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Reviews

 


Sanae
Oda-Sheehan’s book addresses some of the most pressing questions in
the Japanese EFL context - how to bridge the gaps between
linguistic theory and teaching practice, and between what is taught
in the classroom and what is needed by students in the world.
Through a rigorously conducted and compellingly written
autoethnographic account, this book investigates the possibility of
implementing a pedagogical framework aimed at bridging these gaps.
By bringing together personal insights and interview data,
Oda-Sheehan provides a fascinating account of how a reflexive
awareness of our multiple identities can help teachers move towards
a pedagogy in which they may successfully integrate pragmatics,
grammar, and communicative language.

Robert Lowe,
Associate professor, Tokyo Kasei University

Co-editor of ‘Duoethnography in
English Language Teaching: Research, Reflection and Classroom
Application’ (Multilingual Matters)

 


Sanae
Oda-Sheehan’s book should be a primary text for anyone in second
language education interested in autoethnography. The brilliant
presentation of her autoethnographic study demonstrates the types
of insight and can be shared from this approach. She empowers
readers with ways in which they can carry out their own projects.
This is a moving, compelling work that deserves to be
read.

Gregory Hadley, Professor of
Sociolinguistics and Western Cultural Studies, Niigata
University

Author of ‘Grounded Theory in
Applied Linguistics: A Practical Guide’ (Routledge)

 


 


What a unique
contribution to the field! Sanae shows how to conduct
ground-breaking autoethnographic research, and she has even
artfully (and with unstinting honesty) woven in her identity as a
mother and daughter! This was totally unexpected! Her detailed
documentation reminds researchers that we all have multiple
identities, many of which we erase to teach or do research. I am
thrilled to see her self-identify as ‘a missionary of pragmatics,’
as she shines a bright light on how important pragmatics is to
effective communication. This is such an engaging and enjoyable
read!

Donna Fujimoto, Professor,
Osaka Jogakuin University.
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Akogare: Pervasive yearning or
desire (for Western
culture and language)

Chokai: Neighborhood
association

Deguchi: Exit

Gaishi-kei: Foreign-capital
(company)

Gakushu no
meate: Learning objectives

Honne: Honest feelings and
desires

Juken
eigo: English for examination
purposes

Juku: Tutoring school/cram
school

Kikokushijo: Returnee children who
were educated outside Japan

Ko-dai
renkei: University-high school
collaboration

Mama-tomo: Mom friends/school
moms

Tatemae: Opinions displayed in
public

Tsukaeru
eigo: Practical/useful English

Wayaku: Translation from English to
Japanese

Yakudoku: A Japanese version of the
grammar translation method

Yobiko: Preparatory school for
university entrance examinations
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 Chapter 1. Introduction

 


Vignette 1

Gasping for breath, she barely
whispered, “I’m so glad to have you.” Immediately I responded,
“You’ve always been proud of me, Mom,” but there was no more
response. That was the very last conversation I had with my own
mother.

It was only
after she passed away that I realized what she actually meant by
those last words. Although she had suffered from cancer for two and
a half years, we - my father, my brother, and I - never expected to
lose her so suddenly. She had managed the household virtually by
herself until the day she was hospitalized to start another session
of chemotherapy, and a few days later, she was gone. We were not
ready, not only emotionally but also in a practical sense, having
no idea where all the legal or financial documents were kept at
home or what would need to be done with them. During her struggle
against cancer, she often tried to tell us where those documents
were, but we never wanted to listen to her because acknowledging
such information meant that we were accepting the fact that she was
dying.

Now that she
was gone, I had to take care of all the paperwork. Right after my
mother’s passing, my father was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, and my
brother was busy with work. Devastated by grief, I was sorting
through my mother’s personal effects and looking for necessary
documents at my parents’ house, when I heard her voice again - “I’m
so glad to have you.” This time, I finally realized what she was
trying to tell me - pragmatically. She knew her last moment was
approaching and meant to say, “I’ll leave the rest to you,
Daughter. Take good care of your father, the paperwork, and
whatever has to be arranged.” I started crying in the empty house
and then realized I may have done something awful. In response to
her last request, what did I say? I should have responded, “Don’t
worry, Mom. I’ll take care of everything.” How much would she have
wanted to hear such a reassuring response! Instead, what she had to
hear was “You’ve always been proud of me, Mom.” That was not what
she wanted to hear! No, it was not her; it was me. I was proud of
myself, thinking and bragging about myself even at my mother’s
death bed instead of giving her the peace and assurance she wished
to have at the last moment.

