit of her learners. 

 She spoke further about the Buddhist tenet that the only certain thing in life 

is uncertainty, and that human existence, therefore, is replete with impermanence. This 
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doctrine has already been discussed above with relation to tragedies in Ms. Sida’s life. 

As she explained, when we are faced with a dark day, “this might be some of the 

worst...but there must be...the day after tomorrow. This is what I told my students” (Ms. 

Sida, Interview 2, February 2010). In the above narrative, Ms. Sida cited the principle 

of uncertainty to a student of hers facing great stress regarding a course grade. Quoting 

a friend of hers, Ms. Sida quipped, “The crisis of today is the joke of tomorrow” 

(Interview 2). She also related how she has been able to help students deal with the 

loss of relatives, for she has faced bereavements herself. As she told a young woman 

whose mother passed away, “When Mom’s gone...we have religion” (Interview 2). 

 Ms. Sida spoke of another incident in which she was able to help another 

student of hers by employing the Buddha’s teaching on impermanence. A learner of 

hers was particularly gifted in pure mathematics, so he found that the mathematics 

taught at the faculty of commerce “was like ABC” (Ms. Sida, Interview 2, February 

2010). Hence, he cruised through his studies until he got to his third year. Here, though, 

he faced an English teacher who would make learners compete against each other by 

having them stand until they volunteered to answer one of his questions. This student 

was usually one of the last to remain standing and he felt like “a bird in a 

thunderstorm,” according to Ms. Sida (Interview 2). As a result of such 
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anxiety-triggering incidents in his English classes, the student left school for a year. 

Upon his return to university, he enrolled in Ms. Sida’s English course in business 

communication. Fortunately, with her encouragement, the student was able to pass this 

course and eventually to graduate from university. Invoking once again the Buddhist 

principle of impermanency, which states that the most certain thing is uncertainty, Ms. 

Sida recalled telling this learner, “‘Today you think the hell of what you feel now but 

tomorrow...it’s gonna be better because you can’t be miserable forever’” (Interview 2). 

 Hearkening back to the example of her parents’ generosity and kindness, Ms. 

Sida noted, “Helping others and to give my best to others gave me a firm grounding to 

help my students, especially the weaker ones” (Ms. Sida, personal communication, 

January 4, 2011). Reflecting on the above stories of the learners she was able to help, 

as well as another who was on medication but who “attended my presentation class and 

survived,” it is easy to see the ways that the warm heartedness of Ms. Sida’s parents 

was strongly influential in her interactions with students. Speaking of her interactions 

with other teachers, as well, she noted, “At the moment, I still help other colleagues at 

Thailand TESOL. I have helped a junior secondary school teacher, coaching her and 

helping her find more opportunities to grow” (Ms. Sida, personal communication, 

January 4, 2011). 



 
 

226 

 Ms. Sida spoke of other ways that she was actively trying to link the 

teachings of Buddhism with her philosophy of language education. One of the first 

teachings of the Buddha, she explained, was the principle of selection. As she 

remarked, “Buddha said, ‘There are so many thousands, millions of leaves in the 

jungle...but I choose only one’” (Ms. Sida, Interview 1, September 2008). While 

reflecting with me on her own choices related to classroom materials, Ms. Sida 

recounted attempting to select those that aligned with her moral principles. When 

teaching business English, for instance, she often used a textbook that included a 

chapter on business ethics, saying to her students, many of whom come from 

privileged backgrounds, “‘It’s very important that you give back to the people who are 

not as fortunate as we are’” (Ms. Sida, Interview 2, February 2010). 

 Holding forth further upon the principle of selection (in particular, the story 

of the Buddha choosing just a few leaves from millions in the forest), Ms. Sida further 

noted, “This is related to the principles of selecting methods of teaching, what and how 

to teach to the students. Selecting vocabulary items to pre-teach, scaffolding activities 

in class, etc. Teaching methodologies and Vygotsky’s scaffolding speaks well to 

Buddhist teaching.” (Ms. Sida, personal communication, January 4, 2011). 



 
 

227 

 Ms. Sida was perhaps at her most enthusiastic and loquacious when she 

spoke of another key principle she had learned from Buddhism: that of “yourself as a 

resource” as both a teacher and a learner. To this end, she held that the teachings of 

Vygotsky were extremely important for her, third in line only to those of the Buddha 

and the Thai King because “what he said about learning amazes me” (Ms. Sida, 

Interview 1, September 2008). One is also reminded of Vygotsky’s precepts on the 

social and interactive nature of learning by the following quote from Confucius, cited 

by Ms. Sida: “‘Tell me and I forget. Show me and I understand. Involve me and I 

learn’” (Interview 1). 

 Ms. Sida held that when she first became a teacher, she tended to dominate 

her classes because in Thailand “some teachers thought that teaching is telling” (Ms. 

Sida, Interview 1, September 2008). However, she gradually changed her approach, for 

she became influenced by the teachings of Lantolf, Bruner, and especially Vygotsky. 

In a manner reminiscent of Vygotsky’s teachings on the importance of scaffolding, 

therefore, she shifted the focus of her lessons to cooperative activities promoting 

greater learner autonomy. However, as she related, “They were expecting me to feed 

them more” (Interview 1). She spoke of some students giving her lower evaluations as 

a result of their perceived lack of feeding. Ms. Sida lamented, “They did not realize 
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what is learning” (Interview 1). Reflecting further on the Buddhist notion of selection, 

Ms. Sida wrote, “Teaching students is by far different from spoon-feeding and 

preaching. It requires the teachers to select what, when, how, and how much to teach. 

But most importantly, teaching them to identify goals and identify their problems” (Ms. 

Sida, personal communication, January 4, 2011). 

 As one of the objectives for a lesson within a course she delivered to Thai 

government officials on presentation techniques, Ms. Sida wrote that in making brief 

presentations about themselves and their working situations, the learners should 

“identify the skills they need to improve” (Ms. Sida, 2009, lesson plan from course on 

presentation skills for Thai government officials; see also Appendix H). One way that 

she had the learners focus on the aforementioned set of skills was an exercise in which 

they brainstormed in groups to create word maps about the elements of a good 

presentation (cf. first point in the “Stages” subsection of Appendix H). Ms. Sida told 

me that one of these groups produced a word map where they listed over a dozen such 

factors, including the need for a clear message, effective structure, good time 

management, and a professional demeanor on the part of the presenter. 

 Learners in this class also appear to have put into practice the Buddha’s 

teaching on one’s self as the best resource. Although Ms. Sida did not directly mention 
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the Buddha or this precept to the learners, this teaching by the sage seemed to me to be 

in evidence when she had them watch a presentation that she preselected (cf. third 

point in the “Stages” subsection of Appendix H). The purpose herein was to have 

learners work in groups in order to “discuss whether or not the presenter is effective, 

and what makes their presentation effective (or otherwise)” (Ms. Sida, 2009, lesson 

plan from course on presentation skills for Thai government officials). The groups of 

students then presented their responses to the class as a whole. Moreover, she had them 

“brainstorm web resources that can help them improve their presentation skills” (Ms. 

Sida, 2009, above-mentioned lesson plan). The aforementioned activities, as well as 

the final assignment, wherein their own group presentations were videotaped so that 

they could “note down the problems they have and what to do to improve themselves” 

(Ms. Sida, 2009, above-mentioned lesson plan), were, in my view, fine illustrations of 

the Buddha’s teaching on oneself as the best resource. 

 The latter precept also appears to be encapsulated in one of Ms. Sida’s 

overall course objectives, whereby she hoped that her learners would “gain confidence 

in making effective presentations” (Ms. Sida, 2009, course outline on basic 

presentation skills for Thai government officials; also, see Appendix I). She also 

penned as an objective her hope that her learners would “develop strategies for 
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self-improvement and self-reliance in life long learning” (Ms. Sida, 2009, 

above-mentioned course outline). As to this latter goal, Ms. Sida also had her students 

make word maps containing ways that they could improve their English. She explained 

to me that one group’s word map listed over 25 such strategies. 

 As Ms. Sida held, “learner autonomy translates very well with Lord 

Buddha...yourself as a resource” (Ms. Sida, Interview 1, September, 2008). She wittily 

recounted, as well, saying to her students: 

What I’m gonna tell you now will make all the language schools in Thailand 

hate me because you can do a lot on your own. Right now, we have reached 

the stage where you can improve your language from the media, from the 

websites...it has everything. (Ms. Sida, Interview 1, September 2008) 

 

 I am reminded of Mauricio’s assertion earlier in this chapter that he was 

fighting against the idea held by some educators that the teacher is the fount of all 

knowledge. With regard to learner autonomy as well, Ms. Sida advised her students 

that autonomy involved striking a balance between independent learning and 

collaboration.  

 As discussed earlier, Ms. Sida has tried to promote amongst her learners the 

Buddhist notions of selection and the self as the primary resource by having them set 
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concrete short-term and long-term goals for their English learning. Thus, she has asked 

them, “What would you like to be in five years? How do you think English will help 

you arrive at that goal?” (Ms. Sida, Interview 2, February 2010). Regarding shorter 

term goals for her undergraduate students, such as activities involving chat mail, Ms. 

Sida has, in a manner similar to the aforementioned strategy she employed regarding 

her presentation class for Thai government officials, tried to encourage the learners to 

reflect upon their performances in these undertakings so that they can improve upon 

weaker aspects of these on subsequent occasions that they engage in online chatting. 

Moreover, when conducting teacher training, she has compared learners’ intellectual 

and personal growth to that of a tall mango tree in her yard reaching towards the sun 

(symbolizing a language learning goal) for nourishment: “Amazingly my mango tree 

shoot up tall. Why? Because they want to get to the sun” (Interview 2). 

 However, in the same manner that trees are dependent upon other biological 

organisms for growth, language learners do not reach their goals in isolation (cf. 

Atkinson, 2002, 2010; Simon-Maeda, 2011). Chat mail, is, after all, a communicative 

and potentially community-building activity. Moreover, Ms. Sida asserted that in 

general, it was important for students to be willing to work with other learners who 

they perceived might be weaker than them: 
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The better students will say that they prefer to work with the more capable 

person and they don’t see themselves improving...in fact, they are 

improving...a lot of studies have said that ...everybody benefits...the better 

students benefit from...working with the weaker ones...Why? Because they 

have to answer the question...they have to ...they think more quickly because 

they have to coach them...they have to think, they have to answer...they have 

to model...Oh! They make a lot of improvement. (Ms. Sida, Interview 2, 

February 2010) 

 

 As we have clearly seen then, Ms. Sida’s deeply held Buddhist beliefs have 

affected her life and pedagogy in a variety of ways. First, the suffering and anxiety she 

endured as the result of the death of various loved ones, as well as facing a possible 

serious illness of her own, allowed her to realize the centrality of the Buddhist 

uncertainty principle, also known as the principle of impermanency, to her belief 

system. Her times of suffering also caused her to reflect on the role of religion as a 

means of support. In addition, because of the compassion of her parents, she was 

inspired to show generosity to others. Moreover, she has been able to demonstrate the 

precepts of impermanence and compassion in practical ways with students of hers who 

have faced suffering by assuring them from her own experiences that their adversity 
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won’t last forever. Finally, in her teaching, Ms. Sida appears to have employed the 

Buddhist principles of selection and the self as the best resource by having her learners 

set realistic goals, refusing to spoon feed English to them, and encouraging them to 

reflect upon practical ways that they can improve their English. 

 

Maiko 

 During our first interview, which spanned some two and a half hours, Maiko 

told of her upbringing among multiple religious traditions. Thus, although much of this 

time was spent discussing religion rather than spirituality, Maiko did, as I outline later, 

relate a powerful narrative pertaining to my first research question on the turning 

points in my participants’ spiritual journeys. Maiko’s primary spiritual turning point 

came at a time of crisis in her personal and academic life. After summarizing the 

salient portions of this first interview with Maiko, I write about our second interview, 

which was spent discussing my second and third research questions as they pertained 

to Maiko: that is to say, ways in which she perceived that her spiritual beliefs 

influenced her teaching practices and her written documents displaying evidence to 

this effect. 
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 Our initial interview was a free flowing but chronologically coherent 

discussion of Maiko’s views on religion and spirituality from childhood to the present 

day. To begin with, we discussed Maiko’s time in a Christian nursery school during 

her childhood in Japan. When I asked her directly if she felt that there were any 

spiritual turning points at that time, she responded in the negative, saying that although 

her parents were not Christians, it was their wish that she attend this school and that 

she “accepted whatever was given” to her as a child (Maiko, Interview 1, December 

2008). Although Maiko’s parents did not grow up in particularly rich backgrounds, 

attendance at nursery schools founded or run by Christian missionaries was, and still is, 

perceived as “sort of a status symbol” in Japan (Interview 1; cf. Tobin, Wu, & 

Davidson, 1991). She remembered little about the religious aspects of this institution, 

however. 

 Notwithstanding, Maiko did recall that one of the school’s teachers, her 

mother’s younger sister who was only seventeen years Maiko’s senior, was “like a big 

sister” to her (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). This relationship was strengthened 

as a result of Maiko’s aunt living with Maiko’s family for several years, due to the 

proximity of Maiko’s house to the nursery school. She recounted that her aunt was “a 

very good piano player” who led in the singing of Christian hymns at the nursery 
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school (Interview 1). Though this relative is, at the time of writing, the only baptized 

Christian in Maiko’s extended family, Maiko didn’t feel that her aunt was overly 

zealous in her faith. In fact, she spoke more about her aunt’s being “very much into the 

pipe organ,” which, in her mid-60s at the time of writing, she still plays with relish on 

the heels of ten years of lessons and tours of some of Europe’s fine cathedrals to 

examine their pipe organs (Interview 1). 

 Maiko mentioned in passing that the Christian nursery school she attended 

was one of the oldest in the part of Kyoto in which she grew up. Interestingly, when 

her parents were young children, each attended a Christian nursery school in separate 

cities in a different prefecture in the early 1930s. After Maiko graduated from the 

kindergarten, she continued to go to the school’s affiliated church and Sunday school 

until she completed the third grade of elementary school. Thus, although spirituality 

didn’t appear to have played a huge influence in Maiko’s early childhood, she 

conceded that “perhaps subconsciously” (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008) it might 

have influenced her, though the dominant cultural forms of religion throughout her 

childhood and teenage years were Buddhism and Shinto. For example, she would 

regularly attend the Buddhist festival of higan every spring and fall. 
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 When I questioned Maiko as to possible religious or spiritual turning points 

in her life throughout the rest of elementary school and on through junior and senior 

high school, she asserted that there were no such events. In so doing, she held that as to 

her early childhood, “it (Christianity) was part of my growing up, but not in terms of 

religious faith” (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). Most of the religious traditions 

that surrounded her were cultural rather than consisting of doctrinal obligations. The 

cultural aspects of Buddhism were particularly important to her family. Attending the 

aforementioned higan ceremony, the annual August obon observations honoring 

family ancestors, as well as the hatsumode New Year visit to a Shinto shrine were 

common cultural touchstones for Maiko’s family. Moreover, they kept a Buddhist altar 

known as a butsudan in the home, as well as a miniature Shinto shrine called a 

kamidana. In addition, Maiko mentioned with fondness a festival that she attended 

each January, at which “the yearly custom for my parents was to walk up there in 

January” (Interview 1) in order to purchase charms that were made at the temple where 

the festival took place. At this event, Maiko’s parents would purchase a charm from 

the local Buddhist temple to insert into their home’s kamidana. As she asserted, 

however, during our first interview, “It’s just part of the custom and…I didn’t think 

very deeply about that” (Interview 1). We both observed that as with placing the 
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Buddhist charm in a Shinto kamidana, there appears to be, other than among the most 

fervent adherents of a given faith, little resistance in Japan to mixing certain aspects of 

Shinto, Buddhism, and Christianity.  

 Following graduation from high school, Maiko attended a university in the 

Kansai area that had been founded by Christian missionaries. However, here, too, 

neither religion nor spirituality played significant roles in her life or studies. In fact, 

“the only religious experience” she had in college was taking an elective course on the 

New Testament, but this was purely out of academic interest (Maiko, Interview 1, 

December 2008). Moreover, she didn’t go to the regular chapel services that were 

sponsored by the college.  

 Maiko said that she was “always interested in teaching,” partly as a result of 

observing her aunt, a teacher at the Christian nursery school that Maiko attended 

(Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). Her interest in English as an academic subject 

began in the seventh grade, when she was obliged to study it in junior high school. 

However, her enthusiasm for the language was truly sparked when later on in junior 

high school, her uncle, who worked for a local music station, would give her free 

sample recordings of English pop music. As Maiko described it, it was “maybe all of 

these influences” that set her in the direction of wanting to teach English (Interview 1). 
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Thus it was, then, that after finishing university, Maiko took a job as an English 

teacher in a junior high school in a small town near Kyoto. Her teaching job was “OK” 

but “kind of frustrating,” for she was obligated to deal with disciplinary issues of her 

young teenage students (Interview 1). As a new teacher, “classroom management was 

really tough” for her at the time (Interview 1).  

 Following this teaching stint, Maiko spent a year in the United States on 

what was then termed the School Internship Program. Here, she observed various 

aspects of American culture firsthand, while having the opportunity to teach public 

school students about life in Japan. She felt that this was an escape experience because 

she had always wanted to live in North America, and because she had been finding the 

aforementioned position teaching English at a junior high school near Kyoto rather 

wearing. Ruminating with admiration upon the opportunity that one of her high school 

friends had to study in the United States for one year, Maiko decided that it would be 

her primary goal to obtain a higher degree abroad. However, at the time that Maiko 

was able to spend a year in the United States, she didn’t feel confident that her English 

was good enough to undertake graduate work. She therefore viewed this year as a 

preparatory step to eventually attending graduate school in the United States. 
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 Maiko held that during this year in America, there were no spiritual turning 

points for her. However, during one of the first home stays that she did there, she 

found herself living with two single women who invited her to their church. She did 

not feel, though, that exclusivist or extremist doctrines were taught there, terming the 

parishioners “warm and nice” (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). On the program 

in which Maiko participated, she held that interns were expected to join in the family 

life of their home stay hosts as much as possible. Thus, because churchgoing was an 

important part of the routine of Maiko’s first American hosts, she felt that it behooved 

her to participate in this part of their lives as well. As Maiko confirmed after I asked 

her, this churchgoing activity was, like her having attended the Christian kindergarten 

and its affiliated church as a child, more of a cultural than a religious or spiritual 

undertaking for her. 

 Upon her return to Japan, Maiko took three consecutive jobs as a full-time 

substitute teacher in high schools for a total of just under two years, with the chief aim 

of saving money because her “ultimate goal was to come back to the States to get my 

Master’s” (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). During this period, she also became 

involved in the local chapter of a professional organization for language teachers so 

that she could “interact with people and get involved with professional development” 
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(Interview 1). She explained that during this time back in Japan, too, there were no 

religious or spiritual turning points. 

 Maiko then found herself accepted into a residential Master’s degree 

program in Applied Linguistics in the United States that was based on a cohort model. 

Moreover, she and most of her classmates lived on the campus. She described it as 

being a generally close-knit situation, and was therefore pleased with her education 

there, as well as the overall atmosphere of the graduate program. The only drawback of 

this experience for Maiko was that during her Master’s program, she was rather 

shocked to find herself exposed to a darker, more exclusivist side of Christianity. That 

is to say, one of her classmates strongly hinted to Maiko that Christianity provided the 

sole path to salvation. Up until this point, as she put it, “I just didn’t know about this 

ignorance” (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). She further observed, wistfully 

reflecting on her previous, comparatively pleasant encounters with Christianity 

described earlier in this chapter: “Because of my background, as I was growing up, I 

had sort of like…very benign kind of thoughts about Christianity…sort of…part of 

culture, nothing wrong...it’s just some warm, kind of…fuzzy feeling and that kind of 

thing” (Interview 1). 
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 Though Maiko was reluctant to describe her encounter with this rather 

orthodox side of Christianity as a turning point, I think a case could be made here that 

it was, in the tradition of Mezirow (2000) a transformative learning experience for her. 

As she asserted later on in the interview, “Sometimes, those crucial moments in your 

life, you can sort of visualize and remember…not very many of them, right?” (Maiko, 

Interview 1, December 2008). Her run-in with this rather intolerant Christian on the 

campus where she was pursing graduate education had a huge impact on Maiko, and I 

think, therefore, that it could be termed a transformative experience (Mezirow, 2000) 

in that it challenged the childhood lens through which Maiko had previously viewed 

Christianity as a “warm and fuzzy” (Interview 1) faith.  

 After finishing her Master’s program, Maiko returned to Japan, where she 

taught for a company for approximately one month, and then at an international school 

for a further few months. She told me that nothing significant happened at this time in 

terms of religious or spiritual turning points. Following this short stint in her home 

country, Maiko was able to secure a position teaching Japanese in a summer program 

in an institute for higher education in the United States. Due to one professor’s leaving 

the program, Maiko’s summer contract turned into a one-year instructorship at the 

institution. She mentioned this as “a turning point in terms of career change” because 
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this was the first opportunity she had teach Japanese as a Foreign Language, whereas 

her previous positions had been as an English instructor (Maiko, Interview 1, 

December 2008). 

 Upon finishing her contract, Maiko began doctoral studies. Her main 

motivation in completing a Ph.D. at the time was to be able to teach in a tertiary 

institute in North America. After all, a doctorate was, and still is, a necessary 

prerequisite to obtaining a position in most North American university departments. 

She remembers studying extremely hard at this time, completing all of her course 

requirements, as well as most of her dissertation, in under four years before accepting a 

job offer at the same institution where she had worked previously on a one-year 

contract, then defending her dissertation and graduating during that year of teaching. 

Maiko mentioned, too, that she did not recall any spiritual or religious turning points 

during her pre-doctoral year teaching at the above-mentioned institution, or during the 

doctoral program itself. 

 She did remember, however, a huge turning point in her spiritual journey. 

This coincided with a crisis in her career, which took place during her third year 

teaching at the aforementioned institution. According to Maiko, her contract was not 

renewed because in the eyes of some of her students and fellow professors, she was, as 
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she put it rather wistfully, “too radical then” (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). 

Furthermore, she perceived an unhealthy power hierarchy among different academic 

programs. It was in this uncomfortable environment that the following narrative took 

place. This tale portrays a major shift in Maiko’s spiritual outlook.18 

SETTING 

Stanza 1 

I sort of proposed more… 
Looking into issues of inequality 
That kind of thing. 
 
Stanza 2 
And then there was some problem with students 
Because…some of my students were TESOL students, MA students 
Taking Japanese language and… 
I talked about alternative approaches to…language teaching. 
 
Stanza 3 
Because at that time, (early 1990s) 
My research area was still in the forming stage… 
So it was not very well accepted. 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
So I think some of the students were kind of upset 
And they talked to their professors in TESOL program or something like that 

                                                   
18 Note that given the highly personal nature of the story, and in an effort to preserve the anonymity of 

my informant and the people she mentioned in her account, I have omitted parts of the narrative that 

could risk compromising the anonymity of Maiko or other individuals in the story. 
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But…so there was a lot of conflicts with some of the people… 
and that kind of negativity developed. 
 
Stanza 2 
And so I was not given a contract renewal, 
And so I got very devastated. 
Well in the end it worked out perfectly  
because I got hired by XYZ University. 
 
Stanza 3 
But, during that time 
It was one of the most difficult times in my whole life. 
I think it was the first biggest challenge in my life probably. 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
So then, one of my co-worker… 
was involved in sort of a new Japanese Buddhist group 
Called Daizoshu…19 
 
(Maiko went on to explain briefly some of the background of this sect.) 
 
Stanza 2 
So my former colleague who taught together with me over the summer program… 
I mean she’s a very good friend of mine 
She was a member of Daizoshu 
I think she joined through her family or something. 
 
Stanza 3 
So, I was struggling with this devastating incident 
And she was trying to help. 
You know, I talked to her on the phone 
And she introduced me to Daizoshu. 

                                                   
19 In order to preserve the anonymity of the participant, I have named a fictional Buddhist sect, rather 
than the real one to which she has affiliated herself. 
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Stanza 4 
It was not really a religious experience in the beginning. 
But…in the beginning, she said, 
“Oh maybe you should read some of the New Age stuff. 
 
(She then spoke of reading a well-known book related to reincarnation.) 
 
Stanza 5 
And then, she introduced me to her friend 
Who was...a staff member at a Buddhist dojo. 
...so I visited there, maybe a couple of times. 
 
Stanza 6 
And even now when I have some…difficulties 
…anxieties and things… 
I just call some people and seek some advice. 
 
(Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008) 
 

 Although Maiko went on to say that she “doesn’t really practice that much,” 

she observed that this sect was at the time of the aforementioned academic and 

personal crisis a source of great comfort to her (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). 

Moreover, the sect has served as a type of spiritual anchor for her in the sense that its 

teachings have given her “something that I hold on to” (Interview 1). She observed, too, 

that there are people in the sect with whom she has been able to share both her worries 

and her aspirations: “I know that somebody who…cares about me” (Interview 1). 

Maiko later summarized the Resolution/Coda above: 
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It really saved me when I was in trouble at that previous institution 

because…my friend and my friend’s friend taught me positive thinking and 

then…turning all these things…turning the negative into the positive, and 

then thanking people even though they hurt you…maybe, you know, all 

these common things…across the religions. (Maiko, Interview 1, December 

2008) 

 

 Clearly, in the tradition of Mezirow (2000), this was a transformative 

experience not only spiritually for Maiko, but also in the manner that she was able to 

adopt a healthier perspective on many aspects of her life. Although reiterating that she 

did not consider herself even after beginning to attend Daizoshu meetings to be a 

religious person, she felt that she learned practical strategies for dealing with difficult 

situations and people. For instance, rather than being consumed by the negativity of 

difficult situations or persons, she learned, through the teachings of Daizoshu and her 

fellow adherents, to try to view them in a positive light. For example, she began to 

accept negative people as they were rather than accusing them of something or trying 

to impose change upon them. Describing her practice as “something that navigates my 

mind and spirituality so that it doesn’t go into a vicious negative…way,” Maiko noted 

that when she has encountered negative and nasty persons or bullies, she has tried not 
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to retaliate, since, like a boomerang, such negativity “always comes back to you” 

(Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). She held, in sum, that the teachings of the 

Daizoshu sect had been useful in her efforts “create good human relationships” and 

“nurture good students” (Interview 1). 

 Maiko observed, too, that it was important to her during the traumatic period 

of her job loss to know “that in the end things will work out” (Maiko, Interview 1, 

December 2008). As hinted in the narrative above, it was the non-renewal of her 

contract at a politically unfriendly tertiary institute that was the eventual catalyst to her 

ending up in a much more stable and supportive working environment in a different 

institution. As she put it, “a traumatic…real…bad…situation…turned into the best 

situation” (Interview 1). She summed up her job loss thus: “without that, I wouldn’t be 

here” (Interview 1). 

 Maiko did not mention any specific spiritual or religious turning points at 

that new university. However, she did say that in public debates she has had with 

academics from other institutions, she tended not to view such disagreements in a 

negative light. Rather, she saw such exchanges as a “positive opportunity to further the 

dialogue and strengthen your point” (Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). I can 

triangulate this statement with my own readings of the participant’s written debates 
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with other prominent scholars in TESOL and Applied Linguistics. That is to say,  

although Maiko has expressed her convictions in these writings in a firm, determined 

manner, she has done so in a way that is gentle and respectful. 

 Maiko went on to observe, “It’s always good to know the other person’s 

point of view…even fundamentalist Christians’ point of view…it’s good to know why 

they think the way they do and respect that to some…you have to respect the person” 

(Maiko, Interview 1, December 2008). She then related the narrative of a pro-bilingual 

education scholar she knew of who joined an infamous English Only group in the 

United States in order to try to understand the way of thinking of people in this 

organization. In like manner, when reminiscing about the aforementioned acquaintance 

in her Master’s program, she recalled being “very troubled” (Interview 1) that as a 

future educator who Maiko felt should be open to all points of view, the individual had 

an exclusivist, narrow view of Christianity. However, despite this, Maiko focused on 

the positive aspects of this person when speaking of her, namely her kindness in 

inviting her to spend the spring holidays at her family home. Thus, Maiko seemed to 

be following her own advice mentioned above of accentuating the positive points of 

encounters with all people, even narrow-minded, individuals.  
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 With regard to my second research question as to how participants view their 

spiritual beliefs, however defined, as influencing their teaching practices, this was not 

immediately obvious to Maiko, although she became more voluble on the topic when I 

prompted her to reflect upon how her philosophy of turning negative energy into 

positive energy might influence her teaching, as well as her publishing. In the narrative 

below, she recalled how a confrontational situation in one of her classes prompted her 

to think differently about issues related to inequality in Applied Linguistics and in 

higher education in general.20 

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
This past semester here at B University 
I mean, it was a great class but… 
 
Stanza 2 
One day I let one doctoral student from Kazakhstan sit in on my class 
She is very outspoken 
And she started to talk about her own experience of 
being rejected by this…journal editor  
of…her request to let her…do a book review. 
 

                                                   
20 Some of the details have been altered in order to protect the identity of the interlocutor and the 

students she mentioned. 
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Stanza 3 
And we were talking about issues of non-native speakers 
And…according to her 
this journal editor’s response was…very harsh 
And she felt that she was discriminated against. 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
So we were talking about these things 
And then one male…white student… 
said, “Well, I hear a lot of…victim narratives in this classroom, 
but look at yourself, too, I mean, you have made it through 
and you’re a professor here, and… 
Why can’t we focus on victory narratives?” 
 
Stanza 2 
So this student was very upset,  
And some other students were very upset. 
 
Stanza 3 
And then one, actually, white student, female student 
Actually confronted him, saying that 
“Well…that might be true…but there are, still… 
a lot of discriminations against people of color 
even in our profession, 
and…we need to acknowledge that.” 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
So…we had a very tense moment there 
But…instead of… blaming him or feeling very negative about this, 
I sort of reflected on this…issue of victim narrative. 
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Stanza 2 
And we do have a lot of victim narratives in publications 
We…typically talk about issues of non-native speakers 
and issues of race 
Which is very important because…injustices and discrimination persist 
and we continually need to address these…issues 
and improve the situation for…a more just society. 
 
Stanza 3 
But at the same time 
We increasingly have a lot of people of color in…leadership positions. 
And…we have many…scholars who are people of color 
And…we have made great improvements in that area. 
 
Stanza 4 
So I thought, “Well, maybe we should focus on victory narratives, too.” 
So..in the meantime, I was approached by a person in Chicago 
To edit a book on…non-native speakers. 
Her initial idea was…non-native speakers and… 
issues of navigating through institutions of higher education. 
 
Stanza 5 
So I told her about this story and I said, 
“Maybe we should focus on victory narrative…this time if we edit this book.” 
So we have been…brainstorming about focusing more on 
strategies for success rather than struggles and difficulties. 
(Maiko, Interview 2, June 2009) 
 

 Reflecting further on this account, Maiko went on: “So, whenever this kind 

of thing happens, sometimes it’s very upsetting, but at the same time it’s a…great 

opportunity to reflect on…your thinking and your beliefs and turn it to a 

slightly…different direction…instead of reacting negatively” (Maiko, Interview 2, July 
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2009). Let us recall that although Maiko viewed the nonrenewal of her contract at a 

tertiary institution to be traumatic, she felt afterwards that in retrospect, this crisis 

turned out for the best because she was able to secure better employment. In addition 

to her narrative regarding her job loss, Maiko demonstrated how a potentially troubling 

teaching moment turned into a powerful learning experience through which she was 

able to view narratives related to race in a more favorable light. 

 With regard to learners adhering to diverse points of view, Maiko further 

asserted, “If I approach them… by respecting who they are and respecting their own 

opinions, I think they will eventually understand” (Maiko, Interview 2, June 2009). 

Although acknowledging, “It’s hard to…influence…somebody who may have strong 

opinions,” she held, nonetheless, that “my basic attitude is to…respect them as they are 

and see…how I can work with them” (Interview 2). In a related manner, she felt that 

the earlier difficulties at her first full-time job at a tertiary institution gave her a sense 

of empathy, for she pointedly did not wish to cause similar trauma for her students by 

acting out against them similar behavior that had been perpetuated against her: “I don’t 

want other people to experience…the same…struggles and difficulties I 

experienced…so…yeah…so…in a way I become very sensitive about all those 

struggles and injustices, right?” (Interview 2). 
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Maiko's value of respecting diversity came across clearly in one of her course 

syllabuses, in which she penned the following: 

Sensitivity to racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and other kinds of diversity is 

essential in teaching a second language. In order to develop our sensitivity, we 

should start in our own classroom to respect and appreciate the differences we 

all have. Non-judgmental attitudes and empathy are essential for cultural 

workers. Upon encountering something novel, let's refrain from value 

judgments and try to understand it in its own cultural context (Maiko, 2009, 

syllabus for a course on culture and education) 

 

 In addition, in a conference workshop I attended, Maiko challenged 

participants to cultivate a similar type of sensitivity to that mentioned in the above 

syllabus by having them work in groups to discuss what action they would consider if 

they learned that their language school was, as in the case of one in Japan, openly 

advertising for Caucasian English instructors. Moreover, it was my privilege to view in 

action the nonjudgmental precepts described above during another presentation of 

Maiko’s I attended in which, in a manner similar to Doug, she patiently and happily 

listened to the opinions of all presentation attendees, even those who disagreed with 

her. To this end, towards the close of the second interview, I remarked to Maiko that I 
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had found her to be very accepting in her approach to people who challenged some of 

her viewpoints, and that she had listened carefully to what they had to say. Insisting 

that “my role is to listen to students and…to understand their perspectives, and where 

they come from” she later compared herself to an “orchestra conductor,” a teacher who 

emphasizes certain issues and facilitates dialogue amongst learners (Maiko, Interview 

2, July 2009). I am reminded here of my previous interviewee, Mauricio’s, written 

publication in which he also likened himself to a conductor who respected the diversity 

of musical instruments that his learners symbolized, even those "instruments" 

producing notes that to some ears might appear dissonant. As Maiko further held, “my 

role is…to navigate the students to different ways of thinking” (Interview 2). 

Hence, it is obvious to me that like Ms. Sida, Maiko was able to turn a 

difficult event into outcomes that were highly positive. Not only was one of these the 

attainment of better employment but also (perhaps more importantly), Maiko was, like 

Ms. Sida, able to empathize easily with students’ highly varied viewpoints and to be a 

nurturer to them. As we saw with the narrative of the student of Maiko who appeared 

hostile to “victim narratives,” Maiko was able to take a potentially unsavory teaching 

moment and transform it into a fruitful class discussion, as well as a possible 

publication topic for scholars who might wish to publish “victory narratives.”  
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Conclusions and Reflections on This Chapter 

 With regard to the first research question, spiritual turning points for all three 

participants in this chapter, in contrast to most of those outlined in the preceding 

chapter, came at times of personal crises. More specifically, such plights manifested 

themselves as profound losses of anchoring persons or circumstances in their lives. 

Although unlike Ms. Sida, Mauricio did not lose his mother to illness or death, he 

nonetheless found himself challenged when she began, after her divorce, to rely 

heavily for support on him and his sister. She had always been the strong one in the 

family, so Mauricio and his sister felt shaken by the apparent instability of this anchor. 

In a more traumatic manner, Ms. Sida was devastated by the death of her mother, who 

had been an inspiration in terms of following Buddhist teachings. Later, she was 

similarly challenged when she thought she had cancer. For Maiko’s part, the loss of a 

job near the beginning of a promising career in higher education proved very upsetting 

to her. 

 However, these three language teachers did not allow these crises to get the best 

of them. In the tradition of Mezirow (2000), the difficulties that beset the participants 

were highly transformative to their spiritual outlooks. For instance, Mauricio began to 
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view his mother's divorce as an opportunity to help her. He thus came to see this 

occasion to be a practical manifestation of his spirituality. Similarly, Ms. Sida was able, 

through the passing of her mother and her own scare with what was initially thought to 

be cancer, to pursue Buddhism on her own terms, as well as to help students of hers 

who were facing similar losses. As for Maiko, she came to see the nonrenewal of a 

tertiary-level work contract in the early part of her academic career as a stepping stone 

to more stable employment and hence, to a healthier outlook on life in which she began 

to view the onset of certain negative events and relationships as opportunities to help 

her become a positive force for social justice and empathy. 

 Regarding my second and third research questions, as we saw above, the 

spiritual journeys of all three of these informants were transformative, too, in that the 

difficulties they faced prompted them to develop a nurturing attitude toward their 

students by fostering learner autonomy, self-confidence, freedom of expression, and 

respect for others. This caring attitude was also reflected in the materials they 

developed for learners, including syllabuses by Maiko and Mauricio. Another example 

of a nurturing technique was Ms. Sida’s exercise whereby, rather than passing a 

summary judgment on her student’s videos of practice presentations, she had them, in 

a manner somewhat reminiscent of Mauricio allowing his learners to submit multiple 
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drafts of essays, examine the videos for weak points so that they could improve upon 

future presentations. 

 Moreover, Mauricio spoke of trying to raise the academic and personal 

self-esteem of his learners through extended small-group writing tutorials. In addition, 

he talked of his efforts to publish against what he viewed as arrogant teaching taking 

place in some English classes at Japanese universities. Similarly, Ms. Sida, in her 

promotion of learner autonomy, has challenged the traditional top-down view of 

language teaching in Thailand. As for Maiko, she has endeavored to nurture her 

learners to the extent that she has encouraged them to challenge some of her own 

dearly held notions on social equality. 

 All three of these participants have therefore demonstrated genuine compassion 

and a nurturing spirit for their learners. These appear to have developed from their own 

spiritual journeys, which were influenced by crises in their lives. The caring 

atmosphere of Mauricio’s extended writing tutorials, which, I argued earlier, echoed 

his definition of spirituality as “mind in action,” has encouraged his learners to be 

collaborative, rather than competitive. Ms. Sida, for her part, has endeavored to 

stimulate her students to cooperate closely in reaching their goals. Her insistence that 

learners were their own best resource echoed Maiko’s view that she as an educator was 
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like an orchestra conductor trying to produce harmonic melodies from her students by 

encouraging them to speak their minds while at the same time, trying not to push her 

own opinions on them. 

 A sincere desire to nurture their learners, which sprang from these educators’ 

diverse and sometimes trying spiritual journeys, is, as indicated by the similar themes 

in the narratives above, perhaps the tightest common thread among the three 

participants in this chapter. This should perhaps not be surprising, given Noddings’s 

argument (2002) that the “primary aim” (p. 172) of schools and teaching should be 

“the maintenance and enhancement of caring.” Moreover, as Miller (2000) has asserted, 

“The authentic and caring presence of a teacher can nourish the student’s soul” (p. 

141). The students of Maiko, Mauricio, and Ms. Sida are fortunate indeed to have these 

three educators, who teach from nurturing hearts tested by various challenges. 
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CHAPTER 6 
RESULTS: THE VARIETIES OF SPIRITUAL AND PEDAGOGICAL 

EXPERIENCE 

 

Introduction 

 Stake (1994) has held that it to be important in case study research to 

consider alternative interpretations to a predetermined analysis of a case. He argued 

that as for case selection, “the primary criterion is the opportunity to learn” (p. 244). 

Similarly, “…an added strength of case study is that individuals whose behavior or 

background appears to be atypical but theoretically interesting can be fruitfully 

studied…” (Duff, 2008, p. 45). In many ways, the spiritual journeys of the three 

informants discussed in this chapter differed widely from those of the previous two. 

For instance, they did not appear to have undergone a series of transformations 

(Mezirow, 2000) to their ways of thinking about spirituality or religion, as did all six of 

the other participants. Moreover, they were at times more reluctant than those 

informants to explicitly link their spiritual or religious views with their pedagogy. 

However, Dean (1994) has encouraged researchers to adopt a problematizing practice, 

which Pennycook (2001) interpreted as “the constant questioning of all categories” (p. 

7). It is in this spirit of questioning and with a view to my belief that spirituality in  
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many ways defies categorizations or facile definitions that I turn to the stories of Bart, 

Andrew, and Alan. 

 

Bart 

 I first interviewed Bart in his office at the end of 2004. At the time, he was 

working as a full-time English instructor at a prestigious university in western Japan. 

At the beginning of our first interview, when I informed Bart of Palmer’s (2003) 

aforementioned definition of spirituality as the human longing to connect with 

something beyond one’s own ego and asked him to talk about his own spiritual journey 

in those terms, he at first had trouble beginning such a narrative. Rather, he preferred 

to define spirituality in a way that I wasn’t expecting: “My definition of spirituality is 

more religious beliefs. I mean it’s always been just a matter of faith” (Bart, Interview 1, 

December 2004). Bart was the only one of my nine participants who explicitly 

identified spirituality with religious beliefs. In contrast, Alan and Nancy, among others 

in this study, sharply differentiated spirituality from religion. 

 Given what Bart noted above, I then told him that he should feel free to talk 

about his spiritual journey with respect to how he chose to define spirituality. He 

subsequently related that he had been “raised a Catholic” in his home country of the 
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United States, and that he “went to Catholic school for the first 11 years” of his formal 

education (Bart, Interview 1, December 2004). Although other participants in this 

study, such as Doug, Nancy, and Jackie, left the conservative Christian denominations 

of their youth, Bart seemed different from these, and other informants in my study, in 

the sense that he never really left his mainstream religious heritage. In contrast to 

others in this study, Bart laughingly insisted, “I’ve never…really felt a need to move 

away from my religious background, Catholic background…if anything…catching flak 

from other people for it has maybe encouraged it” (Interview 1). 

 Moreover, Bart held that he felt even more settled in his religious practices 

by the time he entered a graduate program in history in the United States. Here, he 

joined a study group in which he was encouraged by a prominent theologian to think of 

Christianity as an approach toward life rather than as a set of rules and doctrines. As 

Bart put it, “To me it’s been a very peaceful philosophy. Christians are not always 

peaceful...obviously throughout history...killing, war, but...the basic teachings of Jesus 

are peaceful” (Bart, Interview 1, December 2004). Interestingly, too, he viewed the 

existence of God in the following terms: “…it’s a matter of faith…you can’t prove it. 

It’s just a nice belief” (Interview 1). Like Doug in a certain sense, then, Bart insisted 

that he didn’t feel uncomfortable not being able to say for sure whether or not a divine 
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being existed. In contrast to Doug, though, who expressed a preference for a healthy 

skepticism on theological matters, Bart appeared content to view God’s existence as a 

matter of faith. 

 Bart went on to discuss how his view of Christianity as an approach toward 

life had influenced him in some of his important life choices. For instance, his opinion 

that actions spoke louder than words in matters of the spirit was echoed in his decision 

to marry a Japanese woman, who, though a Buddhist at the time of their marriage and 

for a few years afterwards (she later chose to be baptized as a Catholic), was 

nonetheless viewed by Bart to be a good person. He contrasted his wife with some 

Christians who go to church every Sunday but “are maybe not very nice people” (Bart, 

Interview 1, December 2004). Bart recounted, as well, how his wife’s brother 

remarked that Bart seemed to have a very peaceful outlook. Bart recalled answering his 

brother-in-law thus: “‘Well, maybe partly it’s because I’m married to your sister’” 

(Interview 1). He told me that after nine years of marriage at the time of our first 

interview, he still felt “so lucky to be with her” (Interview 1). Bart’s observation, then, 

that spending time with his wife and son gave him peace of mind, is not surprising. 

Moreover, he couldn’t understand how some of his colleagues at the university where 
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he worked at the time of our first interview disliked going home, instead seeming to 

spend seven days a week in their offices. 

 Bart also viewed his Catholic faith as “a restraint on...darker emotions” (Bart, 

Interview 1, December 2004). He recounted how attending mass on Sunday helped 

him to “recharge…batteries” (Interview 1), particularly when he faced frustrations 

related to the workplace. To this end, even though he professed not to speak good 

Japanese or to understand the Japanese-language sermons, Bart said that he felt 

energized by the warm and friendly atmosphere at his church, a mood that a friend of 

his wife who came along to a Christmas mass as a guest marveled at. Bart held, too, 

that as a result of this supportive environment at mass, he was able to have more 

patience on weekdays in situations that would normally leave him irritated were he not 

to attend mass. 

 Bart felt, as well, that his Catholic beliefs strongly influenced how he viewed 

capital punishment. As he put it, “Christianity tells me we’re not perfect…we really 

shouldn’t kill someone” (Bart, Interview 1, December 2004). Moreover, he averred 

that it was important not to try to predict peoples’ future courses on the basis of their 

current behavior. It might appear outwardly logical to, as he worded it, to “just get rid 

of” people who were perceived to be troublemakers, but he cautioned, “if you go that 
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way, it just gets worse and worse” (Interview 1). He cited the movie Minority Report, 

in which people were executed in the present for crimes they were predicted to commit 

in the future.  

 Near the beginning of our initial interview, Bart professed that he was unable 

to see any direct connections between his Catholic faith and his teaching. However, 

when I prompted him by asking him whether the patience with others’ faults that he 

felt he had acquired from his church’s teachings had served him in classroom settings, 

he responded in the affirmative. That is to say, he acknowledged that he had developed 

patience with some of his more disruptive learners. He tried to put himself in their 

shoes, as well: 

I also more or less think of myself as a student. Was I a perfect student? No. 

Did I fall asleep in class? Yes. Was I ever late? Yes. Were there times I was 

not giving my full, undivided attention? Yes. So I try not to be a hypocrite 

when they’re disrupting the class. (Bart, Interview 1, December 2004) 

 

He went on to reflect that “maybe on a Monday morning,” (Bart, Interview 1, 

December 2004) something from the warm community interaction of his Sunday mass 

or his reading of the English Sunday missal would serve as a reminder to him to 

cultivate this patience. Bart also felt that this forbearance had served him well in 
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dealing with some of the frustrations faced by him and other non-Japanese who 

worked in Japan. My informal observations of Bart certainly dovetail with his 

sentiments in this regard. During the time that I had spent with Bart in various informal 

settings over a number of years, I can attest that although he expressed irritation with 

some aspects of work, I never saw him raise his voice in anger regarding such 

frustrating situations. In many ways, it seemed to me that although he had always been 

very busy juggling research, family, and work, Bart still managed to maintain a 

peaceful and patient outlook toward the hectic pace of his daily routines. 

 At the time of our first interview, Bart’s patience also appeared to shine 

through in his attitudes to his research. His inquiries at that time were related to 

language testing in Japan. During that initial interview, as well as in numerous other 

casual conversations with me, Bart gently but firmly bemoaned what he felt were 

certain “irresponsible” testing conventions in Japan, particularly concerning entrance 

examinations (Bart, Interview 1, December 2004). He felt strongly that testing 

practices should be ethical and fair to the students who were taking the tests. He 

complained, for example, that administrators of entrance examinations in Japan rarely 

sought to improve the quality of these tests and therefore, the testing process was 

“irresponsible from a statistical point of view” (Interview 1). In a tongue-in-cheek 



 
 

266 

manner, he expressed dismay, too, that many of the professors who created the exams 

argued along something like the following lines: “‘How could there be anything wrong 

with our test? It’s a good test because it’s made by university professors. And why are 

university professors experts? Because, well, we passed the old entrance exams’” 

(Interview 1). These and other traditions related to testing in Japan have been 

documented by Bart’s own publications on the subject, as well as those of other 

applied linguists (e.g., Brown & Yamashita, 1995; Murphey, 2004). 

Bart’s response to his frustrations on what he viewed were the often unethical 

ways that university entrance examinations in Japan were implemented, was, it seems 

to me, another telling illustration of the patience that his faith and his church gave him, 

although he remarked offhand, too, that religion was not necessarily a prerequisite to 

cultivating a sense of fairness. He felt that because the production of entrance exams 

was dominated by high-ranking professors, and due to the general zeitgeist of Japanese 

university culture, there was little he could do to prompt much-needed reforms on 

these exams, other than to gently give his opinions orally and through his publications. 

Paralleling this situation with his efforts to get his learners to speak English, he held, 

“But I can’t change much―like my...speaking class―I can give them the opportunity  
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to speak, but I can’t make you do it...you know, leading a horse to water, but you can’t 

make it drink” (Bart, Interview 1, December 2004).  

I conducted my follow-up interview with Bart at the beginning of 2010. He 

had left Japan in the summer of 2006 in order to pursue a doctorate in educational 

testing at a mid-sized American university. At the time of the interview, Bart had 

finished most of his class work and was about to take his oral and written 

comprehensive examinations. After he cleared these hurdles, he was to begin preparing 

a doctoral dissertation proposal, with a view to graduating from the program in 2011. 

In addition to his studies, Bart was working part-time as a research assistant at an 

institution whose members analyzed standardized tests. Moreover, he continued being 

a dutiful father and husband. At the time of the interview, Bart’s wife was working 

full-time in a university kitchen to help support their family, and his son was 

approaching middle school. 

Near the beginning of this second interview, I asked Bart if he still equated 

spirituality with his involvement in the Catholic Church. He replied in the affirmative. 

He stated, too, that he enjoyed making himself available for events run by the local 

branch of Knights of Columbus, a men’s group promoting and conducting various 

volunteer endeavors within the Catholic Church at large. As Bart put it, this included 
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“helping out with different events when they needed help” (Bart, Interview 2, January 

2010). For example, just prior to our second dialogue, he had assisted with setting up 

tents, as well as cooking, for a youth group picnic. Moreover, he had aided the Knights 

of Columbus in their efforts to open a new church that was to replace one recently 

destroyed by a tornado. 

As I expected, when I asked Bart whether he felt he was getting more out of 

church attendance in America than in Japan, where he had professed only a limited 

understanding of the Japanese language, he replied in the affirmative, but at the same 

time, he remarked, “I haven’t done much on the spiritual side besides...going on 

Sunday and...helping out with the Knights of Columbus” (Bart, Interview 2, January 

2010). This statement appears to accord with an earlier utterance of Bart in our first 

interview, whereby he equated his own spirituality with his involvement in and regular 

attendance at a Catholic church. Again, this viewpoint differs quite widely with those 

of most of my other participants, who explicitly or indirectly separated spirituality 

from religion. Indeed, at the time of the second interview, Bart still viewed his 

Catholicism to be “an approach to life” (Interview 2). 

Bart also noted that he was far less frustrated with his current work, and now 

study, situation, than he had been in Japan: “I enjoy going to work. I enjoy going to 
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school. It’s a big change” (Bart, Interview 2, January 2010). Part of this relaxed 

attitude had to do with the fact that in his new working context, in contrast to that of 

his professional life in Japan: 

You don’t have to put up with the bureaucratic stupidity, the traditional 

stupidity—“We’re doing it this way because we’ve...always done it this 

way...I can’t tell you why we’re doing it this way, but we’ve always done it 

this way, so we’ll continue to do it this way.” (Bart, Interview 2, January 

2010) 

 

Bart told me, too, of chatting with a woman who had spent just over three 

years in Japan. During her time there, the woman had helped junior and senior high 

school students prepare for entrance examinations, and she, like Bart, expressed her 

frustration that, as Bart put it, “the content is driven by who’s senior on the 

committee...not that it has anything to do with what language the students should 

know―it’s what the professor knows” (Bart, Interview 2, January 2010). He went on 

to recount how in Japan, entrance exam construction tended to be unduly influenced by 

the senior professors on the various committees: “He’s the senior person, so 40 percent 

of the test...is what he wants...his part of the test is worth 40 percent, the next senior 

person, his part is worth 30 percent” (Interview 2). 
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When I asked Bart if his new working context had caused him to be even 

more determined that test construction should be objective and rational, he replied,  

“Actually, I’ve mellowed out quite a bit” (Bart, Interview 2, January 2010). In his 

capacity as a research assistant, Bart expressed deep satisfaction that with respect to 

what he viewed to be unfair testing practices in Japan, “you don’t see anything like that 

here...you’re looking at the content of the test, you’re looking at...content, you have 

content experts chiming in...you have psychometricians...looking at the data” 

(Interview 2). He contrasted the openness of the test making process at his place of 

work where poor test items were disposed of and “we pilot them again and you pilot 

them again and you construct a test that you can defend” with what he viewed to be the 

questionable means of test construction in Japan whereby to hide haphazardness, “you 

get a big incinerator and you pop all the papers in and there’s no...paper trail” 

(Interview 2). In our second interview, Bart expressed happiness that he no longer had 

to deal with what he felt were disreputable practices pertaining to entrance 

examinations in Japan, holding that at his place of work in the United States, 

“everything’s a lot more logical, rational...I’m pretty happy with that” (Interview 2). 

One interesting thread of research that Bart recounted discovering at his 

workplace was the relationship between what he termed “socio-economic status and 
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test performance” (Bart, Interview 2, January 2010). His supervisor, a clinical 

psychologist, had been examining the importance of “finding those kids who 

are...struggling academically” (Interview 2). The boss was concerned that students in 

the latter grades of junior high school didn’t have the “right attitude towards work, 

schoolwork,” and, as a consequence, “might fall through the cracks” (Interview 2). A 

speaker from a well-known university also gave a presentation at Bart’s place of work, 

in which the lecturer contended that he and his colleagues could predict with 75% 

accuracy, based upon school attendance, academic performance, and other factors, 

which students coming into the ninth grade would drop out of high school. Bart was 

therefore becoming interested in psychometric research that would “identify those kids 

earlier” so that educators and administrators would “have a better chance of keeping 

them in” (Interview 2). He mentioned, too, that his dissertation might spin from such 

research into socio-economic status. 

I asked Bart whether he felt that his newfound interest into such research 

sprang from his Catholic faith or, as I put it, “Christ’s imperative to...to help people in 

need and ‘Do unto others as you would have done to yourself.’” In a manner similar to 

my query in the first interview about whether his Catholic faith gave him patience to 

deal with his less motivated learners in Japan, Bart replied: 
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Maybe indirectly...not directly I don’t think...nothing that I think about 

consciously...I’m doing it because...my Catholic faith...I don’t think it’s ever 

crossed my mind...I’m doing...something good to help other people 

and...make them work better...especially...have fewer kids dropping out if that 

helps. (Bart, Interview 2, January 2010) 

 

Bart further expressed his annoyance when he lived with Japan at the 

shoganai (“It can’t be helped”) attitude towards matters there. He held laughingly that 

“shoganai was a dirty word for me” (Bart, Interview 2, January 2010). Along these 

lines, I suggested to Bart regarding his interest in research into school dropouts in 

America that, “If one can pinpoint the reasons they’re dropping out then...the shoganai 

factor becomes less I suppose doesn’t it?” His simple reply: “Yes, very much so” 

(Interview 2). To close the interview, Bart acknowledged that research into how to 

keep at-risk children in school “so that they can get a decent job when they become 

adults” (Interview 2) had been prominent in America for decades. However, he 

asserted, such work was nonetheless “becoming more popular...yeah, different 

states...they’re trying to find things to...identify...at-risk children” (Interview 2). 

In summary, Bart’s spirituality, which he identified explicitly in both 

interviews with his Catholic faith, or “approach to life” as he put it (Interview 1), 
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appeared to provide him with a grounding that affected his work and research, albeit 

perhaps more indirectly than my other interviewees. Thus, my interviews with Bart 

challenged me to remember that people define spirituality in a myriad of ways, 

including manners that explicitly link spirituality with aspects of organized religion. 

Moreover, like the other two interviewees in this chapter, Bart was loath to identify 

directly any of his spiritual or religious beliefs with his views on education. However, 

an outside observer would easily be able to discern that Bart has practiced an ethic of 

compassion towards his learners in Japan, as well as to school children in the United 

States who were falling through the cracks. Arguably, such attitudes on Bart’s part 

could be seen by others to be spiritual, even though he himself might be reluctant to 

take this view. 

 

Andrew 

 Andrew, hailing from the Western part of the United States, has, at the time 

of writing, been living and working in Japan for about two and a half decades. In his 

twenties, he began his career in Japan as a teacher at a private conversation school 

before returning to the United States after a few years to pursue Master’s and Doctoral 

degrees in Applied Linguistics. These qualifications enabled Andrew to obtain 
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full-time, contracted positions at various universities around Japan upon his return 

there after graduate school. Publishing extensively, as well as teaching part-time at the 

graduate level at mainland American universities during his summer breaks, finally 

opened the door for Andrew to obtain a tenured position at a large university in 

Western Japan. 