This regret
lingered in my life for a long time, and I still feel deep remorse
as I write this now, even ten years after her passing. At the same
time, because the last conversation took place all in Japanese, my
first language, I realize how complex pragmatic enterprise can be
even in our own language. More disturbing is the fact that I have
been doing research on second language pragmatics for many years
trying to find ways to raise pragmatic awareness and promote
pedagogical efforts, and yet, the last interaction I had with my
own mother sadly demonstrated that such endeavors may be
insufficient. In other words, pragmatics can work outside the
purview of our cognition, somewhere deep within us, perhaps related
to human nature called identity.

This
realization has led me to think that discussion over pedagogical
approaches alone may not suffice, and perhaps we should further
reflect on ourselves and delve into the core aspects of identity
and its formation at the same time. That is how this research
project started and has driven me through this long journey, which
I wish to share with you in this book.

 


 



 


Rationale and Motivation for
Writing This Book

 


In my life, I
have witnessed many rewarding and exhilarating moments in learning
and teaching English as a foreign language (EFL). At the same time,
I have also encountered frustrating and challenging instances in my
linguistic endeavors, one of which is regrettably described in
Vignette 1. While it is often said that EFL educational efforts in
Japan have fallen short in their effectiveness, I have realized
that there may be several problematic gaps hindering such effects,
and I wished to explore any keys to possible improvement through my
own experience in this field.

This book is
about my journey for such exploration. I have written a life-sized
portrait of this research project based on an autoethnographic
orientation. Autoethnography is a burgeoning and promising approach
in the qualitative research field to study lived experiences and
enhance sociological understanding (Adams et al., 2015). Combining
characteristics of ethnography, biography, and systematic
self-analysis, autoethnography allows the researcher to utilize
data about self and context to describe, analyze, and understand
sociocultural complexities through the connectivity between self
and others within the same context (Chang, 2008).

Although there
is some skepticism toward this blurred boundary between self and
others as well as the subjective nature of the method,
autoethnography can provide profound insights on sociocultural
complexities and is now used by researchers in various academic
fields (Adams & Manning, 2015). It is also employed by
practitioners working with people from diverse cultural
backgrounds, such as teachers, counselors, medical personnel, and
human services providers (Chang, 2008). As “a non-traditional
methodology that is slowly gaining traction in mainstream
qualitative research within the field of educational research”
(Jain, 2021, p. 111), this culturally sensitive and contextually
relevant approach is beginning to attract attention in the field of
teaching English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) (e.g.,
Canagarajah, 2012; Mirhosseini, 2018; Yazan et al.,
2021), which is the main
realm of my research focus.

As generally
stressed in recent studies, reflections and narratives of lived
experiences can be a powerful tool for teacher development
(Golombek & Johnson, 2017). Reflections are defined as
“conscious thinking about what we are doing and why we are doing
it” (Farrell, 2015, p. 8). Narratives are sequentially told stories
of individuals unfolding their lived experiences (Creswell, 2007),
and “analyzing teacher narratives is a valuable way to investigate
language teaching as it is actually practiced” (Menard-Warwick,
2011, p. 566). In accordance with those insights, I have decided to
adopt narratives in an autoethnographic approach to reflect on my
EFL practices and perceptions and to see if there are any critical
factors for possible improvement. Although the context of this
study is generally for EFL endeavors in Japan, some of the insights
to be presented may apply to other EFL contexts outside Japan as
well, especially in terms of the linkage between learning and
life.

Here I would
like to remind readers that qualitative studies are about making
meaning of our lives. As a qualitative method, autoethnography aims
to deepen sociocultural understanding through “turning the research
lens toward the self, sharing highly personal accounts, and
theorizing about one’s lived experiences” (Adams & Manning,
2015, p. 351). Therefore, rather than trying to provide explicit
solutions through this study, I strive to share my exploration by
“connecting the personal to the cultural” (Ellis & Bochner,
2000, p. 739) and “linking ‘the self and the social’” (Chang, 2008,
p. 46).