 I interviewed Andrew for approximately 40 minutes in August 2008 and one 

hour in February 2010. Because a large portion of the content of these interviews 

overlapped somewhat, I discuss them in tandem rather than separately. As with Bart, 

much of what Andrew told me contrasted rather sharply with that of the six 

interviewees of the previous chapters, particularly concerning the first research 

question on the spiritual turning points in the lives of the interviewees. Hence, much of 

our time was spent discussing the second research question. Moreover, toward the end 

of this section on Andrew, I offer some citations from a course syllabus and a lesson 

plan furnished to me by this participant (see also Appendices J through M). These not 

only help answer the third research question regarding how Andrew’s written materials 

provide evidence for ways in which his spiritual views have impacted his classroom 

pedagogy; they also add triangulation for interview data linked to the second research 

question. 
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 When I asked Andrew in our first encounter about what he perceived to be 

the turning points in his spiritual journey, he at first simply replied, “Uhh...that’s a 

tough one” (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008). Andrew had mentioned earlier in the 

interview having attended a Congregationalist Church sometimes with his parents 

during his childhood and teenage years, so I tried to further prompt him on the matter 

of turning points by asking him if his parents were nominal or devout Christians. He 

mentioned that they leaned strongly toward the nominal end of the spectrum. To this 

end, Andrew added that although as children, he and his brother attended Sunday 

school and church until they were in junior high school, “we weren’t too interested in 

going and I think they weren’t so interested in going to church either” (Interview 1). 

 Andrew viewed Christianity in his own life to be more cultural than spiritual. 

As he put it earlier in the interview, “What I think I...might say to students is just 

that...‘Yes, I was raised in a Christian country and a Christian household but I’m not 

the type of...Christian that goes to church every Sunday...or even at all, really’” 

(Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008). He went on to tell me that “culturally I would 

consider myself a Christian because...I...religion...and...I mean, I think religion and 

culture have a strong tie” (Interview 1). For instance, he cited his attendance at Sunday 

school and taking part in a Boy Scout troop which met in a local church, though he was 
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careful to point out that he belonged to the faction in the troop that was “less hard 

core” (Interview 1) Christian than another clique of the troop. Asserting that “it’s very 

difficult to be raised in a country which is primarily a Christian country with Christian 

values...without being affected” (Interview 1), Andrew felt, nonetheless, that if he had 

grown up in a minority community where different religious beliefs were espoused, he 

might well have adopted these rather than mainstream Christian ethics. 

 Andrew’s culturally Christian beliefs were affected, he held, by having 

grown up in a “liberal college town” and attending “quite a liberal church” (Andrew, 

Interview 1, August 2008). The pastor of the church that Andrew and his family 

attended sporadically had, in fact, stirred up some controversy when, as a speaker at a 

high school graduation ceremony, he expressed his strong disapproval of America’s 

involvement in the Vietnam War. Andrew speculated, too, that his father might have 

been “more of a nature-type spiritualist than...a Christian” (Interview 1) because he 

heard him speculate while Andrew was in his twenties “What is God?” Andrew held 

that for his father, with regard to the constitution of the divine, “I mean...it can be...a 

rock” (Interview 1). Moreover, Andrew’s father was “very much a nature lover” who 

“used to go skiing before there were ski areas...he and his friends would walk up hills 

and...ski down” (Interview 1). Even in his twilight years when Andrew’s father was in 
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poor health, he would often takes walks with his dog in woody areas near the family 

home. 

 When I asked Andrew if he would describe his own spiritual beliefs in the 

somewhat pantheistic manner that he speculated might have held for his father, he was 

vague but thoughtful: “Well, I wouldn’t say just nature, but maybe something like that. 

I mean I think I have maybe a spiritual aspect to me but...I’m certainly not a 

fundamentalist” (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008). Nonetheless, Andrew appeared 

to have inherited a love of the outdoors from his father. He asserted again in response 

to my question about spiritual turning points in his life, “I can’t think of anything...any 

one thing in particular...that affected me” (Interview 1). However, in more general 

terms, he cited “outdoor kinds of activities...which I enjoy very much...like...hiking in 

the mountains or...skiing or...even running” (Interview 1). As he put it, “I mean, 

sometimes, I feel that... those are spiritual experiences” (Interview 1). To this end, 

Andrew has, in recent years, spent some of his spare time in an international hiking 

club, participating in a wide range of activities from snowshoeing to mountain 

climbing. He stated feeling that his times in nature could be spiritual in that he was 

“connecting to nature or...kind of going beyond, outside of the normal realm of your 

everyday life” (Interview 1). 
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 Andrew’s feelings about exercise also reminded me to some extent of the 

views of Csikszentmihalyi on “flow” (1990), in which one is concentrating on 

something so much that everything else is forgotten for the time being. As a graduate 

student, Andrew ran “fairly seriously,” training hard, as well as participating in ten and 

20 kilometer races (Andrew, Interview 2, March 2010). As he put it:  

You kind of get to a level if you’re training a lot...you really get to...it’s 

maybe kind of Buddhist or...whatever mood space or something like that 

where you kind of...get everything out of your...where everything else gets out 

of your mind. (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008) 

 

 Similarly, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) asserted, “Flow experiences based on the 

use of physical skills do not occur only in the context of outstanding athletic feats...The 

joy of surpassing the limits of the body is open to us all” (p. 97). Andrew felt that with 

writing, too, “If you’re really into writing something that can happen...and then you 

lose track of time” (Andrew, Interview 2, March 2010). 

 In addition to viewing his time in nature, as well as exercise, to be somewhat 

spiritual, Andrew reflectively held that “I suppose in a sense that...traveling and...living 

in another culture other than your own, too, I could see a...spiritual aspect to that...it’s 

connecting with...things other than your normal...everyday...” (Andrew, Interview 1, 
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August 2008). It is interesting to me that, like many of my other interviewees, Andrew 

used the term “connecting” in relation to spirituality, which again reminds me of 

Palmer’s (2003) assertion that spirituality involves a liaison with something beyond 

merely one’s self-image. I didn’t supply Andrew with Palmer’s definition during either 

of our two interviews.  

 As to traveling, Andrew felt that because of the enthusiasm his mother had 

for sightseeing, his family engaged in a significant amount of domestic travel in 

America. Although Andrew stated that his brother, a professional travel writer, “is 

much more of a traveler than I am” (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008), Andrew did 

not appear to be lacking in globe-trotting experiences of his own, having spent nine 

months in France before settling in Japan and while in Japan, trekking around 

Southeast Asia during portions of his vacations. Moreover, he has traveled extensively 

within Japan itself. 

 Andrew qualified his notions of connectivity and traveling: “I kind of feel 

that just traveling as a traveler it’s kind of hard to connect” (Andrew, Interview 1, 

August 2008). This is because of his experiences meeting fellow voyagers in Southeast 

Asia who, although some had been traveling for months or even years “aren’t really 

there...just trying to live on as little as they can, and they think they’re in this culture” 
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(Interview 1). Hence, he felt that a good number of these travelers were “doing it in 

such a surface level yet they think they’re having this profound experience” (Interview 

1). As to his nine-month sojourn in France, even though he did some home stays there, 

Andrew nonetheless observed, “I mean that’s more than traveling” but that “it’s just 

kind of the first level” (Interview 1). Of his time in Japan, he knew of fellow 

non-Japanese who “have been here for as long as I have who are less there than I am 

because they might not speak Japanese” (Interview 1). He held this to be especially 

true of foreigners who didn’t have families in Japan. Even in his own case, however, 

with Japanese fluency and a Japanese spouse, Andrew felt that it was difficult to be “a 

hundred percent anywhere unless you’ve grown up there” (Interview 1). We can see, 

then, that during our first interview, Andrew expounded on the difficulties of feeling at 

home in a foreign culture, even if one has resided there for a long time. 

 We closed the portion of my first interview pertaining to my first research 

question with Andrew’s observation that with regard to defining his spiritual values 

concretely, “I don’t think I can” (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008). He also felt that 

it was too simplistic to define his own spirituality in terms of general Christian ethics 

such as “Do unto others...” or “Love thy neighbor.” Moreover, alluding to Ruth 

Benedict, at both the macro and micro levels, Andrew contrasted the Western sense of 



 
 

281 

sin with the Japanese notion of shame. As to the latter, he asserted, “even in my 

interactions with my wife I think that on some level, I think we often...conflict” 

(Interview 1). It is not surprising to me that Andrew hesitated to define his own 

spirituality in tangible terms. Doug, after all, held that he was comfortable with the 

term “agnostic” in the original Greek sense of the term “not knowing.” Moreover, 

Palmer’s (2003) definition of spirituality did not resonate with Bart, as it was too 

vague for him. With regard to my first research question about spiritual turning points, 

then, Andrew’s musings are yet another example of the myriad of meanings that the 

term “spirituality” holds for people. 

 In a similar manner, concerning my second research question on how my 

participants felt that their spiritual beliefs, however defined, affected their teaching, 

Andrew held that his sensitivity to the sense of shame that seems to pervade Japanese 

culture sometimes came into play. As he mused, shame “is often a negative something 

which works against language teaching...so that’s a fairly concrete example...trying to 

get people to not be embarrassed about language” (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008). 

Referring to Confucianism, Andrew speculated, “You know the whole embarrassment 

culture is part of the Japanese spiritual tradition, perhaps” (Interview 1). Andrew talked, 

too, about a number of ways that he has tried to ensure that the so-called culture of 
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shame didn’t negatively affect language learning in his classes: “Trying to give 

students support rather than just an evaluation in the form of a test at the end of the 

semester...trying to promote cooperation among students” (Interview 1). 

 Turning briefly to the third research question, too, where I examined how 

written documents supported my participants’ observations and narratives related to 

the second research question, a cursory glance at a typical course syllabus of Andrew’s, 

a seminar in English, confirmed to me his desire to give students multiple evaluations 

(see Appendix J). The grade for this class was based on two quizzes valued at 30% of 

the grade each, a presentation (also 30%), and a mark for attendance (10%). As to the 

presentations, learners were asked to work in teams to prepare a talk on a film that 

depicted problems concerning intercultural communication. In the early stages of the 

students’ preparation of this project, Andrew asked them to “discuss the film with 

other group members” (Andrew, 2010, “Film Study Project—Stage 2” handout; also, 

see Appendix K). Although the final product of the presentation counted for 30% of 

the overall course grade, Andrew made clear in his syllabus that attendance and 

participation were also important. Hence, the fact that he wanted his learners to 

collaborate and discuss their projects together seemed to be evidence for his desire to 
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use multiple means of evaluation, including those that would help learners connect 

meaningfully to each other and to their course materials (cf. Palmer, 1999). 

 Andrew qualified his above-mentioned statements on the “culture of shame” 

by wondering aloud whether his responses to the culture of shame were “spiritual or 

not” or rather simply “theories of education, Vygotsky and that kind of thing...you 

know, scaffolding or whatever you call it, assisting performance rather than just doing 

gate keeping” (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008). I replied that I felt that theories of 

education could indeed be related to spirituality, depending on how one chose to define 

the term. 

 On the theme of grading, too, Andrew pointed out that in American 

universities, even for “test-oriented classes,” a few tests are given rather than one final 

examination (all too often the case, he felt, with university students in Japan) at the end 

of the term. (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008). Although carrying a rather heavy 

teaching load of eight courses per week, including one lecture class with an enrollment 

of eighty students, and having to supervise about a dozen undergraduates’ fourth-year 

thesis projects, as well as a handful of graduate students’ theses, Andrew nonetheless 

insisted that “still there’s no…there’s no class that I only give ...one final test to. At the 

very least I give two” (Andrew, Interview 2, March 2010). 
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 In a manner similar to that of Mauricio and as a logical corollary to the 

notion of fair grading, Andrew held that “I don’t know if that’s spiritual...trying to 

maintain balance I guess” (Andrew, Interview 2, March 2010). Andrew felt that in 

previous years, he had sacrificed precious time with his undergraduate thesis charges 

by taking too much time to prepare for and grade his large English communication 

classes. Hence, to aid himself in finding a more sustainable balance in both his 

working and private lives, he asked the Information Technology Center at his 

university to have their computers score the multiple-choice/true-false answer sheets 

submitted to him by the students of the big classes he taught. As he put it regarding a 

future teaching goal for some of his larger classes: 

I can’t spend ...that much time preparing for these classes so I’m gonna have 

to do it just more by the textbook and...make up all these tests, quizzes in 

advance and...so that I don’t, once I start teaching, basically...I just do the 

class and then...have somebody else take care of the grade. (Andrew, 

Interview 2, March 2010) 

 

 Again Andrew emphasized the importance of attempting to maintain a 

healthy balance: “You know in your own working life and in your own...life outside of 
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work as well because ...you get burned out when...if you don’t do that” (Andrew, 

Interview 2, March 2010). This observation prompted me to speak with Andrew about 

Mauricio’s precious times of solitude at temples in Kyoto. He held in response, “Well, 

I do things like that too...I mean, it’s not solitude necessarily in the sense of 

being...only by myself in the middle of nowhere but...” (Interview 2). In order to fill in 

the blank pause after “but,” I suggested the term “mental solitude.” Andrew confirmed 

my hunch, adding, “Sometimes...there are times when I...feel like...I just want to go out 

and take a walk around the neighborhood or whatever...If I’m on my way home I’ll 

maybe stop for a cup of coffee or something just to...collect my thoughts” (Interview 

2). As with many tertiary-level educators in Japan, both Mauricio and Andrew were 

juggling heavy administrative and teaching responsibilities, so they took comfort in 

their rare moments of quiet seclusion. 

 Also on the topic of grading, Andrew talked about some challenging ethical 

dilemmas he had faced about whether to pass or fail certain borderline learners. The 

narrative below concerns a student of his in a large 80-student introductory level 

sociolinguistics course for undergraduate learners. 



 
 

286 

SETTING 

 
Stanza 1 
Oh yeah, I just 
this morning I got e-mail 
 
Stanza 2 
 
This was the 80-student class 
and it’s called 
It’s like a third year 
It’s called Eigo Gaku Kenkyuu A (‘Topics in English Language Study’) 
and...I do it as...English in the global context 
 
(He described at length some of the course content, which I have omitted here for the 
sake of brevity.) 
 
Stanza 3 
I think it’s  
A pretty challenging course for most students. 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
But...there was one girl  
Who did really poorly on the mid-term 
And then...she wanted to take the final earlier 
because she was going to New Zealand...for...English study 
 
Stanza 2 
And then she knew after the final  
that she hadn’t done well. 
and she kind of said, Well she said, 
“I’m not very good at English 
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but I have to take this class 
or I can’t graduate.” 
 
(Chris: Oh...she’s putting pressure on you.) 
 
Stanza 3 
She’s putting pressure on me. 
That happens sometimes 
especially at this...big university like this.. 
There are always a few like that. 
 
Stanza 4 
But so then she e-mailed me 
and asked me how she had done 
and then I...hadn’t decided yet 
but she came out with 46 out of 100 
 
Stanza 5 
But she hadn’t been absent at all 
She said that she’s not good at English 
but she tried her best so 
and so I really kind of mayoru (at a loss) for that one. 
 
(Chris: So you haven’t decided.) 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
No I did...I passed her 
I bumped her up to 60. 
 
(Andrew, Interview 2, February 2010) 
 

 I alluded earlier in this chapter to Andrew’s efforts to provide scaffolding for 

learners and hence, promote cooperation amongst them, as well as his view that he was 
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unsure as to whether or not these were spiritual teaching strategies on his part. 

However, he had also been talking in that earlier portion of our conversation about the 

notion of shame in Japan versus that of sin in the West and how he therefore tried to 

downplay the sense of shame, which he felt could be a detriment to language learning. 

Arguably, had Andrew taken a harsh line with the student in the above narrative by 

failing her based on her test scores alone, he might have stoked the young woman’s 

sense of shame and in so doing, he could have further eroded the learner’s already 

shaky confidence as an English student. I would submit, therefore, that although 

Andrew did not use the word “spiritual” when speaking of this ethical dilemma, his act 

of compassion in passing the learner could be viewed nonetheless as a spiritual deed. 

Andrew displayed obvious caring for the learner in his e-mail response to her final 

query about whether or not she had passed his course, in which she again reminded 

him that if she failed, she could not graduate: “Yes, you were 46 but...just send me 

something in English...good for your practice...telling me about life in New Zealand. 

Sotsugyou o medeto gozaimasu (Congratulations on graduating)” (Andrew, Interview 2, 

February 2010). 

 On a similar note, Andrew went on to assert that it was important “not 

necessarily to get the students on your side...not so much a thing as ‘If you’re not for 
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me, you’re against me’ but...to try to meet in the middle somewhere” (Andrew, 

Interview 1, August 2008). As an example of this way of thinking, in one of his 

publications, Andrew has encouraged foreign university teachers in Japan to adopt a 

style promoting Western communicative language teaching within the Japanese 

context, yet without having to resort to the straight lecture mode he felt was so 

common in Japan. That is to say, taking on roles and responsibilities is very important 

in Japanese culture, so Andrew suggested in the aforementioned paper that when 

teachers have their learners do group work, each member of the group should be 

assigned a specific role, such as that of discussion leader, secretary (a student who 

records the ideas of the group) and reporter (someone who tells the group’s ideas to the 

class at large). Such a division of roles, Andrew held, could fit in better with Japanese 

learning culture than calling on embarrassed students to produce language in front of 

their peers on the spur of the moment. 

 As to his teaching of courses with content pertaining to intercultural 

communication, Andrew spoke of trying to encourage learners to find a balance 

between generalizing, which can lead to stereotyping, and the other extreme 

represented by some individuals who, insist, as he put it, “‘Well, you know, you 

shouldn’t compare cultures because we’re all human’ and this and that” (Andrew, 
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Interview 2, March 2010). He felt that this latter approach to the teaching of culture 

was counterproductive because cultural differences then get “shoved under the table” 

and that “to some extent I think it’s useful to make distinctions” if one can “try to 

make the distinctions without imposing your own values on it...or sometimes if the 

value systems are completely different try to look for a middle ground” (Interview 2). 

 As an illustration of the above, Andrew cited the movie Witness, which was 

one of the six films about which students in his English seminar class (cf. Appendix J) 

could choose to make a presentation. He has employed this film, among others, in 

order to spur discussions related to effective intercultural communication and 

compromise. In the movie, members of an Amish community take in John Book, an 

injured policeman tasked by his superiors with protecting a young Amish boy who has 

witnessed a murder perpetrated by gang members while he and his mother were 

outside of the Amish community. Book attempts to gain the trust of the community by 

blending in with them. He wears their nineteenth century clothing and participates in a 

community barn-building event, for instance. At the same time, the staunchly pacifist 

Amish are obliged to, as Andrew worded it, “kind of put up with” the necessity of this 

policeman carrying his gun (Andrew, Interview 2, March 2010). One can clearly see 

Andrew’s earnest attempts to have his learners examine and appreciate the value of 
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compromise in intercultural communication is his following apt summary to learners 

of Witness: “The movie is partially an action movie; but it also shows how John Book 

struggles to adapt to the Amish culture, and how the Amish struggle to understand 

John Book’s behavior” (Andrew, 2010, notes on Witness for Andrew’s film study 

project; also, see Appendix L). 

 After we discussed the aforementioned film, I suggested to Andrew the 

following: “So anyway, in your classes, you try to...encourage students to 

see...compromises...differences…things like that.” Andrew responded in the 

affirmative, adding, “I suppose that’s spiritual...I don’t really think of it in that way” 

(Andrew, Interview 2, March 2010). In a similar manner, referring to the discipline of 

sociolinguistics, Andrew noted that in one of his course syllabuses, he attempted to get 

students to appreciate that “even when people speak the same language such as 

different varieties of English, that doesn’t mean that they can communicate 

well...because of...deeper cultural values...there may be other communication problems 

that creep into the language” (Interview 2). His having learners study the movie 

Witness, in which cultural clashes occur among English-speaking individuals living in 

the same region of America, is another clear illustration of how Andrew has tried to  
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help learners see that communication problems go beyond merely language. As he 

stated in the course syllabus for his seminar in English: 

In this course, we will look at relations between language and culture, and 

consider how they are reflected in human communication more generally. In 

addition to working with text materials, we will analyze situations called 

“critical incidents,” which show how miscommunication occurs due to 

differences in cultural background and communication style. (Andrew, 2010, 

syllabus for his seminar in English; also, see Appendix J) 

 

 The critical thinking that Andrew has endeavored to promote in his 

classroom discussions on culture, language and film seems to me in some way to be 

related to the importance, mentioned earlier, that Andrew has placed on scaffolding 

and support. As with Nancy’s challenging classes on ethical dilemmas and spirituality 

discussed earlier, one way that Andrew has given support to his students is to 

encourage them to think for themselves: “You know, I don’t provide all the 

information...(I) have them come up with their own conclusions...do their own 

investigations” (Andrew, Interview 1, August 2008). With regard to engaging his 

learners in discussions of intercultural themes in films such as Witness, Lost in 

Translation, and Mr. Baseball, Andrew told me of his efforts to foster critical thinking 
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beyond the “strict Japan/West dichotomy” (Andrew, Interview 2, March 2010). For 

instance, as to his film study project, if certain learners have chosen to give 

presentations on Mr. Baseball or Lost in Translation, he has prompted them to 

consider the following while watching and conducting research on one of these 

movies: 

Films about Japan that are made in other countries (such as the U.S.A.) often 

show stereotypes of Japanese culture. Is the picture of Japan that this movie 

shows an accurate one? Or do you find that it shows some stereotypes that 

may not actually be true (or maybe just old)? (Andrew, 2010, notes on Mr. 

Baseball and Lost in Translation for Andrew’s film study project; also, see 

Appendix M) 

 

 To close this section on Andrew, I should emphasize that like Bart, he did 

not necessarily perceive that his spiritual views, such as they were, directly affected his 

teaching. However, his assertion that “I’m certainly not a fundamentalist” (Andrew, 

Interview 1, August 2008) seems to come through loud and clear in his descriptions of 

the balanced approach he has tried to take to the teaching of culture and English. In 

this vein, his attempts to connect deeply with Japanese culture seem to me to have 

fostered in Andrew a desire to have his students critically engage in discussions on 
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culture that avoid either stereotyping or sweeping obvious cultural differences under 

the carpet. Moreover, as to the third research question, Andrew’s efforts to have his 

learners think outside of the box regarding intercultural matters can be seen in the 

syllabus and film study project mentioned above. Perhaps most importantly, he has 

sought to scaffold his students’ language learning not only by promoting critical 

thinking on cultural and language learning matters, but also by assessing them fairly, in 

addition to spending quality time with his undergraduate and graduate thesis advisees. 

Mauricio, too, told me of spending hours with his students in his office in small groups 

having them provide positive feedback to each other’s writing. I have noted already 

that Andrew associated spirituality with connectedness. Although he was less explicit 

about linking his spirituality with his teaching than were my interviewees in the 

previous two chapters, he nonetheless indicated to me a deep desire to connect his 

learners with the myriad of deep and wonderful cultures and varieties of English that 

the world has to offer. 

 

Alan 

My first interview with Alan (real name used with permission) was in his 

office at a branch of the prestigious British Council in Bangkok, Thailand in 
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September of 2008. At the time, he had been employed there for just over four years 

and was responsible for teacher training at branches of this institute all over Thailand. 

This included not only training British Council teachers, but also conducting seminars 

at the behest of the Ministry of Education for Thai teachers of English in that country’s 

public schools. I conducted a follow-up interview in January 2010 later via Skype. 

Alan’s responses in both interviews to my queries, in which he, at times explicitly and 

at times implicitly, linked his unique spiritual views with his philosophy of education, 

were spontaneous, layered, and fascinating. 

As with my other participants, I began our first interview by asking Alan 

about my first research question: that is to say, I prompted him to relate to me what he 

thought were the turning points in his spiritual journey from childhood to the present 

day. Having grown up in Scotland, he mentioned being raised in the Church of 

Scotland, that country’s official, state-sponsored ecclesiastical institute. It is better 

known in the United States and Canada as the Presbyterian Church. He attended 

Sunday school and church regularly until he was eleven or twelve. However, he began 

at that age to question the Church’s teachings and the very existence of a divine being. 

Displaying a keen interest in biology, Alan felt that evolutionary theory called into 

question the existence of God. As he put it, “that really made me question what this 
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thing called God was and what it had to do with my life and whether it existed or not” 

(Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). Due to what he strongly felt was a lack of proof, 

he answered a definitive “No” to this timeless question.  

 When I asked Alan whether or not he’d had any teachers or mentors who had 

helped lead him to this conclusion, he also responded in the negative, explaining that 

he’d been a fairly independent thinker. He mentioned that as a child, he read widely 

and was ahead of the other schoolchildren academically. As such, when hearing church 

sermons about God creating the world, as well as God’s supposed omnipotence, he 

thought, “Well, that’s not right. That doesn’t equate with what I’ve been reading in my 

books” (Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). In a manner reminiscent of Mauricio, he 

smilingly mentioned, as well, “anti-teachers” and “anti-mentors,” people with whom 

he “sat quietly and disagreed” (Interview 1). Mauricio is also brought to mind by 

Alan’s account of his wide reading as a youngster, as well as his lack of stimulation in 

the public education system. 

 Alan further held, “if it didn’t make sense to me, then it wasn’t something that 

I wanted to believe” (Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). Thus, at age 11 or 12, he 

questioned the precepts held by many monotheists that one has to believe in a divine 

being in order to realize happiness. He also scoffed at the concept that one faced 
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eternal damnation if one refused to believe in God. As he put it, “I don’t need God to 

be a good person. I don’t need God to do good things. I don’t think I’m going to go to 

Hell when I die. I think I’m going to go into the earth” (Interview 1). 

 During the decade or so that I have been acquainted with Alan, I have been 

duly impressed with his seeming sense of calm, despite an extremely busy life. As a 

person in middle management at the British Council in Thailand, and, at the time of 

writing, India, where he was transferred in June 2010, Alan has been juggling language 

teacher supervision with a large amount of teacher training. The latter has involved 

preparing interactive seminars and workshops for large audiences of teachers in 

various parts of the two Asian countries where he has been stationed. Moreover, while 

in Japan, Alan taught Japanese undergraduates as well as MA (TESOL) graduate 

students from various countries, and he twice organized the annual International JALT 

(Japan Association for Language Teaching) conference.  

 In a somewhat tongue-in-cheek manner, Alan held that although he might 

look relaxed, “it’s kind of like a swan–you look great on top but underneath the feet 

are going like clappers” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). He added, too, that “that’s 

the way you need to be if you want to get good results from other people” (Interview 

2), and that he tried to prioritize the important tasks and to concentrate on the job at 
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hand, rather than multitasking. Referring to our second interview, which took place via 

Skype, “So when I’m sitting here talking to you I’m talking to you...I’m not...there are 

instant messages and things popping up around here, but I’m not going to do anything 

about it” (Interview 2). 

 When I asked Alan whether his perceived need to stay calm on the surface 

was a practical or spiritual matter, he held that it was the former, observing, “I don’t 

necessarily think that it has anything to do with spirituality,” and adding that “It’s a 

pragmatic way of getting things done and getting the best out of the relationship with 

the person who’s in front of you at the time” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). 

However, he did qualify this assertion almost immediately afterwards: “Now that you 

mention it, I did read a lot about...Taoism quite a few years ago,” holding that “I think 

Tao is probably the closest I would get to...anything approaching a spiritual belief 

system” (Interview 2). Alan’s proposed link between Taoist thinking and his surface 

calm had to do with a principal Taoist teaching that, as he put it, “is about...being calm 

in the middle of chaos...dealing with the chaos around you” (Interview 2). He qualified 

the spiritual aspect of this philosophy, however, insisting, “But finding ways of being 

calm in the middle of...it’s the only way to stay sane really so I see it as more of a 
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health issue than a spirituality issue” (Interview 2). I return later to the notion of 

dealing with chaos when I discuss Alan’s philosophy of teaching. 

 Alan expressed his sentiment that much of religion and even “organized 

spirituality,” as he termed it, consisted mainly of “a set of rules that I don’t believe in” 

(Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). Not surprisingly, he railed against the 

inconsistency with which religious doctrine has often been used (or misused). A 

vegetarian, Alan had chosen this dietary lifestyle for “moral/ethical” reasons 

(Interview 1), as he put it, out of concern for the environment and the inhumane way 

animals are slaughtered for food. Referring to the misapplication of religious rules in 

Thailand, he expressed his annoyance at the meat eating habits of those dwelling in the 

Buddhist nations in Asia. Shortly before our initial interview in 2008, I had attended a 

Buddhist meditation retreat in the southern part of Thailand. Our diet during this time 

was strictly vegan, and it was my strong impression that the original doctrines of 

Buddhism promoted a vegetarian lifestyle. However, according to Alan, “Some guy a 

couple of hundred years ago said, ‘No, no, no it’s perfectly OK to eat meat’” (Alan, 

Interview 1, September 2008). To Alan, this was a self-serving interpretation of 

Buddhist doctrine. As he fumed, “The hypocrisy is something that really annoys me” 

(Interview 1). 
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 Along similar lines, Alan distinguished between organized religion and 

spirituality thus: “Most religion, religious practice is not a spiritual act. It’s an act of 

custom and habit” (Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). He reinforced this notion 

during our follow-up encounter, musing that “Spirituality from...what I understand it, I 

mean, it’s more of an internal...set of beliefs or practices that...the individual has rather 

than something that’s...necessarily...controlled or organized by the...outside body” 

(Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). I return later on to Alan’s contrast of spirituality 

with religion when I summarize his views of competing philosophies of language 

teaching. 

 When I remarked during our initial interview that in Japan, much of religion 

consisted of custom and habit, he concurred strongly, quipping that one could “pick 

and choose” between, for example, Buddhism for funerals and Shinto for weddings 

(Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). I am reminded here of the assertions by scholars 

of world religions (e.g., Armstrong, 2001; Campbell, 1991) that when the leaders of 

organized religions emphasize rules and regulations over the wishes of their founders 

to connect people with a higher reality, these faiths become meaningless rituals. As 

Alan rather acerbically summarized his views on some Japanese religious practices, “I 

mean it’s all empty...symbolism rather than anything to do with any form of spiritual” 
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(Interview 1). This viewpoint stands in contrast somewhat with that of Maiko, who 

remembered the Buddhist and Shinto rituals of her childhood in Japan with warm 

nostalgia, although she did acknowledge, as I pointed out in an earlier chapter, that 

practices such as hatsumode21 were more cultural than spiritual for her and her family. 

 Another long term shift in Alan’s views is worth mentioning here, for it 

segues nicely into the second research question regarding how my interviewees viewed 

their spiritual beliefs to be connected to their teaching philosophy or practices. Alan 

was influenced in part by his undergraduate studies in science. Despite his view that 

happenings in the observable, natural environment could primarily be explained in 

terms of measurable scientific phenomena, such as the collision of atoms, he 

nonetheless added that “the problem is when you go to a certain level, it all starts 

getting very mystical” (Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). He specified this level to 

be that of the subatomic, and he felt that it was unclear how activity at that plane 

“generates what we are” (Interview 1). As mysterious as this process was to him, 

however, he nonetheless insisted, “I still don’t believe in...the existence of a prime 

mover or an individual being that we need to worship or pray to” (Interview 1). 

                                                   
21 This refers to the annual New Year rite whereby many families in Japan visit up to three Shinto 
shrines to pray for luck and health. 
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 He went on to assert, “I do think that we’re all connected in some way shape 

or form,” musing that ideas from physics such as superstring theory or notions 

regarding multiple dimensions might have something to do with such liaisons (Alan, 

Interview 1, September 2008). Noting that any spiritual views he held had a “scientific, 

rational secular humanist approach” (Interview 1), Alan went on to speak about how he 

tried to apply some of the laws of the physical sciences to his teaching. An example is 

the precept that every action has an equal and opposite reaction. I am reminded here of 

Maiko, who held that angry or negative reactions against people tended to bounce back 

on one like a boomerang. The difference here is that she linked this with her 

experiences in Daizoshu Buddhism, whereas Alan did not expressly connect this 

notion to any form of organized religion or spirituality. He also mentioned the idea of 

increased entropy “where things become more disordered unless you put energy into 

them” (Interview 1). As he put it, “those kinds of laws of physics or chemistry are 

equally important to dealing with people as they are when you’re studying fluid 

dynamics” (Interview 1). 

 As already noted, Alan displayed a witty skepticism of both religion and 

spirituality. Referring to discussions on spirituality he had undertaken with some of his 

graduate MA TESOL students in Japan, he half-jokingly recalled saying to some of 
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these learners, “‘Well, tell me what it (spirituality) is and I’ll tell you if I’ve got it’” 

(Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). He elaborated on this thought during our second 

talk together. As to his own life, he insisted that being a good person “doesn’t 

necessarily mean to have some...spooky...spiritual thing behind it...you can just be a 

good person without having all those...without going to church on Sunday or 

without...donating to a charity even” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). He added, 

however, “It’s not that I actively disbelieve in spirituality because you can’t disbelieve 

something when you don’t know what it is” (Interview 2). Again, Alan put the onus on 

his former MA students or others, maintaining, “It’s up to people who say they are 

spiritual to describe what that is” (Interview 2). When challenging his Master’s level 

learners to give definitions of spirituality, Alan lamented that some of them were 

“almost proselytizing” that practices such as yoga, Buddhism, and meditation “were 

things that good human beings should do” (Interview 1). Referring to Bill Maher from 

his documentary Religulous, Alan added laughingly, “Yeah, what he was saying in 

there was, ‘Well, it’s not...I don’t disrespect other peoples’ beliefs, you can believe 

whatever you like, but...why are you trying so hard to make me believe it...when I’m 

perfectly happy without it?’” (Interview 1) 
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 As I noted to Alan at the beginning of our first interview, people have tended 

to define spirituality in a myriad of ways. Alan was no exception, though at times he 

preferred not to interpret the term at all. Accordingly, he recounted being glad that I 

didn’t give a definition of spirituality at the beginning of our initial interview. 

Nonetheless, he went on to venture his own tentative but interesting definition: 

In the broader sense that I understand the meaning of it to be, it’s about how 

you connect with other people, how you connect with what you do, and how 

your relationships with other people and the things that you do...come together. 

What is it...what centers you in that system of things that are happening 

around you? (Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). 

 

Toward the end of our second talk, Alan remarked that after having read my 

summary of our first interview, he found that Palmer’s elucidation of spirituality was a 

“really interesting comment” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). Palmer’s description 

of spirituality is, to me, quite close to Alan’s own tentative interpretation of the term in 

that very same interview as being “how you connect with other people, how you 

connect with what you do” (Interview 2). He spoke of his experience organizing a 

large JALT conference in terms of Palmer’s focus on the sublimation of the ego: 
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I think one of the best compliments I ever got was...that first JALT conference, 

the international conference that we...that I organized...I think it was 2002 

when...(name deleted to protect privacy) came up to me at that conference and 

said, “Alan, it’s amazing, you’ve...managed to take the ego out of the JALT 

conference.” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010) 

 

 Alan further held that “that was the best compliment he could have given me” 

because, as he put it, “at that time, within that organization, there were an awful lot of 

egos battering against each other” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). He further noted 

that he and other like-minded individuals within JALT were at that time “trying to...get 

away from this...people who were in it for themselves, not for the betterment of the 

organization” (Interview 2). As he asserted, too, “When you do take the ego out, the 

organization develops in a much more positive way and people are happier within it” 

(Interview 2). I remarked subsequently to Alan that this was indeed one of the best 

JALT conferences I had ever attended. The Taoist notion of calm in the midst of a 

storm was, in my view, an apt description of Alan who, in spite of the hectic 

atmosphere surrounding him, was smiling serenely every time I ran into him at the 

JALT 2002 conference. 
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 Just before talking about the above-mentioned JALT conference, Alan 

remarked, in a manner that reminded me of Mauricio’s denunciation of arrogant 

teaching, that “the kinds of criticisms I have of...poor teaching practice are that they’re 

too ego involved” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). He further expressed his desire 

since being a Master’s student in TESOL of “really wanting to separate my ego from 

what I do and...ensure that I’m doing things that...help the people that I teach” 

(Interview 2). His hope, in sum, was that “everything that happens in the practice of 

what I’m doing...mitigates against ego involvement” (Interview 2). As long as I have 

known Alan, I have found him to be a confident yet modest individual, who, despite 

his busyness, gives his undivided attention to the tasks and people at hand. 

 Alan’s affirmation of his comfort with Palmer’s (2003) interpretation of 

spirituality should not imply that I advocate adopting Palmer’s view as a universal 

definition of the term. On the contrary, like Alan, I hold that the label is negotiable and 

can be defined in as many ways as there are people. However, it is remarkable to me 

how often the word “connection” has come up in most of my previous interviewees’ 

own varying views on spirituality, as well as in Alan’s own elucidation of the term. 

Perhaps most notably, Jackie, the avid yoga and meditation practitioner discussed 

earlier, pointed out that the word yoga in Sanskrit means “union” in English. She went 
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on to assert the interconnectedness of all things, though admittedly she seemed to 

adhere to more of a pantheistic view than did Alan. 

 With regard to my second research question on how my participants felt that 

their spiritual beliefs, however they defined spirituality, affected their teaching as well 

as the third query regarding participants’ written documents attesting to this impact, in 

both of my interviews with Alan, two broad themes emerged. One was connection, 

which is not surprising, for although he was reluctant to explicitly define spirituality, 

we have already seen that the closest he came to doing so was, in a fashion reminiscent 

of Palmer (2003), through the use of this term. The matter of connection emerged in 

two ways: his linking of science with pedagogical principles, and the manner in which, 

according to him, he encouraged his teacher trainees to forge ties between themselves, 

their learners, and their teaching materials. This latter theme had to do with how Alan 

felt that differentiating spirituality from religion related to distinguishing a democratic 

pedagogy from a top-down way of teaching. 

 Alan provided numerous examples of the importance of connection to his 

pedagogy and teacher training. He held, for instance, that it was vital for him to 

connect with students, faculty, and administrators alike. As he put it when I asked him 

to give some concrete examples, “We’re all part of the same system. Anything that I 
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do within that system has an impact on other people...even if it’s just smiling at them 

when I come in the door” (Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). With regard to 

materials design as well, he felt that the effort and manner in which he created 

classroom handouts had a direct impact on the dynamics of his classrooms. In a related 

thought, he recounted that when in front of his computer designing classroom materials, 

he tried regularly to imagine how a handout would be received in the classroom. As he 

succinctly put it, “By giving people a piece of paper, I’m making a connection with 

them and changing their behavior” (Interview 1). One related example, which I discuss 

in further detail later in the chapter, was a PowerPoint slide taken from a 

teacher-training seminar that Alan gave in Vietnam (Mackenzie, 2006). On this slide, a 

simple diagram illustrating a Kagan structure (a type of conversation drill) was 

displayed, and he had the teacher-trainees try this technique at the seminar by asking 

them to mimic the pattern shown by the diagram (groupings of 12 teacher-trainees, 

each consisting of two concentric circles of people containing six trainees per 

circle―trainees from the inner circles faced those from the outer circles; see Appendix 

N). I cannot help but be reminded once again of Palmer’s assertion (1998) that many 

former students had told him that their best teachers were those who effectively 

connected learning materials, learners, and educators. 
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 Alan returned to the scientific principle that every action has an equal and 

opposite reaction by asserting that he believed in the karmic idea that if one exudes 

positive energy, this energy comes back in an auspicious way. It seems à propos, then, 

to point out here that the Golden Rule exists in some form in all faiths (Campbell, 

1991). Alan also drew upon his knowledge of physics when discussing with me the 

pervasiveness of resistance to change. That is to say, in a teacher training seminar Alan 

gave in northern Thailand, he told participants that change imposed from above cannot 

work, for if educators feel coerced by their superiors, they naturally push back. I was 

struck once again by the unique way that Alan applied a basic law of physics to the 

idea of resistance to top-down imposition. As Alan noted:  

You can’t impose change. You can only facilitate change. You can’t force 

people to change. You can only create the mechanisms whereby they 

change...in a positive way, and you have to create the atmosphere where they 

understand the change. If they don’t do all of that, it’s not going to happen. 

(Alan, Interview 1, September 2008) 

 

Another way that Alan tried to connect his study of physics with classroom 

teaching was through the notion of chaos. We have already seen that Alan has tried to 

explain the chaotic routines in his own life through the Taoist dictum cited by Nash 
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(2001) as the “true stillness at the center of it all” (p. 185). As to his teacher-training 

seminars in Thailand, Alan described a number of techniques that employed this Taoist 

notion of order within chaos: 

Now superficially from somebody looking outside the class, that looks chaotic, 

but there’s an internal pattern where the teachers learn how to be calm in the 

middle of all that...and work out how to manage the class and where to step in 

and help...how to manage the class as this big dynamic entity...so those kinds 

of things. (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010) 

 

 One example he cited of the above that is familiar to many ESL and EFL 

teachers is the “Find Someone Who...” activity. In this exercise, “You’ve got, what, ten 

questions and people have to...run around talking to different people finding the 

answers” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). While explaining such activities to 

participants in a teacher-training seminar he was leading, Alan noted the following on 

one of his PowerPoint slides: “Restructuring is change with purpose” (Mackenzie, 

2006). By way of illustration, in this same PowerPoint show, he portrayed a particular 

Kagan Structure in which six learners stood in a circle with their backs to each other, 

and another six learners stood facing these original six (cf. Appendix N). As Alan 

elaborated during our second interview, “Either the teacher signals or when the 
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conversation naturally comes to an end, they move around one and they have the same 

conversation again or a similar conversation but it’s never exactly the same” (Interview 

2). He felt that this drill was useful because “it’s a way of doing...pair 

switching...drilling conversations, having multiple practice opportunities but in an 

organized...patterned way” (Interview 2). His philosophy of life, echoing the Taoist 

view that one should be an oasis of calm in life’s stormy ocean, was aptly reflected in 

his spoken commentary for this slide. That is to say, in this patterned, yet chaotic, 

activity whereby trainees were engaged in numerous, very differing conversations, 

Alan steadily assured them, “I will be walking around you if you have any questions” 

(Mackenzie, 2006; cf. Appendix N). 

 Another way that Alan mentioned promoting connection was by encouraging 

participants in his teacher-training seminars to focus on the most needy students in a 

given group of learners. More specifically, he spoke of “dealing with students in front 

of you at the time of what their needs are and responding to them” as being, for him, 

far more important than “having a really solidly written lesson plan that you might do 

for a certificate course” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). He recalled, too, 

acknowledging in the aforementioned teacher training seminar that although it was 

impossible and indeed unnecessary to meet all of the learners’ needs in a large 
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classroom, “You can monitor different people in different classes...you can keep 

records of individuals, you’ll learn to know who needs more help and who needs less 

help” (Interview 2). 

 Furthermore, Alan suggested, “More often than not we tend to spend more 

time with people who need less attention” such as individuals sitting at the front of the 

class “who are always doing their homework and answering questions” (Alan, 

Interview 2, January 2010). As he also insisted, “What they need to realize is that they 

are doing fine by themselves and they don’t need to ask so many questions” (Interview 

2). He laughingly added that “maybe it would be a good idea if they shut up a bit and 

let somebody else try so that they could get a chance” (Interview 2). Alan 

acknowledged, though, that “a different kind of awareness” on the part of the teacher 

was involved in “stopping the overachievers from doing so much and...letting other 

people get their chance to say their bit and...develop” (Interview 2). Along similar lines, 

on one of the PowerPoint slides for the above-mentioned teacher training seminar 

(Mackenzie, 2006; also, see Appendix O), he challenged teachers to ask themselves, 

“How much attention do the students at the back really get?”  

 Alan related the narrative below about a teacher-training seminar he facilitated 

in which a group of teachers were off task. It is an apt illustration of Alan’s conviction, 
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referred to above, that teachers should connect with students meaningfully by focusing 

on the needs of a learner or a group of learners. 

SETTING 

Stanza 1 
There was a seminar earlier this year  
On something called “Backward Curriculum Design.” 
I’m not gonna go into the details of that 
‘cause it’s not that important. 
 
Stanza 2 
But basically teaching...or getting teachers to... 
work on...planning their own curriculum 
or getting teachers to become their own curriculum designers 
 
Stanza 3 
And so they had to come up with... 
They had to start with course outcomes... 
develop assessments to... measure those outcomes, 
create a course plan, and then create lesson plans to match... 
lesson plans to match those course plans. 
 
Stanza 4 
And there were a couple of groups that, I went around 
and had a look at what they were writing and thought, 
“Yeah that’s fine. That all leads to that outcome 
and that’s going to help the learners get there.” 
 
COMPLICATING ACTION 
 
Stanza 1 
But then there was this one group... 
I looked at what they had written and it was... 
just nothing to do with what the learning outcome was. 
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Stanza 2 
So I had to sit down and say, 
“Right can you explain to me 
how this is going to help... 
these teachers achieve that learning outcome?” 
 
Stanza 3 
He said, “Well, it’s not...but it’s interesting.” 
I said, “Yeah, can you see how...this is a nonessential thing? 
This is not going to help them achieve that learning outcome, so... 
maybe you should be re-thinking…your session plan to make it… 
more closely fit the learning outcome.” 
 
Stanza 4 
And he said, “But, but, but…this is interesting…teachers need to know this.” 
I said, “Yes, but not in this course… 
not for this particular purpose 
‘cause that’s not what your stated learning outcome is.” 
 
(I have omitted a part here in which Alan noted at length how in general “that happens 
a lot with teachers that we tend to go off on tangents” that are not necessarily related to 
the aims of the lessons. He then spoke of sitting down with the above-mentioned group 
of teachers “and making them think about that and then getting them to completely 
start from scratch.”) 
 
RESOLUTION/CODA 
 
Stanza 1 
Then they went, “Oh, right.” Something clicked. 
“OK, now...this is gonna help them to get there 
and maybe...if we have time later on 
then maybe we can do this.” 
 
(Alan, Interview 2, January 2010) 
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 Here, then, Alan zeroed in on the needs of a particular group of teachers, a 

part of whose plan for their learners failed to match the stated aims of the lesson. I 

believe that teachers can learn from this by being encouraged to take a proactive stance 

with learners or groups of learners who stand out as being in particular need of 

assistance. As Alan put it regarding the group in the above narrative: 

Well, effectively, they weren’t achieving the outcomes that I had set...at the 

teacher training session, that the Ministry of Education had set and I was 

tasked with implementing so…I needed to jump in there and make sure that 

they were back on track. (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010) 

 

In a document detailing the Thai Ministry of Education’s yearly training 

sessions for managers of over 180 English Resource and Instruction Centers (ERICs) 

nationwide, Alan similarly contended that “Doing something because it is fun, rather 

than having a concrete reason for the task is also a common novice practice” 

(Mackenzie, 2010, p. 2). He also discussed with me numerous examples of trying to 

connect teachers, students, and learning materials in his seminars for teacher-trainers in 

Thailand. For example, as he was talking about introducing English stories to 

primary-level learners, he mentioned “questioning techniques to connect, to get the 

participants to make a connection between the material that we’re going to be using for 
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practical teacher training purposes and their own experiences and reactions” (Alan, 

Interview 2, January 2010). In a similar manner, he encouraged his teacher trainees to 

ask themselves why certain stories would be good for their students. As he remarked, 

tongue-in-cheek, “There might be a story that you’ve chosen that you think is 

absolutely perfect like ‘The Three Little Pigs’ except that you’re using it in a Muslim 

classroom” (Interview 2). 

 Alan strongly felt that “It’s...not enough to just tell people that these are good 

things to do. ‘Off you go, get into the classroom and do them.’ You need to give them 

an opportunity to experience it within a group of peers” (Alan, Interview 2, January 

2010). Connections can be built among teachers and teacher-trainers, Alan observed, 

“by maybe working together on...an activity that exploits that particular piece of 

material and then...by working in larger groups with peers where they’re demonstrating 

it to each other and getting feedback...from their peers on how they’ve done” 

(Interview 2). In his seminars, he has tried to “mix the groups but not too 

often...because people need time to bond with a certain group” (Interview 2). Hence, 

these techniques of demonstrating lessons among peers and providing feedback for 

such activities ensure that his teacher trainees and trainers of teachers have many 

opportunities to “connect with more people” (Interview 2). Alan, in having his 
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participants in his aforementioned teacher training seminar (Mackenzie, 2006) engage 

in activities such as “Find Someone Who” and various Kagan Structures (cf. Appendix 

N), appears to have put his ideals into action when it comes to encouraging meaningful 

connections among teachers and teacher-trainees. 

 Alan insisted, too, that vocabulary choice, the tone of what one is saying, and 

the written and spoken structures taught can be a reflection of the desire by language 

teachers to promote complex, critical thinking skills. Along similar lines, he noted that 

even at the beginner level, language learners could be encouraged to think critically 

about what questions are appropriate to ask when first meeting someone. He 

laughingly lamented how the authors of some textbooks in Japan taught learners to ask 

ridiculously inappropriate questions like, “What’s your age?” or “How big are your 

feet?” (Alan, Interview 1, September 2008). Moreover, he related how, during his time 

as an educator in Japan, he had tried to encourage his learners to think about whether 

or not such queries would be appropriate in their mother tongue. 

 Alan’s views, noted earlier, regarding the futility of top-down change 

prompted me to ask him whether or not he tried to encourage critical thinking or 

discussions related to global education in his EFL classrooms or his teaching training 

seminars. After all, I reasoned, Doug, an interviewee in Chapter 4, explicitly linked his 
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questioning, agnostic views with his desire to challenge teachers and learners to think 

about issues critically, particularly those that affect the future of our planet. Although 

Alan did not connect his views on spirituality with critical pedagogy in such an 

unequivocal way, he nonetheless outlined a number of means by which he had, for 

some time, tried to integrate critical thinking and global education in his classrooms. 

 He recounted, for instance, having taught critical media literacy skills by 

encouraging his language school learners in Japan over a decade before our first 

interview to question assumptions about certain news videos. He mentioned, too, an 

“absolutely useless” audio-lingual based textbook that an infamous language 

chain-school was imposing upon its teachers and learners, declaring that it was “a 

waste of time” for his advanced students in the private language institution (Alan, 

Interview 1, September 2008). Thus, he also had these learners bring in newspaper 

articles for critical discussion. He taught debate classes to the students at this language 

school, as well as later on at the tertiary level, challenging the specious notion that 

Japanese students are naturally unskilled at debating or unwilling to do so. As he 

passionately put it, “Yes they will, if you teach them how...if you put it in a way that’s 

palatable to them” (Interview 1). He claimed that his learners “were going hell for 
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leather on a bunch of different controversial issues...usually chose more controversial 

and more difficult issues than I would have done” (Interview 1). 

 Alan did, however, after teaching debate for six or seven years begin to harbor 

some reservations. As he mused, “It’s a very poor way of making a decision about 

something...having this combative, for/against, clash process, and then somebody wins 

and somebody loses. It’s really not a very nice way of going about doing things” (Alan, 

Interview 1, September 2008). He thus found what he felt was a better way of fostering 

critical thinking. He spoke of the “Plus Minus Interesting” (PMI) method promoted by 

educator Edward de Bono, whereby learners are asked to list the possible good sides, 

bad sides, and interesting aspects to a controversial proposition. After having groups of 

learners list points in these three categories, teachers then ask them to examine these 

carefully with the end goal of having them make a considered judgment as to whether 

or not the proposition in question is a good idea. He felt that this technique was more 

of a “mind expanding” method than simply asking learners point blank, “Do you agree 

or disagree? Why or why not?” (Interview 1). 

 I then asked Alan whether or not his preference for the PMI technique over 

adversarial debate might reflect his views expressed earlier regarding the 

interconnected nature of teaching. Let us recall that he tentatively defined spirituality 
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early on in the first interview in terms of forging meaningful connections to the people 

and systems around us. He responded in the affirmative to this query, adding pointedly 

that complexity was an important issue for him, due to the dangers he felt were brought 

about by oversimplifying complex issues: “We need to acknowledge that 

complexity...that...you can’t make simple black/white decisions about life” (Alan, 

Interview 1, September 2008). He took this opportunity to criticize: 

the way that our administrative systems, educational, political, whatever, 

make these decisions and tell us, “OK, we’re going this way now,” when 

maybe that’s not the best way to go, that there are other options that they 

haven’t considered that they should have considered when making the policy 

decision. (Alan, Interview 1, September 2008) 

 

I cannot help but notice here the similarity between this position and his 

criticisms of the overly simplistic and top-down views of much of organized religion. 

Alan addressed this latter point directly when holding forth on the qualities of a 

supposedly good language learner: 

That’s where you...get this interplay with ideas of spirituality, and it’s also 

where...you step on the toes of things like religion…because you’re talking 

about...rules of being a good person, not necessarily just a good learner...and 
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you’ll find that when...teachers talk about...their learners being good or not, 

they’ll often talk about their behavior...and whether they come to class on 

time, whether they do their homework, whether they...learn the right number 

of words per week or whatever...and that’s where they’re getting into...the 

same problems that organized religion is...by making it rule-based, and 

defined by what you should and shouldn’t do rather than help learners to 

become...truly aware of what it means to be able to learn a language or 

to...do...to become proficient. (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010) 

 

Alan then challenged the stereotypical contrast between effective 

communicators who supposedly have to be “positive and interact with other people” 

with “the person who sits at the back of the class quietly on their own...and drinks 

everything in and only says one comment per class” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). 

As he laughingly held, “Actually, they’re probably the most self-aware person around 

and they’re...picking their moments rather than the guy at the front who’s constantly 

volunteering rubbish” (Interview 2). The latter type of learner, he added, is by 

conventional wisdom “more likely to be picked out as the active student” (Interview 2). 

Again bringing our discussion back to religion versus spirituality, Alan noted wryly: 
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The good Christian goes to church on Sunday, knows the words to all their 

hymns, and recites the Lord’s Prayer backwards, blah blah blah...well no...the 

good Christian is somebody who treats everybody as if...as a real human 

being...the Good Samaritan...not...the person who the people walk by and 

leave the person lying in the dust. (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010) 

 

As previously mentioned, Alan was exposed to much discussion of spirituality 

while he was an adjunct instructor in the MA (TESOL) program at the Tokyo campus 

of Teacher’s College Columbia University in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Many of 

these deliberations took place within a course on autonomy that Alan was co-teaching 

at the time. As he observed, “Just by talking about autonomy, spirituality automatically 

comes up” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). He emphatically held, too, that “one 

thing I don’t do is promote autonomy. I think it’s too abstract an idea for most people 

to get their heads around” (Interview 2). Rather, in a manner that reminds me of a 

nonjudgmental approach to spirituality, he laughingly spoke of having learners engage 

in “reflective practices, reflecting on their own learning that promotes autonomy by 

doing it, so it’s more leading by example than leading by proselytizing if you like” 

(Interview 2). On the theme of reflective learning, he also told me of asking his 

students, “What kinds of problems do you have in discussions?” and then “building 
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strategies for dealing with those...getting students to try them out...and...after a 

discussion rather than saying ‘OK, next!’ say, ‘Right, let’s think about what we’ve 

done’” (Interview 2). As he insisted:  

I’m trying to get other teachers to do these same kinds of things…that is a 

very alien thing to teachers because they’ve got to get through the textbook, 

gotta get through the curriculum, gotta tick off the boxes and say “Yeah, 

we’ve done this, we’ve done that.” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010) 

 

Comparing the latter teaching approach to religion, Alan further noted with a 

smile, “And the same way the priests say ‘Yeah, it’s Easter. We’re gonna do Jesus 

rising from the grave...it’s Christmas, we have the Nativity to talk about’” (Alan, 

Interview 2, January 2010). He imagined an English teacher saying in a similar fashion, 

“Yeah, this week we’ll talk about Iraq” (Interview 2). He added, “That’s not what the 

point is. The point is...how can we help people to reflect on their lives and to become 

better human beings? And better language learners” (Interview 2). 

 Alan expressed regret, as well, that in view, English language textbooks were  

“still arranged grammatically” and followed a sequence that was defined in the 1960s 

as a way to learn English that is “not necessarily the case as we know” (Alan, 

Interview 2, January 2010). He felt that much of teacher training, including that taking 
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place in TESOL certification courses, is based on “a self-perpetuating belief system” 

(Interview 2) that is accepted based on its familiarity rather than upon research or the 

real needs of learners. He held, too, that members of “little splinter groups” such as 

followers of the Silent Way or notional-functional approaches, which he termed 

“schisms” in a manner that reminded me of rival ecclesiastical denominations, 

“don’t...truly question the bigger beliefs of the larger church” (Interview 2). 

 I ventured with Alan, as well, that one other way to compare religion and 

spirituality in the field of SLE was that teacher observations were often “religious” in 

the sense that they were judgmental and summative rather than “spiritual” in the sense 

of being formative and supportive. Alan heartily agreed, noting, “The person who’s 

observing is telling you what you should be doing...you shouldn’t be doing...so it’s 

about...conforming to sets of rules” (Alan, Interview 2, January 2010). However, he 

was able, along with fellow committee members, to introduce the British Council to a 

type of nonjudgmental system of teacher observations that he had first employed when 

observing MA students’ teaching practica at Teacher’s College Columbia University 

in Tokyo. Instructors who were having their classes observed at the British Council in 

Thailand “found it incredibly useful and interesting developmentally,” Alan asserted 

(Interview 2). He was subsequently able to spur the implementation of this observation 
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protocol internationally throughout the British Council, an impressive achievement 

indeed, given that organization’s size and prestige. 