Also, by
reflecting on my own EFL journey through the lens of the multiple
identities I have held and giving a personalized account of such
exploration through the autoethnographic approach, I seek to
encourage readers, who may be confronted with similar challenges,
to reflect on their own experiences to see if there are other
perspectives and possibilities in their contexts and endeavors.
Such readers can be teachers, learners, researchers, or anyone else
who picks up this book at some point somewhere in the world. It is
my sincere hope that readers can feel connected to the stories
presented in this book and reflect on their own lives as they go
through the pages. I believe such reflection may have a great
significance in connecting the notion of language learning to our
lived experiences, and at the same time, integrating life and
academia.

 


My Background

 


As a former
businessperson who faced the fierce competition of the business
world on a daily basis, I have always been conscious about my
strengths and weaknesses in whatever I commit myself to, the most
important of which is now my efforts in the field of TESOL. What
can be my potential as a teacher? So, to write this book using an
autoethnographic approach, I initially looked back on my EFL
learning and teaching history so that I might revisit and reflect
on some critical incidents during my journey.

I was raised
in an entirely Japanese-speaking environment by parents who almost
starved to death during World War II and barely finished compulsory
education. When I was small, my parents often told me that English
skills would be of help in my life, just as many parents would do
who wish the best for their children. I must have been six or seven
years old when I first became interested in English, flipping
through pages of my brother’s English textbooks and being
fascinated by the unfamiliar characters of the alphabet. I still
remember the excitement and sense of accomplishment when I was
around 10 years old and first tried my English out on non-Japanese
people, saying, “Hello, how are you? What’s your name?” Since I
attended Japanese public schools, my English learning experience
was typical of any Japanese student in those days:
grammar-oriented, examination-focused, and hardly any contact with
native speakers of English (NSEs). I tried everything I could in
this given situation, from memorizing complicated and
decontextualized grammatical sentences for examinations to
practicing speaking in front of a mirror with imaginary friends and
audiences, as there were no real people around to talk to in
English.

Always
scoring high in English subjects, I survived “the entrance
examination hell” (the term often used to describe the fierce
competition in entrance examinations in Japan), and thanks to those
imaginary friends in front of the mirror, my English-speaking
skills were much higher than those of my classmates by the time I
graduated from high school. Due to my academic achievements, I was
offered various teaching jobs even while attending university,
which started me on my journey of teaching English while earning me
a sufficient income to pay for my education.

Through these
personal accomplishments, I became proud of my “linguistic
talents,” until I turned out to be a total failure when I moved to
the US after graduating from university with the ambition of
becoming an “English expert.” In California, even though I spoke
grammatically correct English, I was far from fluent in a
communicative sense. Through the struggle, I learned the hard way
that grammatical competence alone is insufficient to carry out
successful communication and that communicative skills need to be
developed on the foundation of grammatical competence.

It was during
that time that I started teaching Japanese language and culture to
Americans at a language school in the Japantown section of San
Francisco. The experience of teaching Japanese (my first language:
L1) by means of English (my second language: L2) allowed me to
witness firsthand the differences and similarities between the two
languages. It also led me to analyze what I had taken for granted
as L1 for many years so that I could explain it from an objective
standpoint.

Looking back,
I realize I have seen two sides of Japanese and English - with
Japanese, first as my native language and secondly as a subject for
JFL (Japanese as a Foreign Language), and with English, first as a
grammar-oriented subject and secondly as a communicative and
interactive medium. Having those experiences enhanced my linguistic
quest and increased my receptivity to English learning. This
passion gradually guided me to think about enrolling in an advanced
degree program specializing in the field of TESOL.

With the dream
of further study always in the back of my mind, I returned to Tokyo
and started working for a US-based multinational company as a
communication consultant/executive assistant, handling various
types of cross-cultural communication and teaching business English
to Japanese colleagues. During those 13 years, I witnessed many
challenges that Japanese businesspeople may face. For example, a
lack of English communicative skills was often a major handicap in
negotiations with NSEs and a cause for managerial failure even when
they had enough business competence in Japanese. I also noticed
that their struggles were often culture-related, which led me to
surmise that there may be some underlying factor, something more
important than grammar, sustaining our communicative enterprise. In
order to unravel this mystery, I eventually left my job to join a
graduate program in TESOL in my mid-40’s.