 The formative rather than summative nature of the teacher observations at the 

British Council is strongly hinted at in the organization’s manual on teacher 

management and guidance (British Council, 2008). The idea that a manager of teachers 

should be a facilitator is buttressed, for instance, by the notion that “A traditional 

manager ‘plans, directs, and controls’ whereas a facilitative manager assists learning 

through discussion and collaborative working” (p. 17). Moreover, teacher-managers 

have been encouraged to provide nurturing feedback on the class observations they 

conduct of teachers: 

After the lesson, the observer writes up observation notes and poses questions 

about the lesson on the observation template. The questions should relate to 

key issues in the lesson and should encourage reflection about both strengths 

and weaknesses of the lesson in relation to the teaching skills. Questions with 

why, how and what are likely to encourage more reflection than yes/no 

questions. (p. 45) 

 

 Alan noted that one of his favorite educational philosophers was John 

Krishnamurti, who, he held, believed that “We’re working in complex dynamic 



 
 

326 

systems...they need complex dynamic solutions to them” (Alan, Interview 2, January 

2010). Alan’s affection for the writings of Krishnamurti is not surprising, given Alan’s 

insistence above that because were no easy solutions to any problems, including how 

to define spirituality, there should not be one prescribed way of teaching, writing 

textbooks, and conducting teacher observations. It is not hard to understand, then, why 

Alan favored de Bono’s “Plus Minus Interesting” (PMI) approach over the affectations 

and pretentiousness of teaching debate skills or asking students simply, “Do you 

agree? Why or why not?” Krishnamurti set up alternative institutions of learning in 

India in the 1960s along the lines of the Montessori schools. Teachers and learners at 

these institutions were, Alan held, “looking at different ways of...learning and working 

in...real experiential learning environments...but dealing with the whole child...the 

physical, the spiritual, the communicative...all at the same time” (Interview 2). 

To conclude, given Alan’s admiration for the teachings of Krishnamurti, it is 

not surprising to me that despite his initial reluctance to define the term “spirituality,” 

he has nonetheless taken a highly connective, complex, and non rule-governed (and 

therefore non “religious”) approach to his own philosophy of education and teacher 

training. Moreover, his view that curricula and teaching evaluations imposed from on 

high tended, like religion, not to take the needs of adherents (or learners) into account 
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might be seen as a reflection of Alan’s desire to meet the needs of students and 

teacher-trainees on an emergent basis, as was illustrated in the aforementioned 

narrative that portrayed him gently guiding a group of teacher trainees to see that an 

activity that they were planning for the fun of it did not meet the set objectives for the 

lesson. Hence, like Andrew and Bart, although Alan did not necessarily view his 

philosophy of education to be overtly spiritual in nature, it could certainly be seen as 

such by outside observers. 

 

Conclusions and Reflections on This Chapter 

 As I analyzed the interview data for this chapter thematically (Riessman, 

2008), three unique features about my encounters with Alan, Bart, and Andrew made 

these participants stand apart from the others. First, I have been looking at much of my 

interview data through the lens of transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000). 

However, the proponents of this framework stated that truly profound learning occurs 

when the deeply held assumptions of teachers or students are challenged and changed. 

Unlike the interviewees in the previous two chapters, though, there is little evidence 

here of external events that challenged the preconceived notions that these three 

interviewees held of spirituality or language teaching. Perhaps the closest would be 
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Alan’s questioning of the existence of God at the age of 11 or 12, but this appears to 

have been a self-initiated, gradual process rather than some earth-shattering event 

initiated from outside. Admittedly, however, as with Doug’s gradual questioning of the 

theologically conservative beliefs of his parents, transformative learning theory does 

allow for gradual change (Mezirow, 2000). 

 Second, there was more variation in the spiritual views of these three 

interviewees than among any of those in the two previous chapters. For instance, Alan 

was more explicit than any of my other informants about the nonexistence of a divine 

being. The participants in Chapters 4 and 5 (with the exception of Nancy, who held 

decidedly theistic views) expressed agnosticism on the subject or simply didn’t address 

it. Among the three participants in this chapter, Bart, in contrast to Alan, was the most 

overtly theistic. Andrew, for his part, preferred to define his spiritual or religious views 

in terms of his cultural upbringing. Perhaps the variety in the beliefs of these three 

participants is not surprising, given the assertion by many scholars, traditional and 

modern (James, 1902/2010; Nash, 2001) that there are as many interpretations of 

“religion” and “spirituality” as there are individuals on this planet. 

 Finally, as we have seen, all three of these informants preferred to link their 

spiritual (or in the case of Bart) religious views indirectly rather than directly to their 
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lives and their teaching. However, despite the wide variety of spiritual or religious 

views held by the three informants in this chapter, all appeared to have a peaceful 

outlook toward their busy lives. Moreover, all three sought to challenge the status quo 

in some way. Bart had reservations about the unfairness of many entrance exams in 

Japan, writing about this in some of his academic publications. Andrew, for his part, 

questioned the way that some professors in Japan gave their learners a course grade 

based upon only one test. Moreover, he has challenged his learners regarding their 

views on culture by using film and other tools to guide them into thinking about this 

important subject in multifaceted and nuanced ways. Finally, Alan has been 

interrogating what he feels has been the overly rule-governed way that language is 

taught and language educators are trained. 
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CHAPTER 7 
DISCUSSION: TRANSFORMATION, ETHICS, AND CONNECTION 

 

Introduction 

 I open this chapter by restating the research questions for this inquiry. Next, I 

summarize the results of the study, explained in greater detail in the previous three 

chapters. Then, I outline how, despite the varying responses of my nine participants to 

the questions I posed them, three common themes emerged: transformation, ethics, and 

connection. In the subsequent section of the chapter, I focus on the topic of 

transformation as it relates to the first research question. Following this, I turn to a 

discussion of all three of the important subjects in the title of this chapter as they relate 

to the second and third research questions. 

 

Research Questions 

 Once again, I remind readers that I examined the following research questions 

in this study: 

1. What were the major turning points in various L2 educators’ spiritual 

journeys from childhood to the present day (whether or not they identified 

these as “spiritual”)? 
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2. How did they feel that their spiritual beliefs, however defined, affected their 

teaching? 

3. What evidence, in addition to the participants’ self-reports through 

interviews, reveals the possible influence of their beliefs on their 

pedagogical practices? 

 

Summary of the Findings 

 In the three previous chapters, I performed thematic analyses (Riessman, 2008) 

and structural analyses (Gee, 2005; Riessman, 2008) of my respondents’ interview 

transcript data, and, where possible, I triangulated these results with some of the 

participants’ syllabuses, teaching materials, and academic publications in order to 

suggest answers to the second and third research questions. In so doing, I demonstrated 

that the gradual rejection by Doug, Jackie, and Nancy of much of the Christian 

orthodoxy prominent in their upbringing prompted them to be open-minded educators 

who promoted social justice in their L2 classrooms. In the subsequent chapter, we saw 

how difficult times led Mauricio, Maiko, and Ms. Sida to embrace spiritual values 

related to compassion. The religious traditions of their childhood that in their youth 

primarily represented cultural values turned into deeply held spiritual beliefs when, as 
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adults, they were confronted with personal crises. All three of them connected their 

spiritual ways of thinking to their classroom practices by engaging open-mindedly and 

compassionately with their learners. Regarding Chapter 6, in which I grouped Bart, 

Andrew and Alan, I suggested more complex answers to the research questions. For 

example, these three educators recalled no turning points in their spiritual journeys, 

and their views on the nature of spirituality itself varied greatly from each other, as 

well as from those of the other six respondents. With regard to the second and third 

research questions, for example, Alan, Bart, and Andrew hesitated to employ the term 

“spiritual” in relation to their pedagogy, holding that the word was difficult for them to 

define. This is in direct contrast to my six other informants, as well as the ten 

evangelical Christian ESOL teacher-trainees in their twenties interviewed by Varghese 

and Johnston (2007) who, to remind readers, “all said that their teaching and their 

religious beliefs were thoroughly intertwined” (p. 21). 

 

Commonalities Among Participants 

 Despite the different findings among my nine respondents regarding the three 

research questions, most of them experienced personal transformations that carried 

over into their teaching practices. As such, the majority told narratives related to inner 
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spiritual transformation (Re: Research Question 1) or within themselves or their 

students vis-à-vis pedagogy and learning (Re: Research Questions 2 and 3). In addition, 

all participants demonstrated strong commitments to ethics. These morals carried over 

into their teaching practices, as demonstrated by many of their classroom materials, 

syllabuses, and publications. Moreover, as shown by their written materials and 

interview transcripts, the great majority of my informants expressed a desire to foster 

connection, a significant part of which was promoting a nurturing environment in their 

classrooms. 

 In this chapter, then, I focus not only on the differences, but also on the 

commonalities of the nine teachers concerning the themes of personal transformation, 

ethics, and connection. While discussing these areas, I bring in relevant literature on 

teacher education, educational philosophy, and applied linguistics, much of which I 

reviewed earlier in this study. As to the theme of transformation, I refer again to some  

theoretical literature, particularly that related to transformative learning theory (e.g., 

Mezirow, 2000), the conceptual lens through which I have analyzed much of the data 

for this study. When considering ethics and connection, I endeavor, as well, to 

compare and contrast the results of this inquiry with the few similar endeavors in 

general education (e.g., Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell and Tolliver, 2003) and second 
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language education (Varghese & Johnston, 2007). Moreover, I cite related theoretical 

work in educational philosophy (e.g., Freire, 1970; Johnston, 2003; Nash, 2001, 2002; 

Noddings, 2002, 2006). 

 

Research Question One: Turning Points as Transformation 

 Underlying the high ethical standards and desire to foster connection possessed 

by my informants is, in the case of most of them, transformation. As to the first 

research question, I have examined, through structural and thematic analyses (Gee, 

2005; Riessman, 2008) of the spiritual turning points in their lives, their narratives of 

transformation over time as spiritual beings. I begin my discussion below regarding the 

transformation in the spiritual views of some of my informants with a review of the 

essence of transformative learning theory. Next, I remind readers of some ways in 

which Doug, Nancy, and Jackie experienced incremental transformations to certain of 

their spiritual views. I then discuss how, by contrast, other spiritual changes, such as 

some of those experienced by Jackie and Maiko, were epochal. 

 Let us recall that in Mezirow’s model (1978, 2000) of transformative learning, 

greatly heightened understanding occurs when someone is faced with what Mezirow 

(2000) has termed a “disorienting dilemma” (p. 22), an event in which a preconceived 
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notion is challenged. Based upon empirical, longitudinal research on a group of adult 

students who entered community college after a long absence from formal schooling, 

Mezirow (1978) concluded that by critically reflecting and often engaging in dialogue, 

these learners integrated into their world-views optimistic new perspectives on learning. 

These shifts in perspective were triggered by the disorienting dilemmas they faced 

upon reentering a formal schooling environment after a prolonged absence. Hence, 

Mezirow (2000) summarized transformative learning as “the process of using a prior 

interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s 

experience as a guide to future action” (p. 5). He held, that “taken for granted frames 

of reference” (2003, p. 62) that are challenged and changed when adult learners engage 

in the critical reflection and dialogue integral to transformative learning can include 

religious doctrines. 

 This was certainly the case for Doug, Jackie, and Nancy. The orthodox views 

that Doug and Nancy had earlier held of Christianity (and in Jackie’s case, a more 

moderate view of this religion’s doctrines) were rooted in childhood. However, as 

Mezirow (2000) averred, and as appeared to be the case for these three participants, at 

least in terms of religion, “Interpretations and opinions that may have worked for us as 

children often do not as adults” (p. 4). Let us recall that Doug was the child of rather 
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orthodox missionary parents, and as such, the threat of hell hung implicitly in the air. 

Jackie, for her part, grew up in a mainstream Methodist church, most of whose 

adherents she felt joylessly followed their faith. Nancy was troubled by the traditional 

Christian belief that non-Christians, such as her close Jewish friend, were “doomed,” 

as she put it, to eternal hellfire (Nancy, Interview 1, October 2005). Events in her life 

such as a trip to Japan in junior high school, a voyage during which she was exposed to 

Buddhist worldviews, gradually made her question this exclusivist doctrine. 

Furthermore, her introduction to the Baha’i faith in college and again as a teacher in 

Japan reinforced this questioning, for as she pointed out, Baha’is believe that there are 

many paths to the divine. In a narrative study of ten Baha’i women (Chin, 2006), the 

author found that like Nancy, many of them were challenged by Baha’i teachings to be 

more inclusive than their Christian traditions had previously taught them. The 

broadening of the horizons of Nancy, Doug, and Jackie is an example of what Mezirow 

(2000) termed an “incremental” (p. 31) transformation to “habits of mind.” As Doug 

mentioned to me during our final interview, his reading of liberal theologians as a 

young seminarian slowly convinced him that there were paths to enlightenment outside 

of the Christian faith. 
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On the other hand, it appears that a few of my informants also encountered 

“epochal” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 31) transformations to some of their dearly held notions. 

For instance, although Jackie explored many spiritual traditions, her experience of 

shaktipat was a rather sudden event resulting, in part, in her feeling a profound love for 

those around her while she was riding on a train. Moreover, we saw that the breakup of 

Mauricio’s mother’s marriage forced Mauricio and his sister to abruptly become 

confidants to their mother, roles they had not until that time been accustomed to 

playing. The death of Ms. Sida’s mother resulted in this informant’s swift 

transformation of herself from a “Miss Can-do,” as she put it, to a position of 

vulnerability (Ms. Sida, Interview 1, September 2008). This event, as well as a 

diagnosis of cancer that later turned out to be mistaken, prompted a transformative 

shift in this teacher’s view of Buddhism from merely a series of rituals to that of a 

source of comfort, which she found through the practices of meditation and prayer.  

 The happenings described herein also bring to mind the following assertion by 

Mezirow (2000): “The most significant and emotionally exacting transformations 

involve a critique of previously unexamined premises regarding one’s self” (p. 22). As 

with Ms. Sida, this was clearly the case with Maiko, whose loss of a job prompted her 

to take refuge in the teachings of Daizoshu Buddhism, a tenet of which is to look upon 
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personal crises as opportunities. This new outlook helped Maiko, who was originally, 

as she said, “devastated” by the nonrenewal of her contract, to realize later that had she 

not lost her position at this tertiary institution, she would never have had the chance to 

work in a more secure and fulfilling tenure-track position (Maiko, Interview 1, 

December 2008). 

 

Research Questions Two and Three:  
Transformation, Ethics, and Connection  

Transformation 

 I now turn to the topic of transformation as it relates to some of the findings of 

my second research question concerning how my informants connected their spiritual 

views, however defined, with their classroom practices, as well as my third question in 

which I examined participants’ written documents as supporting evidence of such 

liaisons. As noted in the three previous chapters, all of the transformations outlined 

below sprang from the spiritual beliefs of my informants. Initially, I discuss how, as 

seen in the cases of Jackie and Maiko, students can often strongly challenge their 

teachers to question views that educators themselves they might hold. I then examine 

the reverse: first, cases whereby Doug and Nancy challenged their learners to 

transform their ways of thinking in a social-emancipatory manner, and then ways in 
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which Mauricio, Andrew, and Alan tried to foster critical reflection in their students on 

a variety of issues. Finally, I suggest how small changes over time to the thinking of 

Bart, Alan, and Andrew could conceivably prompt transformative learning theorists to 

challenge the notion common to this framework that when adults question their dearly 

held assumptions, this is always life-altering and dramatic for them. 

 Jackie was transformed in the way that she viewed the motivation of her 

learners. In one sense, this change was incremental, for it took place during her 

doctoral dissertation research, during which she observed that her high school aged 

participants showed far more motivation to study English outside of their regular 

classrooms than in school itself. However, the change was also epochal, as 

demonstrated when she saw snails in trees, where they were not supposed to be. This 

occurrence reminded her that learners often display motivation in the most unexpected 

situations. Such a multifaceted change in Jackie’s thinking points to the complexity of 

the transformational process, which also varies greatly between individuals. For 

instance, Maiko’s initial trepidation of a potentially confrontational classroom 

discussion on racism turned into a publication when she was challenged by a student to 

think and write about victory narratives. Reflecting on this experience, she held that if 
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she approached her learners with respect, they would eventually understand her point 

of view. 

 The findings in my study also demonstrated reverse cases to those explicated 

above. That is to say, by taking issue with some of their learners’ deeply held 

assumptions, teachers can also be agents of transformation. The desire of Maiko, Doug, 

and Nancy to challenge their learners, as well as themselves, to forge lifestyles more 

viable to the preservation of the planet and the human race is testament to the 

social-emancipatory (Freire, 1992), cultural-spiritual (Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) 

dimensions of transformative learning theory. More recently, Mezirow himself has also 

recognized that spirituality is important to transformative learning theory (Dirkx, 

Mezirow, & Cranton, 2006), despite having been criticized earlier (e.g., Dirkx, 1997) 

for holding a view of the theory that some felt was overly rational (i.e., discounting 

intuitive dimensions of transformation) and individualistic. The social-emancipatory 

aspect of transformation was evident in Doug’s narrative of his MA (TESL) learner 

who, after hearing just a 15-minute lecture by Doug on social responsibility in 

language teaching, decided to write an entire research paper devoted to the subject. As 

Mezirow (2000) insisted, too, when elaborating upon the dialogic process of 

transformation, “It is essential to seek out and encourage viewpoints that challenge 
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prevailing norms of the dominant culture in matters of class, race, gender, technology, 

and environmental protection” (p. 12). Nancy displayed a fine example of this when, 

by distributing newspaper articles about Japanese whistle-blowers, she challenged the 

stereotype of some of her Japanese learners that informing the authorities, media, and 

public about corrupt corporate practices was not a part of Japanese culture. The 

aforementioned instances regarding Doug and Nancy also suggest that transformation 

can occur not only within educators, but also inside their learners as a result of 

teaching practices in which instructors encourage their charges to challenge entrenched 

habits of mind.  

 As to the transformative power of this paradigm for learners, Mezirow (2003) 

asserted: 

Creating the conditions for and the skills of effective adult reasoning and the 

disposition for transformative learning―including critical reflection and 

dialectical discourse―is the essence of adult education and defines the role of 

the adult educator, both as a facilitator of reasoning in a learning situation and a 

cultural activist fostering the social, economic, and political conditions required 

for fuller, freer participation in critical reflection and discourse by all adults in a 

democratic society. (pp. 62-63) 
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 We saw earlier a particularly dramatic instance of Mauricio fostering “critical 

reflection and discourse” when he strongly questioned the notion of one of his learners 

that she was not good at English, and she subsequently bumped into the classroom door 

in surprise at his assertion. He has also promoted a connective and transformative 

atmosphere in his group writing tutorials by helping students collaborate on writing 

assignments, as well as by emphasizing process over product. This initiative on 

Mauricio’s part has gone against the grain of his department’s integrated, GPA-oriented 

curriculum, but has been a pleasant experience for both him and his learners. As to 

Nancy, she has urged her students to find the heroes or heroines within themselves by 

challenging them to think critically and ethically about culture, human interactions, and 

spirituality. Similarly, Andrew, through his screening of movies such as Witness and 

Lost in Translation, gently prodded his learners to think beyond the us-them 

dichotomies prevalent in some intercultural communication paradigms.  

 Mezirow (2000) held, too, that adult educators who sought to foster 

transformation in their learners should help them to “critically assess the validity of 

norms from alternative perspectives, arrive at best tentative judgments through 

discourse, and effectively act on them” (p. 31). Alan, for his part, related a narrative in 

which he encouraged some of his teacher trainees to “critically assess” whether or not 
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an exercise they had planned for their learners matched the learning outcomes that they 

had previously set. Despite these trainees’ insistence that their activity would be 

interesting, they finally agreed that it did not, in fact, fit the learner goals that they had 

originally envisioned for the lesson. 

 Moreover, in my first interview with Alan, he expressed a strong preference for 

the consensus building embodied in deBono’s “Plus Minus Interesting” model of 

discussion over the thrust and parry of debate. Mezirow (2000), too, citing Tannen’s 

(1998) decrying of the argumentative culture predominant in the West, noted, 

“Tannen’s analysis of our argument culture is a valuable sourcebook for those who 

would facilitate transformative learning and have a priority in helping adults learn how 

to move from self-serving debate to empathetic listening and informed constructive 

discourse” (p. 12). Of course, learners’ passion for certain topics can naturally help 

facilitate fluency. Also, argument and debate are often a source of decision-making in 

the real world. Notwithstanding, as Doug has pointed out (Brown, 2007b), there are 

certain expressions that L2 educators should consider teaching students (e.g., “I see 

your point, but…”), such that the learners are politely challenging an idea rather than 

insulting an interlocutor. In this way, debate can be empathetic and constructive rather 

than destructive and, as Mezirow, cited above, put it, “self-serving.” We have already 
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seen other examples (among them, Andrew in his facilitation of his learners’ 

discussions regarding culture in certain movies) of how my other informants 

enthusiastically tried to promote “empathetic listening and informed constructive 

discourse” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 12) among their learners.22  

 This brings me to another important point regarding Alan, Andrew and Bart. 

That is to say, unlike my other six informants, none of these three spoke of having 

experienced paradigm shifts to their spiritual or pedagogical viewpoints. Mezirow 

(2000) and other theorists in transformative learning (e.g., Taylor, 2000; Tisdell & 

Tolliver, 2003) have tended to view transformations, spiritual or otherwise, to be 

life-altering events. This certainly appeared to be true of some of the transformations in 

spiritual thinking and attitudes to pedagogy experienced by the six informants in 

Chapters 4 and 5, but it seemed less so for Alan, Andrew, and Bart. 

 Nonetheless, my data indicated minor transformations to how Alan and Andrew 

thought about spirituality and teaching. For instance, although Alan eschewed any 

definition of the term “spirituality” during the initial stages of our first interview, the 

next time we talked, he expressed a great deal of affinity with Palmer’s (2003) 

elucidation of this word. Moreover, even though Andrew hesitated at first to apply the 

                                                   
22 Bart was a possible exception, though I am not entirely sure because we never broached the subject of 
how he facilitated discussions in his EFL classes in Japan. 



 
 

345 

term “spiritual” to himself, he nevertheless reflected that perhaps there were elements 

of spirituality in his love of nature and his hope that he would help his learners see 

multiple sides to intercultural dilemmas. Even Bart, who at the beginning of our initial 

interview, was loath to perceive any connections between his Catholic faith and his 

teaching, later held that because his faith taught him patience, this forbearance 

manifested itself in positive ways in his interactions with those learners who tended to 

be late to class or otherwise disruptive. 

 Thus, the changes to the thinking of these three participants were perhaps 

incremental, even occurring within the interviews themselves. However, although they 

were not life-altering events in the tradition of transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000) 

they were, nonetheless, significant changes. Perhaps one implication of this finding for 

transformative learning theory itself is that followers of the framework could ponder 

the significance of seemingly small changes. It is evident, too, that as we saw with 

Doug’s rejection of orthodox Christianity in favor of “Christian agnosticism” 

(Weatherhead, 1965), small changes can accrue over time to add up to large shifts in 

perspective or worldview. Although transformative learning theorists have 

acknowledged this, they have tended to focus more on supposedly epochal, dramatic, or 

sudden shifts in thinking. One never knows, after all, what epochal perspective shifts 
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may be in the future for three participants. It should be noted, too, that there might well 

have been dramatic changes to their thinking in life domains other than spirituality or 

educational philosophy. The research questions for this study, however, were limited to 

these two areas. 

 With regard to Alan, Bart, and Andrew, then, they might not have experienced 

dramatic or life-altering views on spirituality and pedagogy, but this does not make 

their views or experiences any less valuable than those of the other six participants. 

Hence, emancipatory education or teaching for social responsibility in TESOL circles 

need not focus solely on effecting dramatic shifts of thinking within learners or teachers. 

As Alan rightly noted, change imposed from above does not work. Johnston (1999) 

criticized certain aspects of Freirean critical pedagogy for being top-down and 

demagogic. As to spirituality, Elizabeth Tisdell (Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) averred that 

in having her adult learners connect with an emancipatory spirituality that helped them 

combat within themselves their marginalized status within American society as ethnic 

minorities, she rarely mentioned the word “spirituality.” Rather, she introduced, in an 

unthreatening manner, cultural symbols with which her learners could deeply connect, 

such as graphic art, poetry, or music. As she observed, “the most transformative times 

have been when I get out of the way and let students facilitate these activities without 
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intervention” (p. 388). Unfortunately, unlike in general education (e.g., Noddings, 

2006; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003) none of the theoretical or empirical work on religion, 

spirituality and pedagogy of which I am aware in second language education (e.g., 

Smith & Carvill, 2000; Varghese & Johnston, 2007; Wong & Canagarajah, 2009) has 

advocated the facilitation of classroom discussions or connective activities related to 

spirituality. 

 

Ethics 

 It is difficult to discuss religion, spirituality, or teaching itself without 

encountering challenging dilemmas related to ethics. At the macrolevel is the problem 

of whether or to what extent one need profess spiritual values in order to practice an 

ethical lifestyle. I discuss this vexing question first below. Next, I present quotes from 

my transcripts indicating that even when some teachers might not view certain ethical 

acts to be spiritual, such deeds can nonetheless be perceived by others to be spiritual. 

This observation has not been discussed in previous literature related to teacher 

spirituality (e.g., Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003). I then outline the ethical issues most 

commonly arising in the stories of my participants as they relate to the second and 

third research questions. These include the desire of many of my interviewees not to be 
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arrogant and, in a related manner, to be willing to learn from their students. Next, I 

outline a common ethic held by some of my participants when promoting effective 

intercultural communication to their charges. That is to say, it has been important for 

them to help their learners find a middle ground. Following this, I expound upon the 

related ethics of critical pedagogy and teaching for social responsibility springing from 

the spiritual beliefs of some of my informants. I also examine literature from general 

education and TESOL related to this theme. Finally, I underline the importance to 

many of my informants of the ethic of meeting learners’ needs. 

 Nash (2001) has pointed out that the word “spiritual” derives from the Latin 

root spirare, meaning to breathe the breath of life, and that for people who reject the 

“institutional excesses of organized religion” (p. 25) as he put it, “spirituality, more 

than religion, emphasizes the vital principle or animating force within all living beings, 

the ‘breath of life’ that is incorporeal, the force that makes us truly what we are.” 

Nowhere here did Nash suggest that this “breath” need be a divine being or even an 

impersonal supernatural force (Sagan, 1996).23  

 Hence, it is clear that a belief in a divine being or even an inanimate, 

supernatural force holding the universe together is not a prerequisite for spirituality, 

                                                   
23 Throughout this volume and others (e.g., Nash, 2002, 2008), however, Nash did express a profound 

respect for people holding a variety of spiritual or religious views, including conservative theistic ones. 
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nor is the observance of a given religious ritual. Further, as to ethics, it has been argued 

from the point of view of evolutionary biology (Dawkins, 2006; Hitchens, 2007) that 

high moral standards can most certainly be practiced without reference to the 

supernatural. As Dawkins and Hitchens have observed, for example, it is in our interest 

to care for one another as a means of protecting and propagating the human species. In 

TESOL and Applied Linguistics circles, too, it has been pointed out that ethics need 

not be tied to any form of religious belief (Hafernik, Messerschmidt, & Vandrick, 

2002). The authors of the aforementioned work, though insisting, as did Johnston 

(2003) and Noddings (2002) that at its core, teaching is a profoundly moral 

undertaking, cited the Dalai Lama (1999b, p. 28) as follows: “Religion can help us 

establish basic ethical principles. Yet we can still talk about ethics and morality 

without having recourse to religion.” Johnston (2003) openly acknowledged his 

atheism, yet in the same work, he was passionate about promoting ethics in such areas 

as teacher development, classroom interaction, and learner assessment. Hence, my 

participant Alan, who held that he could be a good person, yet not believe in God or 

religion, still demonstrated a strong sense of ethics by, for instance, playing a pivotal 

role in introducing nonjudgmental teacher observations internationally to the British 

Council. As he asserted in one of his earlier publications, “If we are committed enough 
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to our ideas for change, and are willing to learn about our teaching contexts, we can 

have an influence beyond our individual classrooms” (Mackenzie, 2001, p. 232). In 

contrast to Alan, Nancy explicitly tied her ethic of pluralism and her attempts to 

promote this value to her learners with her Baha’i faith. Alan had no religious 

affiliation or belief in God, but Nancy linked her theism and pedagogical views 

directly to her Baha’i values. Each of these two informants, however, could be said to 

be committing spiritual acts, particularly if one views spirituality in terms of Sagan’s 

(1996) recognition of the importance of a sense of wonder or of connectivity (Palmer, 

2003). 