While enrolled
in the program, I finally realized that what I had been searching
for was most likely something called pragmatics(1),
a driving communicative force to understand how
people comprehend and produce different intended meanings
(LoCastro, 2012). During and after the program, I continued my
research on L2 pragmatics, exploring possible ways to raise
pragmatic awareness among Japanese learners of English. At the same
time, I taught at a yobiko
[a preparatory school for university entrance
examinations] for over ten years, addressing the challenges and
realities faced by both students who are trying to enter top-level
Japanese universities and Japanese teachers of English (JTEs) who
work with them in the classroom.

Meanwhile, in
my personal life, I have experienced some challenges being married
to an American and raising a family in an intercultural
English-speaking family environment in Japan. Now continuing my
research in TESOL, I have strived to apply theories and principles
to my teaching at a tertiary level, helping university students who
will face real-life challenges in workplaces in a few
years.

The reflection
on these paths makes me realize that, while I have some weaknesses,
such as a lack of teaching experience at a “formal” secondary
education level, I have had some unique and valuable experiences
that other teachers may not have had. Through these learning and
teaching experiences, I have greatly enhanced my communicative
competence, especially in business contexts, the knowledge and
understanding of English grammar, realities surrounding the
traditional entrance examination system, cross-cultural insights,
and L2 pragmatics in the Japanese EFL context. So, going back to
the question raised at the beginning of this section, what strength
have I developed through these experiences?

Firstly, my
background has given me multiple perspectives of the English
learning/teaching environment through my familiarity with what
needs to be done in the classroom, where preparation for
high-stakes examinations is often stressed, and what is required
for successful communication in business contexts, where pragmatic
features often play a vital role. As teachers are expected to help
students be better prepared to meet societal needs, I consider
myself fortunate to have seen both the academic and business sides.
Also, teaching both EFL and JFL has enhanced my linguistic ability,
allowing me to compare the two languages and take full advantage of
using L1 knowledge in the learning/teaching of L2. Another strength
lies in my strong communicative insights, which I have fostered
through various cross-cultural experiences both in Japan and
overseas, working in a fast-paced multicultural business
environment, being married to an American, and using English as the
main medium of communication in daily life. Finally, my background
has allowed me to develop multiple identities. Although multiple
identities might conflict with each other at times, leading to
“struggle with selecting a particular identity to assert in a given
situation” (Taguchi & Roever, 2017, p. 160), having multiple
identities should be a great advantage in my practice as a teacher
and researcher, allowing for multifaceted analyses and insights in
my cognitive endeavors.

 



Gaps to Be Bridged in the Japanese EFL Context

 


These multiple
perspectives and strengths, however, have gradually led me to
realize that there may be several gaps beneath the surface, causing
some problems in the Japanese EFL context. I initially recognized
the challenge of such gaps in the workplace, where I witnessed
communication breakdowns frequently caused by my Japanese
colleagues when using English in cross-cultural contexts. When such
breakdowns occurred, they would often complain, “What they teach at
school does not help at all!” Caught in the middle of demanding
work requirements and frustrating situations, they felt stressed,
being linguistically misunderstood and feeling undervalued in a
seemingly “unfair” manner by their foreign counterparts or
superiors, even when using grammatically correct English as they
were taught at school. Observing their daily struggles convinced me
that there is a wide gap between what is taught in the classroom
(school) and what is required in practical communication in the
workplace (society).

Also, when I
was more deeply involved in the research of L2 pragmatics during my
graduate studies, I started sensing the presence of another gap. As
Ishihara and Cohen (2010) claim, even though there has been a
considerable amount of theoretical research on inter-language
pragmatics in applied linguistics, few of those findings have yet
been put into practice, especially in the area of pedagogy. In
order to help Japanese speakers of English (JSEs) who may be
struggling in practical communication, such as my former
colleagues, I believe that there needs to be a solid bridge between
theory and practice in L2 pragmatics and its pedagogy. Such a
bridge should be established through a linkage “between ideas about
language learning and the lived experience of learners and teachers
themselves” (Norton, 2016, p. 475). Towards that end, the most
reasonable and effective approach to systematically promote
pedagogical efforts appears to entail collaboration with teachers,
JTEs in particular, who account for most of the teachers in the
Japanese classroom. That is how I started focusing on JTEs in my
study.