 This raises another issue that authors of previous empirical studies on teacher 

spirituality and religion (e.g., Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003; Varghese 

& Johnston, 2007) have not addressed. That is to say, even if certain educators do not 

see their own ethical conduct as spiritual in nature, their ethical teaching can 

nonetheless be viewed by peers as spiritual. Moreover, in the aforementioned studies, 

most of the participants directly connected their spiritual beliefs with their teaching 

practices. I have already cited this vis-à-vis Varghese and Johnston’s (2007) Christian 

informants, but Tisdell and Tolliver also insisted that for all 31 of their participants, 

who hailed from a wide variety of religious traditions, “their adult spirituality (based 
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on either a reappropriation of the religious tradition of their childhood or a different 

spirituality) strongly motivated them to do their cultural work” (p. 376). In a 

qualitative study involving fifty public school educators in the United States (Pajak & 

Blase, 1989), the authors asked the participants about a number of personal factors, 

ranging from family relationships to socio-economic status to spirituality, and to what 

extent these educators felt that these influenced their teaching. Twenty-three of them 

cited their spiritual beliefs as factors that had a positive effect on their teaching. This 

was the fifth most popular response regarding positive components impacting their 

pedagogy, and as such was only behind parenting, marriage24, personal traits, and 

personal interests. Their participants’ spiritual beliefs, according to the authors, 

“increased caring, accepting, patience, and trusting relationships” (p. 288) of the 

teachers towards their pupils. 

 In my study, by contrast, Bart, as we have seen, was reluctant to directly 

connect his views on the unfairness of entrance examinations in Japan to his Catholic 

faith. In a similar manner, Andrew was not sure whether or not his notion of fair 

classroom grading or his efforts to provide scaffolding to learners were spiritual. 

                                                   
24 Not surprisingly, the participants also reported some negative effects of marriage upon their teaching. 

No participants mentioned any negative affects of spirituality on their pedagogy. 
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Nonetheless, these could certainly be seen as spiritual deeds by those equating 

spirituality to a connection with something beyond the ego (Palmer, 2003). 

 Another recurring ethical theme was that many of my participants, in both their 

teaching and their writing, have eschewed arrogant, omniscient attitudes. We saw that 

Doug in his publications (e.g., 2007a) and in our interviews celebrated the “mystery 

and confusion” (Doug, Interview 2, March 2007) inherent to Second Language 

Acquisition. In a manner similar to Doug’s agnosticism, which we again recall derives 

from the Greek root meaning of “not to know,” Mauricio was unafraid to admit to 

himself and to his students that he didn’t have all the answers. He was happy, for 

instance, in his classes or his writing tutorials with students, to have them teach him 

about Japanese otaku culture or about baseball. Among other well-known educators 

who have professed a form of spirituality to be important to them, hooks (1994) 

discussed at length her joy at having gained so much knowledge from her students. 

Jackie was loath to act in an omniscient manner toward her learners, having learned on 

a yoga retreat during which she unexpectedly saw snails perched high in trees, not to 

be dismissive or judgmental regarding the motivation of her students. In a similar 

manner, Alan strongly questioned much of the received wisdom among TESOL 

educators regarding the qualities constituting a good learner. Harklau (2000) 
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documented how North American ESL learners often resisted the stereotypes 

administrators have of them. Hence, one aspect of ethical teaching that L2 researchers 

and educators could conceivably glean from this study, whether or not they profess a 

form of spirituality, is not to judge their students too harshly and to remember that they 

can learn much from them. No other study on teacher spirituality and pedagogy of 

which I am aware addresses this point. 

 As to ethical principles regarding instruction in intercultural communication, 

both Andrew and Nancy connected their spiritual beliefs with their pedagogical 

practices, though Nancy did so more overtly through her use of PowerPoint show on 

spirituality. This presentation was a tool she used to prompt her students to ponder the 

world’s major faiths. She thus held that the pluralism encouraged by her fellow Baha’is 

carried over into the classroom, as well as into her research. Moreover, Andrew’s 

insistence that he was “certainly not a fundamentalist” (Andrew, Interview 1, August 

2008) appears to have influenced how he tried to promote among his learners a 

compromising attitude toward culture. He screened and had his learners discuss the 

movie Witness, in which a non-Amish policeman and Amish community members 

must find some middle ground. Andrew has also sought to encourage his learners to 

move beyond the common dualistic view of Japanese vs. Western culture. Similarly, in 
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some of the scant TESOL literature on values education, the authors have encouraged 

teachers to nudge their learners in a direction of developing a critical approach to the 

study of culture (e.g., Hafernik, Messerschmidt, & Vandrick, 2002). The desire 

expressed by Andrew and many other educators to help learners find a middle ground 

on culture and other potentially divisive topics has been succinctly encapsulated in one 

of Doug’s recent challenges to L2 educators: “Can English language teachers facilitate 

the formation of classroom communities of learners who critically examine moral, 

ethical, political and religious issues surrounding them, and so do sensitively, without 

pushing a personal subversive agenda?” (Brown, 2009b, p. 267). 

 Similarly, although cautioning educators not to impose agendas, even well 

meaning ones related to social justice (Brown, 2007b, 2009b), we have already seen 

that Doug has been a strong proponent of the ethic of teaching for social responsibility. 

He was one of the founding members of the TESOL organization’s TESOLers for 

Social Responsibility (TSR) interest section. That educators in this study, such as Doug 

and Maiko, have professed that their hopes for a more just and peaceful world sprang 

from their spiritual beliefs is not surprising. After all, Paulo Freire, the founder of 

critical pedagogy, was strongly swayed by Catholic liberation theology to empower 

impoverished peasants in Brazil by teaching them the specific Portuguese vocabulary 
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and phrases that would enable them to challenge their oppression by Brazil’s 

dictatorial regime (Freire, 1970; Kristjánsson, 2007). As with Freire, Doug has been 

able, though his MA (TESOL) classes, his publications, and his presentations, to 

encourage L2 educators to teach for a better world. Similarly, Maiko and Ms. Sida 

were influenced by their Buddhist beliefs to promote open-mindedness among their 

learners to diverse points of view. In like manner, all of the participant-educators in 

Tisdell and Tolliver’s (2003) study, as well as the authors themselves, were 

encouraged, through transformative spiritual development over time, to link narratives 

of their evolving spirituality with their transformative teaching practices. This led the 

researchers to conclude, “…there is a place for spirituality in culturally relevant and 

emancipatory education efforts” (p. 389).  

 Expounding upon the related ethics of critical pedagogy and teaching for social 

responsibility in TESOL circles, Morgan and Vandrick (2009) posited, “ESL 

classrooms are productive settings for the telling of stories that counter official ones” 

(p. 511). Recounting his own narrative of travels to parts of the Arab world where he 

would have been considered an enemy had he ventured there some decades ago, the 

ethnically Jewish Morgan remarked wryly, “It is very difficult to hate someone with 

whom you’ve shared a meal and a sunset, or to destroy their home and neighborhood” 
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(p. 512). He related encouraging his own ESL learners in Toronto to adopt critical 

perspectives to the various media outlets’ viewpoints on major events such as the Iraq 

War and the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001. Though not directly linking his 

own spiritual beliefs to this assignment, Morgan has pointed out elsewhere (Morgan, 

2009b) that although his “sense of being Jewish has become more cultural than 

religious,” (p. xiv) he nonetheless has entertained “the possibility of a powerful and 

creative force in the universe.” This assertion by Morgan reminds me of the 

perceptions held by Maiko and Ms. Sida that Buddhism in their early years was 

primarily a cultural, rather than spiritual, force. At times of crises in adulthood, though, 

they adopted precepts of Buddhism at a more personal level, and these Buddhist ethics 

were subsequently reflected in their dealings with their students, for they both 

encouraged their learners to critically challenge various stereotypes. 

 Lastly, it could be argued that one practice of ethical instruction having wider 

implications for spiritual and global transformation is the meeting of learners’ needs. 

Crookes (2009), for instance, made the following observation regarding Freire: “For 

him, it was important that the curriculum begin with the concerns and interests of the 

students” (p. 184). Hence, Freire and his fellow literacy teachers lived among the rural 

peasants of Brazil in order to determine what core words related more strongly to their 
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learners’ needs. These needs, the critical pedagogues learned, often involved putting 

bread on the table and trying to exact fairer rents from greedy landlords. I have already 

noted how important it was for Mauricio, through his writing tutorials, and for Alan, in 

his teacher training seminars, to focus on the needs of their charges in any given 

moment. Neither of these educators directly linked the meeting of student needs to 

their views on spirituality, but nonetheless, attending to needs is an act of profound 

connection between teacher and learner. As we have seen, connection is the main 

driving force behind Palmer’s (2003) view of spirituality. It is to this theme that I now 

turn. 

 

Connection 

 As already discussed regarding the theme of connection, one third of my 

informants employed this word in relation to their views on the nature of spirituality. 

Even those who used the term “spirituality” least with relation to their teaching 

practices, however, felt that connection was important to their pedagogy. Alan, for 

instance, tried to connect with his teacher-trainees by addressing their needs in 

seminars at the moment that these needs came up. Andrew, for his part, sought to 

connect his learners with the importance of intercultural understanding by using 
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movies about this theme. This common view of some of my participants on the 

importance of connection arose from sidetracks of some of our discussions regarding 

the first research question (i.e., not related to spiritual turning points, but to the 

characteristics of spirituality in general), in which, for instance, Andrew viewed 

connection to nature as possibly being spiritual. Jackie, elaborating on her yoga 

practice, noted that “yoga” meant “union” in Sanskrit. Even the skeptical Alan 

expressed a certain level of comfort with Palmer’s (2003) definition of spirituality, in 

which the author underlined connection as a key component of this construct.  

 That these three viewed spirituality in terms of connection is not surprising, 

given that all of the sixteen adult educators in Tisdell’s (2000) study also did so. In a 

manner that reminded me of Maiko’s assertion in our first interview that negative 

energy or anger directed at another tends to boomerang back, Afua, one of Tisdell’s 

informants, asserted:  

if you believe that you are connected to other beings and other things and you 

share divinity, then you know if you harm somebody else, you’re really 

harming yourself and vice versa, and so you are going to be less likely to harm 

them because you know that’s a part of you. (p. 320) 
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I hasten to point out, too, that as with the previously discussed matter of ethics 

in teaching, one need not embrace any religious or spiritual creed in order to promote 

connection in the classroom. After all, Johnston (2003), an atheist, expressed his 

solidarity with Noddings’s view (2002) that caring is essential to effective teaching. 

Moreover, the four informants in Uchida and Duff’s (1997) case study sought ways to 

compassionately connect with their learners both at the personal, relational level and 

through the use of real-world discussion topics that they felt would be of interest to 

these students. Nowhere in their article, however, is the term “spirituality” employed. 

 It is not remarkable, then, that most of my informants, when discussing matters 

bearing on the second and third research questions, did not hesitate to link their views 

on the importance of personal connection to their teaching practices, as well as their 

written syllabuses, lesson plans, or publications. One telling example of this, which I 

discuss first below, was the need many of them perceived to build community by 

connecting learners with each other and teachers with learners. As already noted, 

Palmer (1999) has viewed such connections to be vital to effective pedagogy. Second, 

I elaborate on solitude as a somewhat paradoxical necessity for the fostering of a 

connective spiritual attitude. Finally, I explicate the conviction expressed by most of 

my participants that the nurturing of learners has been for them the most vital 
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component of the connective aspect of teaching. Much of this was made manifest in 

the genuine empathy that my participants demonstrated to their learners. In this section, 

then, I devote the most space to the theme of nurturing because my informants 

discussed this topic most extensively when they mentioned connection. Moreover, as 

previously observed, philosophers of education (e.g., Crookes, 2009; Johnston, 2003; 

Nash, 2001, 2002; Noddings, 2002) have argued that caring is perhaps the most 

important component of effective pedagogy. 

 One important aspect of spiritual connection is the building of community. In 

Buddhism, the sangha, or community of devotees, is important for both personal and 

communal spiritual growth. Ms. Sida, as we saw, directly linked the idea of the sangha 

with Vygotsy’s views on scaffolding. As Adarkar and Keiser (2007) held, “What is 

crucial is that the Buddha was committed to the notion of community, just as we try to 

build community among our colleagues and in our classrooms” (p. 253). Andrew did 

not make such a direct link but nonetheless has viewed scaffolding and mutual support 

among learners as important to his classroom practices. Jackie, as we have seen, 

endeavored to connect learners with similar interests. In TESOL circles, Wong (2006, 

p. 46), citing Tu (1985, p. 19) has made a convincing case for linking Confucian values 

with the need to learn in community: “ultimate self-transformation, rather than being a 
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lonely quest for one’s spirituality, is a communal act.” We saw how Maiko was able to 

turn the devastating loss of a job into an optimistic outlook on life through the help of 

friends in her Daizoshu sect. I am reminded, too, of Ms. Sida’s citing of the Buddhist 

sangha in conjunction with Vygotsky’s emphasis on scaffolding when reading Wong’s 

remark, again referring to Confucian teachings, that “inner strength develops not in 

isolation but in dialogic relationship with others” (p. 46). 

 Despite being outwardly in contrast to the ideal of sangha, or community, 

solitude is important for the fostering of one’s spiritual connective capacities. To this 

end, and buttressed by the views of some of my participants on this matter, as well as 

the notions of the educational philosophers and spiritual sages cited below, I would 

argue that in order for effective nurturing to take place, solitude, time taken to oneself 

to recharge one’s batteries, is vital. Hooks (1994), for instance, was happy to admit that 

due to her commitment to engaged pedagogy, “I have begun to need time away from 

the classroom” (pp. 202-203). Also regarding the need for solitude, Noddings (2003, p. 

175) cited Anne Morrow Lindbergh (1955, p. 52) thus: “‘Every person, especially 

every woman, should be alone sometime during the year, some part of the week, and 

each day.’” As Noddings put it too, “Finding the spiritual in everyday occasions may 

lead us to withdraw from public life” (p. 176). Among other spiritual leaders, the 
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Buddha and Jesus were thought to have taken long retreats from their disciples not 

only in order to commune with a higher reality, but also so that they could be 

well-rested and therefore better able to care for their charges. We have seen already 

that Andrew and Mauricio viewed time to themselves to be precious. Moreover, given 

the high burnout rate in the caring professions, including teaching, the practice of 

solitude is one discipline that educators everywhere, whether or not they view 

themselves to be spiritual, might do well to borrow from the spiritual traditions. It is, 

after all, difficult to practice the ethic of caring for one’s students which Noddings 

(2002), Johnston (2003), as well as many of my participants have cited as critical, if 

one does not engage in the ethical imperative of being kind to oneself by taking 

much-needed solitary breaks. As Miller (2000) quipped, lamenting the North American 

educational system’s lack of respect for silence and solitude, “Our culture is drowning 

in sound bites and chatter. The more we talk, the less we hear” (p. 136). 

 This brings me to the third, and arguably most important, major theme touching 

on connection: that of compassionate nurturing. As Nash (2002) has pointed out, 

referring to the Greek root of “compassion,” “Etymologically, compassio means to 

suffer with the other, to reach out, to feel deeply, to absorb the pain” (p. 209). Empathy, 

a strong form of nurturing, is strongly indicated in the preceding definition. We have 
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already noted how Jackie, Maiko, and Doug displayed empathy for those with whom 

they disagreed. Compassion is also one important way that teachers can connect with 

students. As seen earlier, Mauricio displayed genuine sensitivity to his learner who 

thought that her English skills were inadequate. He did so by praising her ability, 

insisting that she and many of her fellow students knew far more English than many of 

the teachers at that same university would have known a foreign language at her age. 

As to Bart, he showed great understanding for his Japanese university learners who 

were late or didn’t at times give their best effort in class by remembering that when he 

himself was an undergraduate student, he occasionally did not live up to such high 

standards. Similarly, Jackie learned not to misjudge the motivation of learners from 

outward appearances of supposedly uninterested behavior. The importance of 

compassion in education has been underlined by many scholars and sages, from the 

Dalai Lama’s (1999a) writings concerning the education of the heart that he felt was 

lacking in the West to Johnston’s (2003) and Noddings’s (2002) underlining of the 

ethic of caring as fundamentally basic to teaching.  

 Clearly, Alan, Maiko, and the other participants in my study have displayed 

connection via compassion by demonstrating a nurturing disposition toward their 

learners. For his part, Doug went so far in our first interview as to view his teaching as 
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“a ministry,” holding that it was his “responsibility” to nurture learners (Doug, 

Interview 1, November 2004). One way that Jackie connected meaningfully with her 

learners was by remembering how difficult some of her statistics classes were in 

graduate school, and thus sympathizing with those of her learners who had difficulty in 

her EFL classes or who were reluctant to ask her questions when they failed to 

understand various aspects of her lessons. Moreover, Jackie’s care for her students 

went beyond the classroom, for she spoke with joy of dragging some of her students 

onto a dance floor at a charity event, where the reluctant charges eventually were able 

to have “the best time,” as she put it (Jackie, Interview 1, November 2004). Moreover, 

she endeavored to connect her learners to each other by encouraging those with similar 

interests or hobbies to foster friendships. Interestingly, although the primary goal of 

moral education in Japan, the cultivating of social relations, is aimed at elementary and 

junior high school students (Parmenter, 2006), Jackie recognized the development of 

community in her tertiary teaching context as being important. 

 In a similar manner to Doug, both Nancy and Andrew demonstrated nurturing 

attitudes by challenging their students to think outside of the box when they considered 

moral dilemmas and intercultural communication. As Noddings (2006) contended, “By 

introducing students to a wide range of well-known conflicting views, we can offer 



 
 

365 

opportunities for reflection” (p. 281). Doug, in our first interview, which took place 

well before his retirement, insisted, when speaking of his learners, that he wanted to be 

“available, good to people” as opposed to “some isolated professor in an office that 

won’t talk to the students” (Doug, Interview 1, November 2004). Similarly, Mauricio’s 

long group tutorials in which he had his learners discuss their EFL essays with each 

other in a supportive fashion were, as he put it, a “gift of time” to his students in which 

their anxieties were reduced (Mauricio, Interview 2, March 2010). Also with respect to 

nurturing, let us remember that Ms. Sida spoke with great passion about the sorrow she 

experienced following the death of her mother. However, having gone through this 

traumatic time, Ms. Sida was able to commiserate deeply with students of hers who 

had faced similar tragedies. In my view, she modeled an important component of 

connection via compassion underlined by Nash (2002): empathy, or the absorption and 

feeling of others’ pain. In this regard, too, the pressure she had faced as a teenager to 

excel academically helped her to understand learners of hers who were facing 

academic difficulties. 

 In a survey of 165 college students at two universities in Niigata Prefecture, 

Japan, Hadley and Hadley (1996) asked the learners to write their responses in 

Japanese to the question, “What is a good teacher?” Not surprisingly, the most 



 
 

366 

common answers touched upon kindness and caring, which prompted the authors to 

comment, “The subjects’ general portrait of a good teacher is that of a kind-hearted, 

friendly individual who is open-minded, sympathetic, but impartial in student relations 

and class decisions” (p. 54). As seen in this inquiry, my interviewees all emphasized to 

some extent the importance of connection in the form of caring for and nurturing 

learners. Participants in other studies in which teachers directly linked their spirituality 

with their teaching (e.g., Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell, 2000) tended to feel this way as 

well. However, unlike my own study, the aforementioned research did not examine the 

spiritual views of atheist or agnostic educators. 

 

Conclusions 

 I have tried to show in my study that all of my participants, who represent a 

diversity of spiritual views have much that is pertinent to say on personal 

transformation (Research Question 1), as well as classroom transformation, ethics, and 

connection with (caring for) learners (Research Questions 2 and 3). As I discussed in 

this chapter, literature in general education, including its subfields of adult education 

and higher education, has addressed these three themes both theoretically (Mezirow, 

2000, 2003; Miller, 2000; Nash, 2001, 2002; Noddings, 2002) and empirically 
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(Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003). Moreover, 

I have argued that the word “spiritual” needs to be broadened to encompass agnostic or 

atheistic viewpoints, for persons like Doug and Alan in my study have shown their 

great capacity to nurture and to forge connections. In this sense, spirituality need not, 

for some people, have any connection whatsoever to the supernatural, for much of our 

capacity to care has been hard-wired into our evolutionary makeup (Dawkins, 2006; 

Hitchens, 2007). Finally, as seen by the views of Andrew, Bart, and Alan, my inquiry 

suggests that some teachers might not view their acts of nurture to be spiritual deeds. 

This finding diverges from those of other studies linking teacher spirituality and 

classroom practice in general education (Pajak & Blase, 1989; Tisdell, 2000; Tisdell & 

Tolliver, 2003) or second language education (Varghese & Johnston, 2007). I have 

argued further along these lines that despite what educators like Alan, Bart, and 

Andrew might say about themselves, their transformative, ethical, and connective 

enterprises vis-à-vis learners might indeed be perceived as spiritual by others, if one 

takes Palmer’s (2003) definition at face value. Hence, perhaps my greatest hope for 

this study is that the findings transform and broaden the ways that second language 

researchers and educators view spirituality and its role in the classroom, particularly in 
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terms of personal and classroom transformation, as well as ethical and connective 

pedagogy. 
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CHAPTER 8 
CONCLUSIONS AND BEGINNINGS: A PROMISING LINE OF INQUIRY 

 

Overview of the Chapter 

 I begin this final chapter with a summary of the purpose and methodology of 

this study. I then briefly review the findings, after which I endeavor to link these to my 

own evolving spiritual and pedagogical journey, a quest that motivated this entire 

project. A brief discussion of the limitations of this inquiry is followed by suggestions 

for further research on how language teachers’ spiritual lives can potentially be 

connected with their pedagogical practices. I then outline some implications of this 

project for language pedagogy, after which I offer some cautionary observations on 

hierarchy and privilege. I conclude the chapter and this study by expressing my hope 

that future exploration of language educators’ spirituality delineate the close link 

between language instructors’ never-ending spiritual journeys (whether or not they 

explicitly identify these journeys as spiritual) and their evolving, complex identities 

and classroom practices. 
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Reprise: Purpose and Methodology 

 To open this study, I argued that the term “spirituality” need not conjure up 

fears of proselytizing (Glazer, 1999). On the contrary, the beneficial impacts of 

spiritual practices such as meditation have been extensively documented in empirical 

literature in the fields of medicine and psychology (e.g., Begley, 2007). Moreover, the 

importance of teaching about the world’s religions (Noddings, 2002; Postman, 1995) 

and, more generally, the vital role played by teachers’ spirituality in promoting an ethic 

of caring (Dalai Lama, 1999a; Noddings, 2002) have long been discussed in the field 

of general education. In Applied Linguistics and TESOL circles, however, in spite of 

the great ethnic and religious diversity of teachers and students, religion and 

spirituality have been explored very little. The sole exceptions, as far as I am aware, 

have been commentaries on the controversial links between missionary activity and 

ELT (e.g., Wong & Canagarajah, 2009), a qualitative inquiry whose authors examined 

a group of Christian teacher-trainees (Varghese & Johnston, 2007), and a pilot study 

on a practitioner of yoga (Bradley, 2009). 

 Hence, the purpose of my study was to begin to fill the huge chasm in the 

TESOL and Applied Linguistics literature on spirituality by thematically and 

structurally analyzing the narratives of turning points in the spiritual lives of nine L2 
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teachers of varying spiritual creeds (or who professed no overt spirituality), as well as 

how they believed they applied their spiritual beliefs, however defined, to their 

classroom teaching. To this end, I interviewed each participant at least twice, and after 

analyzing their interview data, I triangulated the common themes emerging from these 

data with, where possible and appropriate, the participants’ classroom syllabuses, 

teaching materials, and academic publications. This was in lieu of direct classroom 

observations, given that all participants resided some distance from me. I also relied on 

my long-term acquaintance with the participants, as well as unrecorded encounters 

with them (Holliday, 2005) amounting in some cases to many hours over a period of 

years, to support my data. The main way that I attempted to validate the findings of 

this study was through member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). That is to say, I 

asked all participants to read, comment on, and, if they had time, correct any 

misperceptions I might have had in the summaries I wrote of our interviews and in my 

interpretations of the findings arising from these. The study took place over a period of 

six years, from November 2004 to December 2010. 
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Review of the Findings 

 As seen in Chapters 4 through 7, some clear themes emerged pertaining to the 

turning points in my informants’ spiritual narratives, as well as how they felt that the 

beliefs emerging from these stories impacted their classroom practices. For example, 

over time, Doug and Nancy rejected the Christian view that salvation could be found 

only through Christ, whereas Jackie’s definition of “God” expanded exponentially. 

This journey into religious pluralism has influenced their efforts to emphasize social 

responsibility and discussions of challenging moral dilemmas in their classrooms. As 

to Mauricio, Maiko, and Ms. Sida, the tribulations that they experienced in their lives, 

as well as the resulting comfort that they found in spiritual practices as adults, helped 

them to be nurturing teachers who could understand clearly the pain faced by some of 

their young charges. Finally, despite the differing spiritual paths taken by Bart, Alan, 

and Andrew, all of them sought to teach in a caring and ethical manner, though they 

did not directly connect these practices to their spiritual beliefs. 

 Notwithstanding the differences discussed above, transformation, whether 

incremental or epochal (Mezirow, 2000), undergirded the spiritual voyages of most of  

my informants, as well as their efforts to foster ethical and connective language 

pedagogy or teacher training. Moreover, all demonstrated a commitment to ethical 



 
 

373 

teaching. For some, this came in the form of teaching language classes related to social 

justice and values education. Others spoke of their commitment to ethical test 

construction, fostering Vygotskyan scaffolding in their classrooms, challenging 

learners to think outside of the box, or offering multiple assessments to students. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, all participants alluded directly or indirectly to 

the primacy of promoting connections in their classrooms through their sincere 

endeavors to nurture their learners. 

 

What I Am Learning From This Project 

 Citing Bruner (1996), Nash (2001) has held that personal stories about religion 

and spirituality are narrative construals of reality wherein “Each construal poses 

questions about the meaning of existence and proposes its own solutions” (p. 63). He 

insisted that as such, religious or spiritual narratives were far more important than 

doctrinal minutia. Hence, also in a manner reminiscent of Bruner’s (1996) view that 

people derived deep meaning from relating their narratives to each other, Nash (2002) 

elaborated further on the importance of storytelling: 

I believe that all people, including preprofessionals and paraprofessionals, 

construct a series of life-sustaining stories that help them to make sense of who 

they are, how they live, and what they do for a living. It is these stories, many 
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of them spiritual, that get them up in the morning and off to work, particularly 

during those burnout times when the prospect of facing one more client, patient, 

or student seems dismal at best. It is these stories that provide a context for 

accepting the awesome responsibility and privilege that come with being 

professionals. (p. 204) 

 

 The main method by which I elicited stories from my participants was through 

semi-structured interviews. Fontana and Frey (2005) have held that the act of research 

interviewing “is inextricably and unavoidably historically, politically, and contextually 

bound” (p. 695). As I mentioned in the third chapter, too, regarding how I chose my 

participants for this study, many qualitative researchers (e.g., Mishler, 1986; Riessman, 

2008; Simon-Maeda, 2004) have empirically demonstrated from their own interview 

data that interviews, rather than being neutral, objective acts whereby researchers look 

down upon their subjects as if they are gazing at bacteria in petri dishes, are 

co-constructed between researchers and participants. Regarding the narrative nature of 

the interviews in this study, I cite Pavlenko’s assertion (2007) once again that 

“narrative has to be examined as a fundamentally interactional activity” (p. 178). 

 Similarly, as Fontana and Frey (2005) put it, “Some researchers are becoming 

keenly attuned to the fact than in knowing ‘others,’ we come to know ‘ourselves’” (p. 
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697). Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 3, due to my deep investment in my own 

spiritual journey, I sought out participants with whom I could engage in profound 

conversations about spirituality and how they felt that it affected their teaching. These 

conversations even became empathetic in nature. As such, a few individuals have 

expressed concern that I had chosen my interviewees because of friendships or other 

personal ties. One possible response to this can be summarized in the words of 

researchers who asserted, “The empathetic approach is not merely a ‘method of 

friendship’; it is a method of morality because it attempts to restore the sacredness of 

humans before addressing any theoretical or methodological concerns” (Fontana & 

Frey, 2005, p. 697). Thus, to ignore my own role in the interview process with regard 

to my changing spiritual journey and evolving pedagogical practices would be to 

ignore the co-constructed interview process, as well as the empathetic, connective 

nature of spirituality itself. 

 It is with this in mind, and as a further method of data triangulation, that I 

briefly present the views of a participant who has not yet been discussed in detail in 

this study: that is to say, me. As has been argued in a summation of a book-length 

scholarly personal narrative on spirituality and education, “My spirituality, while still 

forming, really comes to life when I am with others, sharing in their stories 
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nonjudgmentally, and trying ever so hard to grasp resonant lessons for my own life 

narrative” (Nash, 2002, p. 227). To this end, I concentrate below mainly on what I 

have learned from my participants during the course of the study, with the hope that in 

the tradition of rich description (Davis, 1995; cf. Lincoln & Guba, 1985), readers are 

also able to connect some of this to their own personal or pedagogical contexts. 

 The spiritual journeys related by Doug, Jackie, and Nancy all resonated deeply 

with me, for these participants told of leaving behind a somewhat orthodox view of 

Christianity in favor of a broader spirituality and, in the case of Jackie, a wider 

conception of the term “God.” As I hinted elsewhere (Bradley, 2005), however, there 

is one small difference. These three absorbed their Christian beliefs in childhood, 

whereas it was in high school that I had a conversion experience in a Protestant church 

that emphasized the literal truth of the Bible. It was later on in my undergraduate years, 

and particularly after I moved to Japan in 1994, that I began to question the claim by 

leaders of orthodox churches that Christ was the only path to redemption or 

enlightenment. Moreover, the death of my father in 1995 at the relatively young age of 

54 of a painful and prolonged illness that he had not brought upon himself caused me 

to question the idea that a supposedly loving and omnipotent God could allow such 

tragedies to happen. 
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 In addition, as I recounted elsewhere (Bradley, 2005), the terrorist events of 

September 11th, 2001, which were caused by disgruntled religious extremists and 

seemed to fuel the fires of religious discord around the world, briefly caused me to be 

cynical toward any form or spirituality or religion. However, subsequent conversations 

with moderate Christians and readings of works by Buddhist scholars and practitioners 

such as the Dalai Lama (1999b) and Thich Nhat Hanh (1998) gradually led me to the 

spiritual pluralism I embrace today. That is to say, I am agnostic on the question of 

whether or not a divine being exists, though I am inclined to believe that if there is a 

God, he/she/it is an internal reality rather than an external, omnipotent 

Judge-in-the-Sky. Personally, although I heartily agree with Sagan (1996) that 

individuals adhering to a completely rationalistic worldview certainly manifest 

spirituality, I do believe that there is some manner of nonmaterial connective force in 

the universe. I am, however, loath to clearly define the nature of this force or being. To 

define “God,” after all, makes the very word lose all meaning. The following is a 

poignant citation from Robinson (1963/2001), whose writings were, as noted earlier, 

influential in liberalizing Doug’s interpretations of traditional Christian doctrine. It 

reminds me of Jackie’s conviction, drawn from her spiritual practice, that divinity 

resides in all of us: 
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God is not “out there.” He is in Bonhoeffer’s words “the ‘beyond’ in the midst 

of our life,” a depth of reality reached “not on the borders of life but at its 

centre,” not by any flight of the alone to the alone, but, in Kierkegaard’s fine 

phrase, by “a deeper immersion in existence.” For the word “God” denotes the 

ultimate depth of all our being, the creative ground and meaning of all our 

existence. Tillich warns us that to make the necessary transposition, “you 

must forget everything traditional that you have learned about God, perhaps 

even that word itself.” (p. 28) 

 

In addition, as I have stated in previous writing (Bradley, 2005), I feel that 

figures such as Jesus, Buddha, Muhammed, Gandhi, and many others have shown 

humankind somewhat differing paths up the same mountain. I say “somewhat” 

differing because what all of these sages have in common is that they have urged 

individuals to give up their attachment to the acquisition of material goods, even to the 

notion of the “self,” in favor of doing their part to unselfishly ease the suffering of 

humankind (Armstrong, 2001). However, I must categorically state here, too, that like 

all nine of my participants, I am not an extreme relativist when comparing religions or 

philosophies. Blatantly reprehensible, for instance, are the homicidal actions of 

members of Bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda or Jim Jones, the founder of the ironically named 
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Peoples’ Temple. As such, the leaders of these cults do not deserve to be mentioned in 

the same breath as the sages mentioned above. Moreover, I respect those who have 

chosen a given spiritual path for themselves and have stuck with it, for as the Dalai 

Lama (1999a) has held, people should keep to their chosen roads unless they have a 

compelling reason to do otherwise. 

My spiritual views have been altered somewhat since my 2005 publication, 

thanks in no small part to the openhearted attitudes of the participants in my study. In 

the aforementioned article, I rather indiscriminately threw around the term 

“fundamentalist” to describe orthodox Christian believers. However, this word can be 

rather pejorative, suggesting narrow-mindedness, inflexibility, and intolerance. As 

Nash (2001) has held, the vast majority of orthodox Christian believers who have taken 

his graduate seminar on spirituality and education have been thoughtful, open-minded, 

and compassionate individuals. He insisted that there is “much for us to learn from 

orthodox Christians...on a college campus” (p. 70), one of which is that in a world of 

uncertainties and emotional shallowness “those believers who claim to possess the 

final and closed truth have something that they can believe in with all their hearts, 

minds, and wills” (p. 39). Nash has asked orthodox Christians in his seminars to 

respect the spiritual narratives of those who might not share their convictions, and he 
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has found that the vast majority have complied with this request. Further, he has 

expressed profound sympathy with those theologically conservative Christians who 

have been marginalized in academia. As hooks (1994) has observed, such is the fate 

not only of some Christians, but often of some adherents of many types of spirituality.  

 As already seen in my study, Doug and Jackie, have, like Nash, shown 

admiration for the enthusiasm of orthodox Christians. Because of these informants, I 

have begun to temper my anger at the hurtful actions directed towards me by a very 

few of these individuals in the past. Indeed, I have found that although I did not 

interview evangelical Christians in this study25, most such devotees who have seen me 

present data from this inquiry at conferences have displayed marked enthusiasm for 

and support of my project, for, like me, they have expressed disappointment that 

spirituality in general has been too little discussed in TESOL and Applied Linguistics 

circles. In my inquiry, too, Bart comes closest to Nash’s definition (2001) of an 

orthodox believer, for he is, at the time of writing, a devout Catholic. As stated earlier, 

Bart’s personal and professional deportment are exemplary. Perhaps a wider 

implication of this study, then, and of Nash’s (2001) work is that L2 teachers and 

learners of all philosophies and religious backgrounds should be open to discussing, in 

                                                   
25 This is partly because various views espoused by some evangelical Christian language teachers have 

been studied to some extent elsewhere in TESOL circles (Varghese & Johnston, 2007). 
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an open-minded manner, their narratives of spirituality. Of course, as Nash (2001) has 

insisted, too, a prerequisite for such dialogue is that all parties listen to each other in an 

empathetic, open-minded manner. 

 The spiritual beliefs of Jackie, Doug, Nancy, and Maiko have played a large 

part in prompting these educators to teach for social justice and hence, to employ 

strategies for becoming effective critical and engaged pedagogues. In large part 

because of their example, I, too, have devoted well over half of the time in my English 

composition and conversation classes to discussing with learners issues connected to 

human rights, the environment, and peace education. In particular, Doug has 

encouraged me, though his example and his writings (e.g., Brown, 2007b, 2009b), to 

address controversial issues with learners in a principled manner. A number of years 

ago, too, during an informal conversation with Doug, I mentioned that I was hesitant to 

bring up issues related to AIDS to a particular group of mostly male learners whom I 

perceived to be surly and intransigent. Frankly speaking, I was concerned that some of 

these individuals would unfairly stereotype AIDS patients and make derogatory 

remarks about them in class. However, Doug prodded me to try to teach this unit, 

holding that my students might surprise me. To my delight, when I introduced the 

lesson with a quiz challenging peoples’ stereotypes about AIDS, and I showed scenes 
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from the movie Philadelphia, a motion picture portraying the travails of an 

AIDS-stricken lawyer facing overt discrimination at his workplace, my students 

responded with vigor, open-mindedness, and perhaps the most enthusiasm during that 

entire semester. This, as well as other similar incidents, have reminded me that as with 

Jackie’s narrative of finding snails in trees, learner motivation can appear in places and 

at times where we least expect it. I sincerely hope that readers of this study will, like 

me, feel encouraged by my participants to introduce meaty topics to their learners that 

encourage them to ponder social justice, as well as the dangers of unfairly judging 

people’s abilities or motivation. 

 Ms. Sida, Mauricio, and Maiko expounded upon the trials and tribulations that 

had caused them to lean, in adulthood, more strongly upon spiritual principles than 

they had as children or teenagers. Because I am still searching for a spiritual anchor, 

this is something that I have had difficulty with, although my brief practice of 

vipassana meditation in Thailand in 2008 has helped me when flooded with anxiety to 

try to ground myself by concentrating on deep breathing exercises. Nonetheless, to be 

honest, I feel that I am missing the sense of community that Maiko mentioned when 

discussing her Daizoshu Buddhist practices. I have already written at length in this 

study about the importance of community, or sangha as Buddhists term it, for both 



 
 

383 

personal and professional development. As to the latter, Mauricio provided a fine 

example with his supportive writing tutorials. I have been told that I am a “closet 

Unitarian,” and indeed, if a group of such individuals existed in my region of Japan, I 

would gladly attend their meetings, due to Unitarian adherents’ twin emphases on 

social justice and respect for the various religious and spiritual roots of humankind 

(Nash, 2001). Perhaps this lack of spiritual companionship is one reason that I fall 

short in promoting a spirit of community in my classrooms. It is, of course, one of my 

hopes that readers of this study will be inspired by my participants to seek spiritual 

communities of their own, if they lack these, and in so doing, to foster a spirit of 

sangha in their classes.  

 What especially came through in the narratives of Mauricio, Maiko, and Ms. 

Sida, but also in the stories of most of my other interviewees, was a deep desire to be 

nurturers of their learners. I have to admit that here too, I am somewhat unsuccessful, 

despite currently working in a university where the learners exhibit high levels of 

language learning motivation, as well as kindness. Many of them volunteer their time 

helping to make the university a better place to study by, for example, organizing the 

university’s annual cultural festival or promoting international exchanges. A few 

students I know have even sacrificed large portions of their summer vacations in order 
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to teach Japanese and English to street children in Southeast Asia, and to help feed 

them. Why then, given all of this, do I feel that I often fail to make the grade as a 

nurturer? I could use the excuse that I am busy juggling work, studies, and family life, 

but that would not be entirely honest. If I really wanted to, I could, like Mauricio, 

schedule long group tutorials in my office during which students could work together 

to polish their essays. It is not that I am actively disengaged from the lives of my 

students. My evaluations from them have been reasonably good. As to one of my 

composition classes, a learner even commented that I had carefully taught the four 

skills of reading, writing, speaking and listening “like a papa.” Besides feeling 

somewhat chagrined about my fast aging, I was truly humbled, realizing that I had a 

long way to go to become the nurturer that I want to be. I hope, as well, that readers of 

this study are challenged by my participants to be nurturers, both of their own spiritual 

growth individually and in community, and that of their learners. 

 In addition, Bart, Alan, and Andrew have inspired me to broaden my definition 

of the term “spirituality.” Prior to interviewing Bart, for instance, I was inclined to 

completely separate the concepts of spirituality and organized religion, even to the 

point of viewing the former as superior. Bart, in identifying his Catholic faith explicitly 

with his spiritual views, challenged me on this notion. Here was a kind, modest, and 
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family-oriented man who cared deeply for his students and the language teaching 

profession as a whole, particularly when it came to ethical testing practices. On the 

other hand, Andrew and Alan almost declined to view themselves as spiritual 

individuals, and as such, they were reluctant to connect spiritual motives directly with 

their teaching practices. However, as I have already observed, if spirituality is viewed 

in terms of connecting with something larger than the ego (Palmer, 2003) and with 

learners themselves (Palmer, 1999), many of the teaching practices of Alan and 

Andrew can certainly be seen as spiritual acts. It is my hope to recognize more and 

more the innate spirituality in the connective deeds of all of the learners and teachers I 

encounter. Moreover, readers of this study, I trust, will learn from my participants that 

incremental and epochal transformation (Mezirow, 2000) in the form of a desire to 

improve one’s ethical practices, as well as to enhance one’s personal and professional 

connective capacities, underlies what it means to be spiritual. This is a lesson I am 

trying to grasp day by day. Teachers, myself included, need to be encouraged to 

continually reflect in the above senses upon their lives and their pedagogical practices. 

I should note here, too, that despite the many hours I have put into this study, I have 

not been able to find a way to clearly define what it means for me (or others) to be a 

spiritual person or educator. Perhaps the desire by the language teachers in this inquiry 
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to connect meaningfully with their learners could serve as a useful starting point in 

such a quest, but I would add a word of caution, too, that any attempt to delineate too 

rigidly the characteristics of a spiritual educator risks creating a hierarchy and thus 

contradicts the flexible, nondoctrinaire nature (in contrast to much of organized 

religion) of spirituality itself. 

 

Limitations 

 As implied in the third chapter, one limitation of this study was my reliance 

on a limited number of interviews. I hope that the absence of a broader variety of data, 

even though I spent extended time spent observing and talking with participants in 

their own settings, was somewhat compensated for by my attempts to triangulate the 

interview data with, where appropriate and feasible, the participants’ syllabuses, course 

materials, and published work, as well as to situate the project within a large body of 

carefully reviewed published research. Moreover, in the case of a few of the 

participants, I tried to draw on reconstructed narratives (Holliday, 2005) from casual 

chats that took place outside of the interviews themselves. 

 It is also unfortunate that due to distance, as well as the costs and time that 

would have ensued, I did not have the opportunity to conduct prolonged observations 
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of my participants’ classroom activities. This would have been a rich source of data 

triangulation. After all, it is theoretically possible that the manner in which some of my 

participants actually behaved while teaching might have contradicted their 

pronouncements to me about how their spirituality affected their classroom conduct. In 

this respect, too, it would have been interesting, were it feasible, to interview the 

students or teacher-trainees of my participants to see whether or not they felt that the 

classroom attitudes and behavior of their teachers actually matched what these 

educators said about their teaching philosophies and how they ran their classes. 

 Moreover, given that more recent conceptions of transformative learning 

theory (e.g., Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; O’Sullivan, 1999) have not only incorporated 

a spiritual, but a social element, perhaps another limitation to this study is that I have 

focused mainly upon personal and classroom transformation, rather than broader social 

change. Much of the critical applied linguistics literature (e.g., Canagarajah, 1999; 

Norton & Toohey, 2004; Pennycook, 2001) is, after all, heavily influenced by Freirean 

conceptions of critical pedagogy. Freire (1970) strongly felt that truly effective literacy 

education had to reach beyond the walls of the classroom, such that teachers could play 

key roles in improving the lives of their students by helping these learners challenge 

the power structures that kept them in subordinate positions. His spiritual impetus for 
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these convictions, liberation theology, also brings to mind the efforts of Martin Luther 

King, Jr. and Mohandes Gandhi to employ Christian and Hindu principles related to 

nonviolent resistance in order to help bring about improvements to the social and 

political status of millions of oppressed individuals. 

 Another possible limitation, which paradoxically can also be considered a 

strength, lies in the central position I occupied in the project itself. This included my 

personal experiences and strong emotional ties to spirituality, as well as the 

co-constructed and therefore supposedly biased nature of the interviews. However, 

co-construction is an inevitable feature of the interview process (Carter, 1993; Mishler, 

1986), and can even shed important light on findings (Fontana & Frey, 2005). As 

discussed earlier, I believe that my complex and prolonged process of reacting to and 

learning from the participants’ narratives (a process that I described at length 

previously), can potentially make the description of the findings that much richer 

(Davis, 1995). As such, readers of this study might even be able to transfer (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985) some of the results of this inquiry to their own personal and professional 

contexts more easily than they could if this project consisted merely of an unfeeling, 

“neutral” retelling of my participants’ narratives. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

 The limitations outlined above should be addressed in future studies. Clearly, 

given the connective nature of spirituality itself, and hence, the deeply engaged, 

personal conversations that can draw out the views of participants on this topic, a large 

amount of meaningful, in-person contact is needed between researchers and informants 

in any investigation of language educators’ views about spirituality. As such, 

prolonged engagement in the form of classroom observations, as well as spending a 

great deal of high quality time with participants outside of the classroom, could 

potentially yield rich data that interviews alone, even when triangulated with 

participants’ course materials and academic publications, could not. Of course, for 

such a study to be feasible, the participants would have to live closer to the researcher 

than those in this study did to me if researchers consider, as I do, that in-person contact 

is essential to this line of inquiry. 

 On the subject of personal contact, one goal of mine is to do volunteer work, 

research, or teaching in Third World countries. I know a number of spiritually inclined 

teachers who participate in such activities during their summer breaks. To “follow” 

them abroad as a participant-observer and to conduct interviews with them on how 
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they feel that their spiritual beliefs have fueled their desire to give of themselves could 

yield valuable insights into their spirituality. 

 To reiterate, substantial in-person contact between researchers and informants 

is indispensible to this sort of inquiry. Notwithstanding, to some extent, electronic 

media, particularly in the form of the audio and video Skype interviews I conducted of 

five of my participants, helped to compensate for the long distances between my 

informants and me. These data, as well as those from e-mail responses of some of my 

interviewees containing document files of their syllabuses and course materials (see 

Appendices C to O), in addition to detailed comments and corrections by participants 

on earlier drafts of Chapters 4 through 6, proved to be valuable sources of data 

validation and triangulation. Similar data collection techniques to those I undertook 

could no doubt prove helpful to future researchers whose informants are scattered 

around the globe. Conceivably, participant-teachers might even volunteer to videotape 

their classrooms and send these video files to researchers in order to add an 

ethnographic element by distance to future inquiries. 

 A word of caution is in order, however. Until virtual reality develops to a 

much higher plane, nothing can rival the warmth and authenticity of face-to-face 

contact with participants, particularly when one is dealing with a topic as profoundly 
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connective as spirituality. Even regarding the five participants whom I interviewed by 

Skype, after all, four of the second interviews were follow-ups to recorded face-to-face 

dialogues. As to the one participant who I interviewed via Skype both times, I had 

previously spent considerable time at conferences with that person in both academic 

and social contexts. Thus, any future research into language teachers’ spirituality, even 

one that involves great distances, should include substantial amounts of in-person 

interaction. 

 I noted above that one weakness of this inquiry was my concentration on 

individual and classroom transformation. Hence, in order to examine how spirituality 

might be linked to social transformation within language teaching contexts, it might be 

useful for researchers conducting future studies on spirituality and related concepts (as 

they apply to language teachers and learners) to interview L2 educators who are 

actively encouraging their learners not only to ponder global and social issues, but who 

enthusiastically participate with their learners in social justice movements and 

volunteer activities aimed at helping to alleviate poverty and other social ills. Research 

into how much the spiritual backgrounds and convictions of such educators has given 

them an impetus for such activism could prove interesting, as could systematic 

analyses of entire teaching organizations devoted to such efforts, such as the Global 
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Issues in Language Education SIG (Special Interest Group) of JALT or the TESOLers 

for Social Responsibility (TSR) Interest Section of the international TESOL 

organization. 

 I have already stated that I was unable to interview language teachers from as 

great a variety of spiritual persuasions as I would have liked. It could have been 

enlightening, for instance, to interview language teachers who were practicing 

Muslims, Jews, Hindus or Sikhs. Even though it was not my purpose in this study to 

try to generalize my findings, had I been able to interview informants of the 

aforementioned religious persuasions, as well as others, it might potentially have been 

easier for readers adhering to these faiths to transfer the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985) of this study to their own personal or professional contexts. Future research on 

spirituality and language teaching, then, besides being more ethnographic in terms of 

employing prolonged observations, could also include case studies of teachers from a 

greater variety of religious or philosophical persuasions. 

 Moreover, there is, as far as I am aware, no discussion whatsoever in the 

second language education literature of the spirituality of learners, despite the fact that 

second or foreign language students come from all corners of the globe and bring to 

the classroom all manner of spiritual and philosophical views. Future studies, then, 
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could address the rich tapestry of language learners’ spirituality. In a related vein, it 

would be interesting to find out about the effects of spiritually oriented pedagogical 

practices on language learners’ motivation and classroom dispositions. Perhaps one 

way to conduct such a project would be to compare the methodologies of teachers like 

those in this inquiry with the techniques of other educators evincing no evidence of 

spiritual practices. Admittedly, however, such projects could be ethically problematic, 

for researchers undertaking these studies would need to make value judgments as to 

which of their teacher-participants were more “spiritual” than others. As I have already 

noted numerous times, and as shown by my participants, spirituality is manifested in a 

myriad of ways within and among individuals, whether or not this label is used. 

 

Implications for Language Pedagogy 

 As explained many times throughout the preceding chapters, language 

teachers can learn much from the participants in this project. This includes the courage 

to deeply examine their evolving spirituality. For those not comfortable employing this 

term, phrases such as “deepest beliefs” or “innermost selves” could, of course, be 

readily substituted here. At any rate, by participating in such an exploration, such L2 

educators, like the informants in this study, could potentially bring their most dearly 



 
 

394 

held beliefs and values into the construction of lesson plans that promote language as a 

tool for peace education, cross-cultural communication, the quest to further raise 

consciousness regarding social justice and human rights, and the preservation of 

Earth’s environment for future generations. As with this study’s participants, language 

teachers could conceivably be inspired, as well, to introduce ethical considerations not 

only to progressive curriculum design, as noted above, but to fair language testing 

practices, as well as the compassionate and egalitarian treatment of disadvantaged 

students including, but certainly not limited to, ethnic minorities, lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

and transgendered (LGBT) students (cf. Beebe, 2008b; Vandrick, 2009b), and disabled 

learners.  

 Of course, the compassionate treatment of teachers is another potential 

implication for this study. As Johnston (2003) has argued, after all, administrators of 

the international TESOL organization at the time that the author had penned his tome 

had proven themselves competent at advocating for the rights of L2 learners and 

immigrant groups in the United States, but less than stellar at standing up for the rights 

of language educators worldwide, including fair and equitable treatment in the 

workplace. Moreover, a recent inquiry into the harrowing experiences of novice EFL 

secondary teachers in Japan in their first two years of service attests to the importance  
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of attention to the rights of educators to just conduct and good working conditions 

(Kumazawa, 2011). 

 Caring is, of course, the common spiritual thread that weaves its way through 

the rich tapestry of personal and social transformation, as well as ethics (Noddings, 

2002; Johnston, 2003). As my participants have demonstrated, a nurturing attitude 

should undergird the implementation of lesson planning and the fostering of peaceful, 

supportive classroom environments. Moreover, I hope that we as educators care not 

only about the improvement of our working conditions, as advocated by Johnston 

(2003), but can be ethical enough to ourselves to practice solitude when it is needed, as 

with my participants Mauricio and Andrew (cf. Lindbergh, 1955; Noddings, 2003). 

Finally, among others, Tisdell’s (2000) participant, Afua, as well as my informant, 

Alan, have clearly revealed that one need not employ the word “spiritual” in the 

classroom or even consider oneself to be a spiritual person in order to compassionately 

facilitate all of the above. 

 

Some Cautionary Notes on Hierarchy and Privilege 

 When discussing a concept like spirituality (or even related terms such as 

“inner lives” or “deepest beliefs”), there is a danger of hierarchies being created. For 
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instance, in hiring practices, what if a “spiritual” clique of teachers who comprised the 

selection committee for a language institution were to privilege their version of 

religion or spirituality when making personnel decisions? Moreover, what is to prevent 

“spiritual” teachers from discriminating against learners who fail to adhere to these 

educators’ religious or spiritual codes?  

 Some possible responses to these concerns can be found in Nash’s (2008) 

ruminations on ways to create safe classroom climates that promote open-minded 

moral conversation (as to my first question above, perhaps the term “safe institutional 

climates” could be employed). For over a decade at the time of writing, Nash had 

taught a seminar entitled “Religion, Spirituality, and Education” at the graduate 

College of Education and Social Services in the University of Vermont. Given the 

variety of learners enrolled in this class over the years, which included, among others, 

what Nash termed “orthodox believers” (p. 84) representing all of the world’s major 

religions, “postmodern skeptics” (p. 86) and “scientific empiricists” (p. 86), the 

potential for disagreement and debate (which could turn from respectful to 

confrontational) was quite high. Hence, in order to ensure civil and open-minded 

dialogue between these disparate groups of individuals, Nash, together with his 

students, came up with a number of guidelines. Perhaps these are best summed up, in 
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addition to the encouragement to “Understand that each of us is a genuine seeker” (p. 

90), in the final one: 

Realize that spirited and candid religious inquiry is more likely to occur when 

conversationalists feel safe and supported to speak their truths to others. In 

matters of religion and spirituality, the receptive mode of listening and 

responding in moral conversation is far more effective than the attack mode. 

(p. 91) 

 

 I am reminded here of a guideline put forth by Doug as one important 

principle for “critical pedagogy that fully respects the values and beliefs of your 

students” (Brown, 2007b): 

Teachers are responsible for creating an atmosphere of respect for each 

other’s opinions, beliefs, and ethnic/cultural diversity. The classroom 

becomes a model of the world as a context for tolerance and for the 

appreciation of diversity. Discourse structures such as “I see your point, 

but…” are explicitly taught and used in classroom discussions and debates. (p. 

515, boldface in original) 
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Surely such a direction could also apply when selection committees consider 

new hires. Moreover, Doug’s subsequent suggestion that teachers refrain from 

coercing their learners into certain ways of thinking could also serve as a corollary to 

Nash’s assertion (2008), quoted above, that interlocutors should feel “safe and 

supported to speak their truths to others” (p. 91). In short, although the safeguards cited 

here by Nash (2008) and Doug (Brown, 2007b) might not be foolproof means of 

preventing hierarchies, discrimination, or explosive confrontations with regard to 

topics related to spirituality or the “inner life,” they could nonetheless serve as useful 

starting points. 

 

Final Conclusions 

 As has been occasionally lamented (e.g., Glazer, 1999; hooks, 1994; Marsden, 

1994; Nash, 2001, 2002), some teachers who have wished to discuss spirituality in 

contexts ranging from primary to tertiary education have at best been told by 

administrators and colleagues to keep their thoughts to themselves, and at worst faced 

overt hostility from some of these same people. Of course, to potentially make the 

issue more palatable to administrators or others who are uncomfortable with the use of 

the word “spirituality,” the term could simply be replaced with phrases like “deepest 
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beliefs” or “innermost selves,” as I suggested in the previous section. Alan, after all, 

though wary at times in our interviews of the word “spirituality,” nonetheless felt that a 

connective and ethical approach to pedagogy was important to him, and he expressed a 

certain level of comfort with Palmer’s (2003) broad conceptualization of spirituality. 

 Notwithstanding, various sages and scholars have argued persuasively that 

dialogues regarding spirituality are central to developing healthy teacher and learner 

identities, and to the promotion of an ethic of caring in the classroom (e.g., Dalai Lama, 

1999a; Noddings, 2002, 2003, 2006; Palmer, 1998, 1999, 2003). In spite of the 

obstacles faced by those wishing to explore spirituality in academic circles, though, 

there has, as I established in the literature review for this project, been a flood of 

publications on spirituality within the fields of medical science, psychology, and 

general education compared to a tiny trickle of these in second language education. As 

to the latter, most have been limited to the debate between critical pedagogues and 

evangelical Christian language educators on the role of missionary work within the 

context of English language teaching (e.g., Edge, 2003, 2004; Pennycook & Makoni, 

2005; Purgason, 2004; Varghese & Johnston, 2007; Wong & Canagarajah, 2009). 

 I hope, then, that my study has persuasively demonstrated the need for a 

closer examination of the spirituality (or, if certain readers prefer an alternative term, 
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the deepest beliefs) of language teachers and language learners of various creeds, 

including those who might not openly identify with any religious faith or spiritual 

viewpoint or even use the term “spirituality” in reference to their own beliefs about and 

approaches to teaching.  

 To cite Vandrick (1997, 2009b) once again, the marginalization by colleagues, 

teachers and administrators of any aspect of learners’ identities is unhealthy. This must 

also be true of the spirituality of language educators. For her part, Nancy mentioned 

that she was happy to be able to talk to me so openly of her Baha’i identity, 

particularly during our first interview, a time during which she was working in an 

institution where she felt that all discussions of spirituality and religion were frowned 

upon. We also learned from this study that the spiritual journeys of many of the 

participants were profoundly transformative in nature, and thus directly affected how 

they taught their classes. Hence, I hope that one result of this project and others like it 

is that transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1978, 2000), already so prominent in 

adult education circles (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007), finds its way into 

language teacher training programs around the globe. Whatever conceptual lens one 

chooses to employ, however, it is clear that for both language learners and teachers, 

there is a great need for further discussion and exploration of the nature of spirituality 
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within second language education contexts. I am optimistic that my inquiry represents 

a modest step in this direction. 
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APPENDIX A 
NOTES ON THE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

To review, my first research question was, “What were the major turning 

points in various L2 educators’ spiritual journeys from childhood to the present day 

(whether or not they identified these as ‘spiritual’)?” The way that I conducted the 

portions of the interviews pertaining to this question was relatively straightforward. 