However, close
examination of JTEs’ practices and perceptions gradually led me to
realize there is another gap – the one between grammar teaching,
which many of them perceive as required in preparation for entrance
examinations, and communicative language teaching (CLT), as
promoted by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT) (MEXT, 2003). While the definition of CLT can
vary, Savignon (2007) defines it as “an approach or theory of
intercultural communicative competence” (p. 213) to “promote the
development of functional language ability through learner
participation in communicative events” (p. 209). Therefore, CLT
should include reading, writing, and even metalinguistic knowledge
of syntactic rules, but many teachers still believe it is about
face-to-face oral communication.

At the same
time, even though entrance examinations are changing with more
communicative aspects incorporated (e.g., Guest, 2008; Torikai,
2013), based on their own examination experience, many JTEs still
perceive that examination questions are designed to test discrete
and decontextualized grammatical knowledge (Underwood, 2012),
because “[t]here is a general lack of understanding of the contents
of current examinations, and a general tendency for teachers to
prepare students for past examinations rather than future ones”
(Koby, 2015, p. 130). As a result, teachers are facing the dilemma
between form-based grammar instruction and CLT under constraining
classroom conditions (e.g., Humphries & Burns, 2015; Nishimuro
& Borg, 2013; Sakui, 2004).

Perhaps this
quandary among JTEs partly stems from the general trends in teacher
training and teacher education in Japan. Many JTEs have backgrounds
in English literature or linguistics and very limited knowledge in
TESOL, as reported by previous literature (e.g., Nagatomo, 2012;
Nishino & Watanabe, 2008), as well as my research participants
in Chapter 4. They obtained their teaching licenses by taking extra
credits while studying for their degrees in English literature or
even in non-English-related majors (such as law or sociology). This
can result in teachers resorting to their intuitions and their own
learning experience, because teachers’ learning and teaching
beliefs tend to be based on their own learning experience (Borg,
2003; Pajeres, 1992). Unfortunately, their learning experience may
have been less communication-oriented, especially for older and
more “experienced” teachers, who may have more power and influence
within their educational institutions.

Figure 1
illustrates those gaps that appear to embrace complex issues and
hinder learning effectiveness in the Japanese EFL context, despite
the individual efforts made by concerned parties, including
learners, teachers, institutions, and MEXT. These are, of course,
issues that are based on the context of my professional and
personal experiences, which may not represent the experiences of
teachers and learners in other contexts. Still, as a person who has
had a varied professional background and has witnessed people’s
communicative struggles firsthand, I contend that these gaps need
to be addressed urgently so that there will be better learning
results based on more balanced and holistic perspectives.


 


Figure 1

Critical Gaps to Be Bridged
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The Integrative Approach
“the Pedagogical
Trinity”

 


Then, how can
we bridge those critical gaps? It seems necessary to find a
practical approach for teachers and take into account the realities
of the current Japanese classroom. To answer this question, my
experience and previous studies have led me to realize that,
instead of seeking a new approach, it may be feasible and more
effective to fully utilize what is already available in the
classroom while addressing learners’ needs and constraints
accordingly.

At the onset
of this exploration, I developed a framework that I have
called the Pedagogical Trinity
(Oda-Sheehan, 2016c), as shown in Figure 2. This
conceptual framework is designed to integrate L2 pragmatics and
grammar pedagogy with the aim to facilitate the learning of
communicative language and promote the implementation of CLT. The
framework also seeks to address the needs in the Japanese context,
such as preparation for entrance examinations, which seem to be
involved in all three elements in the classroom. It seems that many
JTEs feel more comfortable teaching grammar (e.g., Samimy &
Kobayashi, 2004; Taguchi, 2005; Underwood, 2012), and pragmatics
usually involves various communicative functions. Therefore,
promoting pragmatic learning and pedagogy in connection with
grammar teaching may have a great potential to trigger the
implementation of CLT by providing a clearer focus to JTEs who are
familiar with grammar rules but may still be confused about what to
teach in CLT.

 


Figure 2

The Pedagogical Trinity
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Note:
Based on Oda-Sheehan, 2016c

 


Here, I am
fully aware that it may seem inappropriate to treat
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