That is to say, I simply asked my participants questions along the lines of the 

following: “What have been some of the turning points in your spiritual journey 

(however you define ‘spiritual’) from childhood to the present day?” and “What 

changes have accompanied these turning points?” As mentioned in the third chapter, 

with the exception of occasional queries such as, “Could you tell me about another 

turning point?” I did not find it necessary to prompt participants further or to ask them 

to elaborate on their examples, for they provided free-flowing and eloquent narratives. 

As to my second research question (“How did they feel that their spiritual 

beliefs, however defined, affected their teaching?”), the interview question was 

directly related. That is to say, I simply posed the following to my participants: “In 

what ways, if any, do you feel that your spiritual beliefs, however defined, affect your 

pedagogical practices? If possible, please give some concrete examples.” As with the 
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flow of the interviews in regards to the first research question, further prompting of 

participants, other than reminding them to give specific examples from their recent 

classroom teaching, was usually unnecessary. 

The third research question (“What evidence, in addition to the participants’ 

self-reports through interviews, reveals the possible influence of their beliefs on their 

pedagogical practices?”) was a somewhat different matter. That is to say, I didn’t pose 

direct queries related to this issue to the participants during our interviews. Instead, I 

requested that they e-mail me relevant lesson plans and syllabuses. As to academic 

publications, I was, with the assistance of the Advisory Chair of my dissertation 

committee, able to find these on my own. However, a few participants, on their own 

initiative, also e-mailed me Word or pdf files of publications of theirs of which I had 

previously been unaware. 
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APPENDIX B 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

1. Purpose of the Study: I understand that this is a qualitative, case study (Stake, 
2005) research project in which Mr. Christopher Bradley will employ narrative 
analysis of aspects of participants’ life stories (Linde, 1993; Mishler, 1986; Riessman, 
1993) in order to seek answers to the following research questions: 
 
(1.) What were the major turning points in various L2 educators’ spiritual journeys 

from childhood to the present day (whether or not they identified these as 
“spiritual”)? 

 
(2.) How did they feel that their spiritual beliefs, however defined, affected their 

teaching? 
 
(3.) What evidence, in addition to the participants’ self-reports through interviews, 

reveals the possible influence of their beliefs on their pedagogical practices? 
 
2. Data Collection: I understand that Mr. Bradley may request to collect data from me 
in the following ways, and that I may at any time refuse to provide information or 
materials to him. I may also ask that Mr. Bradley not publish certain information that I 
give him through these means: two or more recorded interviews of approximately 30 to 
45 minutes each; lesson plans of participants; published articles, academic books, and 
ELT textbooks written by participants (NOTE: in cases where participants request not 
to be identified, a pseudonym will be used to disguise the names of the authors’ works, 
and if such works are cited, Mr. Bradley will try to ensure that he cites sections that 
will not reveal authors’ identities); where feasible, casual, informal chats with 
participants; observations of participants’ conference presentations. 
 
3. Flexible Nature of This Research: I understand that although Mr. Bradley 
basically hopes to adhere to the research plan outlined in points #1 and #2 above, his 
research and writing are subject to shifts in focus, particularly given that other research 
questions may arise from the data in the future. I also realize that based upon future 
interpretations of data, the current research questions may change. 
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4. Confidentiality: I understand that this project is part of a doctoral dissertation at 
Temple University’s Graduate College of Education, and as such, only five committee 
members will initially read the dissertation itself. However, I also understand that the 
finished dissertation will be housed in the Temple University Library (both main 
campus and Japan campus), and that Mr. Bradley hopes to publish academic articles, 
book chapters, and possibly a book, based upon the data he collects for this dissertation. 
Given the somewhat sensitive and personal nature of the research questions, I realize 
that Mr. Bradley promises to do all he can (e.g., through the use of pseudonyms) in 
order to ensure that my identity, place of work, and other personal details are protected. 
However, participants also have the option to have their identities revealed. Whether or 
not I choose this option, I understand that Mr. Bradley will perform member checking 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) before publishing and disseminating data and data analysis 
related to me. That is to say, before Mr. Bradley publishes any data or data analysis 
pertaining to me, I understand that he will show me all pertinent citations so that I may 
correct factual errors, and that he will do his best to take into account my own 
interpretation of my data when writing up his analysis of the data. 
 
5. Possible Benefits: I understand that one benefit is the opportunity for participants to 
explore in depth their own values and beliefs in ways that they might not have 
experienced before. I also understand that another possible benefit of this project 
entails my own exploration of and reflection upon various aspects of my identity and 
how these may relate to my teaching practices. In addition, one direct benefit of 
participating in Mr. Bradley’s research project is receiving copies of published work 
related to the project. 
 
6. Possible Risks and Discomforts: Even though Mr. Bradley will do his best to 
ensure my confidentiality if I so request it, I understand that there may be a small risk 
that readers of Mr. Bradley’s published work will somehow discover my true identity. 
I understand, though, that Mr. Bradley will do all in his power to ensure my 
confidentiality. Additionally, participation will require some, but not extensive, 
investment of time, which Mr. Bradley will negotiate with each participant.  
 
7. Voluntary Participation: I understand that my participation in Mr. Bradley’s 
research project is strictly voluntary. I also understand that if I initially agree to 
participate in this research project, I may later withdraw at any time. 
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8. Supervision and Contact Information: I understand that Mr. Bradley is being 
closely supervised in this project by Dr. Christine Pearson Casanave, Dr. David Beglar, 
and the administration of the Graduate College of Education, Temple University (URL 
for Japan campus Graduate College of Education: 
http://www.tuj.ac.jp/newsite/main/tesol/index.html). If I have any questions or 
concerns, I understand that I can contact Mr. Bradley (masopiate@yahoo.ca), who will 
then pass these on to the appropriate people in the Graduate College of Education. 
 
Date: ______________________________________ 
 
I, ______________________________, hereby agree to be a participant in the research 
project of Mr. Christopher Bradley under the conditions outlined above. The above 
conditions are based upon the current TESOL Quarterly informed consent policy 
statements (2007). 
 
Thank you very much for agreeing to be a participant in this research!  
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APPENDIX C 
DOUG’S ARTICLE ABOUT SOLAR POWER26 

 
What’s new under the sun?  
Top ten reasons to go “solar” in SUN City. 
Doug Brown 
 

Reprinted from the November 2009 Compass, a monthly magazine published in 
Lincoln, CA. 

 
Did you know that the sun potentially provides about 6,000 times the electric 

power demand of all of the world’s population? And did you know that Greek 
mathematician Archimedes, in 213 BCE, reportedly destroyed (or at least repelled) 
approaching enemy ships with solar power – by placing mirrors in mathematically 
precise positions on shore so that they would focus sunlight on approaching ships? 
 
 With so much power “out there,” and after 2200 years of dabbling in solar 
energy, some notable strides have recently been made to make greater use of this clean, 
renewable resource. Especially in Europe and Asia – China recently adopted a $60 
billion government stimulus package for solar energy. The United States lags behind, 
but we’re catching up. 
 
 That’s where you come in. Do you have solar panels on your roof? If not, why 
not? After all, you’re in SUN city! Are you aware that solar generated electric power is 
much more affordable now than it was a few years ago? Here are ten reasons for you to 
take advantage of all that free sunshine up there. 
 

1. Electric rates are going up. Rates in the top tiers of your electric usage 
will rise on January 1, 2010, and will continue to rise in the years ahead. 
Rates in the lower two tiers will stay constant. 

2. PG&E rebates are still available. Under the California Solar Initiative 
(CSI) you will get a rebate from PG&E for installing solar panels. The 
amount varies by system size, performance, and installation factors, but can 
be several thousand dollars! 

                                                   
26 Adapted from Brown (2009a). Note that I have disguised or deleted information about local 
individuals to whom Doug referred in this article. 
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3. Seize a 30% federal tax credit. The $2000 cap on this credit has been 
eliminated and through 2016, you will receive a 30% federal tax credit on 
your net investment. 

4. Markedly decrease your electric bills. Depending on the system size that 
you choose, your electric bill could shrink to nearly nothing because the 
installed inversion meter “sells” photovoltaic power from your panels back 
to PG&E when you’re not using the power yourself. 

5. Be a better steward of the planet. Why not lend a hand in “greening” the 
Earth? 

6. No, solar panels will not void your roof warranty. Correctly installed 
panels will not cause roof leaks, but roof inspection following installation 
of the panels is strongly recommended, so that a possible broken tile or two 
can be replaced. 

7. Your property tax is not affected. Even though the intrinsic value (in the 
perception of a buyer) could actually rise, it’s not a “real” increase, and will 
not be reflected in your property tax assessment. 

8. Recover your investment in a decade. By some calculations, a modest 
solar panel system can pay for itself (in reduced electricity costs) in about 
ten years! 

9. Solar electric companies will work with your needs. Most solar installers 
will calculate your personal needs based on your history of electric usage, 
and recommend a system to keep you in the lowest price bracket 
(guaranteed). They will also secure your building permit from the City of 
Lincoln. 

10. ARC offers no-hassle permission for solar panels. You don’t need to 
worry about ARC on this one! By law, installation of solar panels cannot be 
denied by a homeowners’ association. 

 
 Finding a reputable solar installer should be quite easy. Look around your 
neighborhood and ask people who have solar panels for recommendations. Interview at 
least three companies and check their track record. Here’s approximately what one 
homeowner recently paid for a modest 16-panel system, and how they calculated 
complete recovery of their outlay: 
 
 Initial cost:      $23,000 
 PG&E rebate:     –  3,000 
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 Federal tax credit (on the balance)   –  6,000 
 
 Net cost:      $14,000 
 
 Estimated increase in intrinsic home value:  –  7,000 
 Savings in electric bills in 10 years:  –  7,000 
 
 Final cost after 10 years J :    0 
 
 Think about it. You would spend at least $14,000 on a very modest new car, 
and in 10 years your car may be ready to donate to charity. You’re still out $14,000. 
With solar panels, after those same 10 years you’re like the Energizer bunny—it just 
keeps on going and going and going. 
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APPENDIX D 
DOUG’S ARTICLE ABOUT “GREEN” LIGHT BULBS27 

 
From Sun Senior News, March 2011, reprinted by permission 
 
The Future Dims for Incandescents: Neighbors InDeed’s Pros & Cons on CFLs 
 
BY DOUG BROWN  
There’s a run on the market for incandescent light bulbs these days. 
 

A 2007 federal law required conversion to energy-efficient light bulbs by the 
year 2014, paving the way for a huge market for CFLs. The EU, and dozens of other 
countries—led by Australia, New Zealand, and Canada—have legislated similar curbs 
on incandescent bulbs. All this has created quite a stir that even has politicians 
weighing in! 

Neighbors InDeed has weighed in. We stand behind our recommendations in 
the April 2010 Sun Senior News, in which we suggested considering the advantages of 
CFL bulbs (for many of your household fixtures), and scheduling a Neighbors 
InDeed’s “CFL Audit,” in which you can ask for a qualified Handy Helper to assess 
which bulbs warrant changing to CFLs and how much money and energy you will save 
from the change-over. We estimate a savings of hundreds of your energy dollars by 
taking this step. We continue to offer our CFL audit, so call 000-0000 and we will set 
it up! 

We’re back again, because, as 2014 gets closer, we’re hearing more and more 
misinformation over the light bulb issue. Consider a few of the most common pros, 
cons, and myths regarding the most readily available alternative to incandescent light 
bulbs: Compact Fluorescent Lamps (CFLs). 

 
PROS 
1.  Typically, 75% energy savings (over traditional incandescents).  
2. CFLs last 5 to 8 times longer (6,000 to 15,000 hours)  
3. They emit significantly less heat  
4. CFLs are no longer prohibitively costly 
 
                                                   
27 Adapted from Brown (2011). Note: In order to protect the privacy of individuals serving in the 
volunteer association referred to in this article, I have deleted certain details pertaining to its location, 
URL, and phone number. 
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The four “pros” here are all universally supported in numerous consumer 
laboratories and research studies, so really, there’s no argument here. 

 
CONS  
1. They don’t instantly produce their maximum light output 
2. Most CFLs cannot be used with light dimmers  
3. They must be safely recycled since they contain mercury  
4. The “curly Q” shape just doesn’t look good 
 

If these drawbacks tend to scare you off, consider doing some research, which 
should reveal the following: 

• If you’re willing to wait a few seconds for your light to get up to full brightness, 
the short “warm-up” time should not be a big inconvenience. 
 

• Neighbors InDeed concedes that CFLs do not function well with dimmer 
switches, so in this case, keep your incandescent bulbs for those fixtures. 

 
• CFLs contain a minute amount of mercury, and therefore they must be recycled 

at stores like Home Depot, Lowe’s, and the Western Placer Waste Management 
Authority site on Athens Road. 
 

• Finally, if those squiggly shapes (“spirals”) bother you, consider CFLs that 
look very much like a traditional bulb (see illustration). 

 
MYTHS 
1. They produce an annoying, flickering light that drives you crazy. 
2. They produce dim light that isn’t as bright as incandescents.  
3. They have a high failure rate.  
4. Their mercury levels are dangerous and highly toxic. 
 
With every new technology, there are always some myths to contend with. 
 
1. That flicker that you associate with some of the CFLs of a decade ago has been 
corrected in current manufacturing. If you get one that flickers, return it for a free 
exchange. 
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2. CFLs come in three different brightness levels to suit your own preference in a given 
area in your house. In some cases, you won’t know the difference between a CFL and 
an incandescent once it’s up to full speed. 
 
3. Some CFLs are poorly manufactured – watch out! Make sure your CFLs carry the 
“Energy Star” label, which will ensure you have a high quality bulb. If one does fail, 
you can return it and get a replacement, free of charge! 
 
4. A CFL bulb contains up to 5 milligrams of mercury (1/6000th of an ounce). For 
comparison, consider that a fever thermometer contains about 100 times more 
mercury. The mercury in a CFL is sealed, so no mercury is released from an intact bulb. 
And some manufacturers have now dropped the mercury content in CFLs to a mere 1 
milligram per bulb! 
 
Because of the hazards involved with the release of mercury into the air, a broken CFL 
bulb should be treated with care. Check out the EPA’s recommended steps for cleanup 
and disposal, which include allowing time in an aired-out room for any airborne 
mercury to dissipate: www.epa.gov/cfl/cflcleanup.html 
 
How many Handy Helpers does it take to change your light bulbs to CFLs?  
Answer: One! Call Neighbors InDeed at 000-0000 and save yourself a bunch of 
money! 
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APPENDIX E 
A COURSE SYLLABUS BY NANCY28 

 
WORKSHOP ON PEACE AND SPIRITUALITY 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This is an upper-level content-based course focusing on peace. It is designed to help 
students improve their proficiency in all areas of English (reading, writing, speaking 
and listening). The ultimate goal is for students to learn to put their English skills to 
practical use in advanced-level academic work. In the spring term, the subject of peace 
will be approached from two different perspectives: Galtungʼs focus on human rights 
and the elimination of all forms of violence, and the importance of spirituality in 
developing harmony and justice. 
 
CLASS OUTLINE 
Each week we will start class with a short quote about peace, which students will be 
asked to memorize for the following week. Our major topics will be introduced through 
long readings, which will be followed by quizzes to check comprehension of the main 
ideas. In class, the topics will be explored further through video clips, listening and 
dictation exercises and discussion. The class will be conducted in English and students 
will be expected to use English in class to the best of their ability. The topics we will 
cover are as follows: 
1. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights  
2. Human rights issues in the world today 
3. The fundamental teachings of the world’s major peace religions  
4.  The lives of some major figures who fought to protect society’s weakest elements, 

including Mohandas Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., Oskar Schindler, Sugihara 
Chiune, and Mother Teresa.  

5. Japanese working for a better world. 
 
HOMEWORK 
A high level of preparation outside of class as well as active participation in class will 
be required. Students will be given a long reading passage most weeks and will be 
given a quiz to check their comprehension of it in class the following week. 

                                                   
28 Note that here, as well in other syllabuses and course materials that follow for Nancy, Ms. Sida, and 
Andrew, I have omitted or altered certain details in order to protect the anonymity of these informants. 
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APPENDIX F 
SCENES FROM NANCY’S SLIDE SHOW ON SPIRITUALITY 

 
The world of the spirit has continued to 
 
 

 

call humanity back to the peace 
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that can be found in meditation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and prayer. 
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APPENDIX G 
NANCY’S WORKSHEET ON RESPECT AND REVERENCE 

 
Respect is an attitude showing that you think something is important or valuable. 
When you feel respect for something, you are careful not to harm it. When you feel 
respect for a person, you are polite to them and consider their feelings — you treat 
them with dignity. When you have a lot of respect for someone, you admire them. 
Make a list of ways that you could show respect for the following: 
 

• a very important person (for example, the Emperor) 
• a very important place (for example, the Diet Building) 
• nature 
• a person from another culture 
• a person who has a religion different from yours 
• a building used for religious purposes, such as a temple, church, or shrine 
• your own spirit 

 
Reverence is great admiration or respect for something, especially things involving 
God, religion and worship. Reverence is behaving as if you were in the presence of 
God. 
 
Make a list of the ways in which you could show reverence for the following: 
 
a building used for religious purposes, such as a temple, church, or shrine 
a holy book. 
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APPENDIX H 
A LESSON FROM MS. SIDA’S COURSE ON PRESENTATION SKILLS FOR 

THAI GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS 
 
Objectives:  By the end of the lesson participants will be able to:                                                                                                   
1.  Identify the language skills involved in giving a presentation,                                                                                                     
2.  Specify features of a good presentation and structures of a presentation,                                                   
3.  Make a 2 min. presentation about themselves, their office and their work and 
identify the skills they need to improve. 
 
Stages:                                                                                                                                                                                             
1.  Participants work in groups of 4-5, brainstorm features of a good presentation or 
good presenters and present their group’s ideas.  
2.  Participants, still in groups, discuss language skills they need to make a 
presentation in English and present the group’s ideas.                                                                                                                               
3.  Participants work in groups and view video clips showing a presentation. They 
discuss whether or not the presenter is effective, and what makes their presentation 
effective (or otherwise). They present their ideas.                                                                                                                                                                                            
4.  Participants brainstorm web resources that can help them improve their 
presentation skills.                                                                                                                                                       
5.  Participants work in pairs and draft an introduction to a presentation. They present 
to their buddies first before presenting to the big group. Their presentations are 
videotaped. They note down any problems they have, and what they can do to improve 
their presentation techniques. 
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APPENDIX I 
MS. SIDA’S COURSE OUTLINE: A PRESENTATION COURSE FOR THAI 

GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS 
 

Participants: 17 government officers from different departments 
 
Objectives: By the end of the course, participants will be able to do the following:  
 
1. Make an effective presentation using appropriate language and other elements such 	 	 
as stress and intonation, body language, as well as visual support.                                                                                                                         
2. Gain confidence in making effective presentations.                                                                                             
3. Develop strategies for self improvement and self reliance in life long learning  
 
Content:  
1.	 Features of good presentations                                                                                                                                       
2.  Effective introductions                                                                                                                                                                       
3.  Organizing your presentation                                                                                                                                                             
4.  Ending a presentation                                                                                                                                                                        
5.  Using the right language and body language                                                                                                                                              
6.  Using visual support                                                                                                                                                                            
7.  Meeting skills                                                                                                                                                                                        
8.  Social and impromptu talks                                                                                                                                                                   
9.  Project presentation and assessing your presentation 
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APPENDIX J 
SYLLABUS FROM ANDREW: SEMINAR IN ENGLISH 

 
Theme: Language, culture, and communication 
 
In this course we will look at relations between language and culture, and consider 
how they are reflected in human communication more generally. In addition to 
working with text materials, we will analyze situations called "critical incidents"(危機
事例) which show how miscommunication occurs due to differences in cultural 
background and communication style. We will also study some film clips and movies 
that illustrate communication problems among people from different cultures. To the 
extent possible, class lectures will be conducted in English. However, some Japanese 
may also be used, especially during discussions. The main text materials are also in 
Japanese. Students will be expected to participate actively in class discussions, to 
complete short assignments, and to make short presentations. 
 
Evaluation will be based on attendance and participation, a few quizzes (short tests), 
and group reports and presentations. The quizzes will be in English. Because this is a 
seminar-style course that requires active participation, you must attend at least 2/3 of 
the classes in order to receive credits. If you cannot attend class on a day when there is 
a quiz, you must notify the instructor in advance. 
 
Attendance = 10 points 
Quiz 1 = 30 points 
Quiz 2 = 30 points 
Presentation/Report = 30 points 
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APPENDIX K 
ANDREW’S HANDOUT: “FILM STUDY PROJECT—STAGE 2” 

 
After viewing a short clip from each of the films,29 choose one of them to study in 
your group. Consider the information that you gathered on your own, and also the brief 
descriptions of the movies (attached below). Now you will watch the film in its 
entirety, and prepare a group presentation (to be given on the last two days of class). 
As you study the film, use the “Study Guides” (attached to the film descriptions, 
below). Also, try to refer to concepts that we have studied in class using the class 
materials—such as the textbook and critical incidents—to help you understand the 
intercultural problems shown in the films. 
 
If you prefer you may choose a different film (with the approval of the instructor)—but 
it must be substantially concerned with a topic related to intercultural communication 
(or language, culture and communication more generally). 
- Your presentation should be about 20 minutes long, and consist of the following 

parts (though you may change the order): 
- An introduction/ overview of the film. 
- A general discussion of the problems of language, culture and communication as 

portrayed in the film. 
- A showing (using DVD/VHS equipment) of one scene in which a “critical 

incident” occurs between the two main cultures in the story. You should explain 
what the root of the problem is (cultural values, etc.) and how it was resolved in the 
film (if at all). 

- A discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of the film in terms of illustrating 
culture/communication problems. 

 
Also, keep in mind the following: 
- Everyone in your group should have a speaking part. (Try to keep the speaking 

parts about equal.) 
 

- Make a handout (プリント) with main ideas from your presentation. Your handout 
should be (mainly) in English. Your classmates will look at this while you are 

                                                   
29 For the sake of brevity, I have omitted Andrew’s written background to and discussion questions for 
the six films here (although the next two Appendices present these for three of the six films, for they 
directly related to content from our second interview). Each group of students in this class was expected 
to choose one of these six films as the main subject of their presentations. 
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speaking—remember that this should be a brief summary of main points, and not a 
complete script. (The handout will also be submitted to the instructor as one of the 
factors considered in giving you a grade for the activity). 

- You may use references from the Internet or books to help you organize your 
presentation, but your words and thoughts must be your own. (In other words, do 
not “copy” what you read online.) 

- You may present in English or Japanese, or a combination of the two. But if you 
present in English, I will be a bit easier on you when giving a grade. 
 

SCHEDULE 
 
² June 22:  Groups will form and choose a film. 
² Before June 29:  Each group member should watch the film, while considering 

the points in the Study Guide (below). 
² June 29:  Groups discuss the film with other group members in class; work on 

preparing presentation.  
² July 8:  First round of presentations (Japan-US communication) —about 20 

minutes per group. 
² July 15:  Second round of presentations (American “subcultures”)—about 20 

minutes per group. 



 
 

442 

APPENDIX L 
NOTES ON WITNESS FOR ANDREW’S FILM STUDY PROJECT 

 
The Amish are a sub-culture of people in America, especially in the countryside of 
Pennsylvania state, outside of Philadelphia. Even today they live like people in the 19th 
century—with no cars, no telephones, no electricity, etc. They are also very religious, 
and they sometimes speak German (or have German words mixed with English), 
because their ancestors originally came from Germany. In this story, John Book is a 
police detective who spends time in an Amish village while investigating the murder of 
another police officer. The movie is partially an action movie; but it also shows how 
John Book struggles to adapt to the Amish culture, and how the Amish struggle to 
understand John Book’s behavior. 
 
Study Guide (Witness) 
l First of all, try and watch this film focusing on the problems of intercultural 

communication (and not only the “action”). 
l What do you know about the Amish people? Try to find out as much as you can 

before viewing the film. You should be able to find out quite a lot on the Internet 
alone. 

l Based on your research about the Amish, what kinds of problems might you expect 
that they would have in communicating with mainstream Americans from the city? 

l In the film, what are the main problems that John Book encounters while living in 
Amish society? What problems do the Amish have with John Book? How does 
John manage to adapt? You can consider this in terms of verbal communication, 
nonverbal communication, cultural values, material culture, etc. 
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APPENDIX M 
NOTES ON MR. BASEBALL AND LOST IN TRANSLATION FOR ANDREW’S 

FILM STUDY PROJECT 
 
Mr. Baseball (ミスター・ベースボール) 
 
This is a movie about an American baseball player (Jack Elliot) who goes to Japan to 
play for the “Chuunichi Dragons” when he is no longer wanted in the U.S. Major 
Leagues. Jack has many problems adapting to Japanese baseball, and to Japanese 
culture more generally. He also seems to be very stubborn and ethnocentric, believing 
for much of the movie that American ways are better than Japanese ways. Of course, 
Jack is forced to adapt to Japan, and his teammates on the Dragons also learn 
something about Jack’s ways—the film thus shows how intercultural communication is 
“give and take.” 
 
Study Guide (Mr. Baseball) 
l What are the main problems that Jack Elliot encounters while living and playing 

baseball in Japan? What problems do the Japanese have with Jack Elliot? How 
does Jack manage to adapt? Consider this in terms of verbal communication, 
nonverbal communication, cultural values, material culture, etc. 

l Films about Japan that are made in other countries (such as the U.S.A.) often show 
stereotypes of Japanese culture. Is the picture of Japan that this movie shows an 
accurate one? Or do you find that it shows some stereotypes that may not actually 
be true (or maybe just old)?  (If there are stereotypes, think about what you might 
do differently if you were the writer or director of this film.) 

 
Lost in Translation (ロスト・イン・トランスレーション) 
 
Two Americans meet each other and spend a week together in Japan. One of them is a 
middle-aged man (Bob Harris), a former movie star, who has come to Japan to make 
commercials for Suntory Whiskey. The other is a young woman (Charlotte) who has 
accompanied her husband (a photographer) to Japan. The movie shows how Bob and 
Charlotte experience the foreign culture together, including their sense of culture shock 
and alienation. 
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Study Guide (Lost in Translation) 
l Although their stay in Japan is short, Bob and Charlotte encounter certain 

problems in Japan, and are probably surprised by many things. Consider their 
problems in terms of verbal communication, nonverbal communication, cultural 
values, material culture, etc. 

l One interesting thing about this film is that it shows two people becoming friends 
and almost falling in love with each other in a foreign country, even though they 
would probably never have gotten to know each other in their home country 
(because of age difference and life style). What does this say about how people 
relate to others when they feel alienated in a foreign culture? 

l Films about Japan that are made in other countries (such as the U.S.A.) often show 
stereotypes of Japanese culture. Is the picture of Japan that this movie shows an 
accurate one? Or do you find that it shows some stereotypes that may not actually 
be true (or maybe just old)?  (If there are stereotypes, think about what you might 
do differently if you were the writer or director of this film.) 
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APPENDIX N 
ALAN’S POWERPOINT SLIDE: ORDER WITHIN CHAOS30 

 

Structuring order within chaos…

 

 
Alan’s spoken commentary for this slide follows below: 
 
For this activity you will need your Task sheet. 
 
Here is the structure:  
 
MODEL: 
 
We are already in groups of six. We need two groups of six to come together - one on 
the inside, facing out, and one on the outside facing in. 
 
You will ask the person facing you the questions on the sheet and take notes on the 
answers. What questions are you going to ask? 
 
When you have finished, you move round one space to the right. I will be walking 
around you if you have any questions. 

                                                   
30 In Mackenzie (2006). Note: The yellow dot on the slide represents a classroom teacher. 
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APPENDIX O 
ALAN’S POWERPOINT SLIDE: STUDENTS AT THE BACK31 

    

How much attention do the 
students at the back really get?

 

Alan’s spoken commentary for 
this slide follows below: 
 
 
One thing to think about is how far 
you need to walk to get to ALL the 
students in the class. 
 

 

 

                                                   
31 In Mackenzie (2006). Note: The yellow dot on the slide represents the classroom teacher. 


