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My Journey To Japan

RASUEEF

| have always enjoyed English literature as
a source of both release and relaxation. As a
young high school student in Canada, | was
fortunate to have had motivational teachers
who took the time to foster this interest and
introduce me to many seminal writers and
works throughout the English literature
canon. | became particularly fond of the
works of American writers such as
Fitzgerald, Faulkner and Hemingway toward
the end of my high school years. | was
fascinated by the prospect of capturing or
exploring the past through the vivid details
and descriptions they were able to convey in
their novels. It was then both a natural and
logical step for me to pursue English
literature as a major when | entered my
freshman year at the University of Toronto
in 1989. The University of Toronto was a
fortunate place to study English Literature
at that time since many world-renown
literary scholars such as Northrup Frye and
visiting writers such as John Irving and
Michael Ondaatje, either lectured, gave
readings or both on campus. The city itself
held the distinction of once having served
home to a young Ernest Hemingway during
the early 1920s where he worked as a
freelance writer and foreign correspondent
for The Toronto Star .

Living in Toronto also gave me the
opportunity to meet fellow students who
were equally enthused and inspired in

#m William Kay

literature, art, film and music. The students |
met were not only from Canada, but also
from a mix of different countries as diverse
as China, Japan and India. Toronto provided
us all with a great backdrop for exploring
mediums of art, music and literature
together in a very culturally diverse setting.
After years of studying and working in
Toronto, | developed a desire to live and
work abroad. As | began deciding where to
travel, | was introduced to a visiting
Japanese high school teacher through a
family friend who happened to be visiting
Toronto. Through this connection, | was
invited to a Japanese-style dinner hosted by
the visiting Japanese high school teacher.
Throughout the evening, | was able to try
many authentic Japanese dishes for the first
time. | found out that the visiting teacher
was from Sapporo. At that time, all | knew
about Sapporo was that it was famous for
having held the 1972 Winter Olympic Games.
During the course of the evening, | found out
considerably more about the city and within
half a year later, | was on a plane bound for
Sapporo with a one-year contract to teach
English at an English conversation school.

It has been ten years since | boarded that
plane and | haven't looked back once. | have
enjoyed many wonderful experiences in
Sapporo and have been fortunate to make
many great friends and acquaintances here.
Sapporo has also provided me with an




excellent base to further my teaching career
and education. During my years teaching at
Sapporo Gakuin University in Ebetsu, | was
able to finish my Master's degree in TESOL
Applied Linguistics through Macquarie
University in Sydney, Australia. My research
thesis focused on Blended Language
Learning (BLL) curriculum development,
which combines methods of online and face-
to-face language learning in a computer-
assisted language learning (CALL)
environment. Although my primary research
involved the use of computers, my teaching
interests have extended well beyond the
confines of CALL rooms. During the past
two vyears, | have been involved in a
volunteer teaching initiative known as
“Teachers Helping Teachers (THT)” . THT is
a volunteer group based in Himeji, Japan
that is dedicated to the improvement of
teacher education in developing countries. In
March 2007, our group traveled to Laos to
present a workshop sharing our experience
in communicative language teaching with
teachers at the Laos-American College in
Vientiane. Through this experience, | was
able to develop and coordinate my own
study abroad program with the Laos-
American College earlier this year. The
program was English intensive and involved
a group of my seminar students
participating in environmental field trips
with Laos-American College students as well
as visiting the United Nations and various

fair-trade cooperative enterprises in the
area. It is a great hope of mine to be
involved in future cross-cultural initiatives
that help to further students' education and
awareness of the world around them.

Global Issues field trip:
United Nations, Vientiane, Laos. March, 2008.

| feel strongly that it was an interest in
English literature at an early age that
encouraged me to take chances and pursue
rewarding opportunities both at home and
abroad. | would encourage students at
Hokkai Gakuen who may have a similar
interest in  English and literature to
persevere and take advantage of
opportunities that enhance both their minds
and spirits. As a new teacher at Hokkai
Gakuen, | look forward to sharing my
background and experience with students
and faculty members alike.
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Learning and Teaching

RARLERY

We are learners even as we are teachers. As a
teacher, much of my development and learning
has revolved the idea that there is a certain
“authenticity” that is vital to the health of the
classroom. | would define authenticity as the
sense of meaningfulness and purpose in the
classroom, where students are engaged in their
learning and there is a harmony between the
teacher, the material, and the students
themselves.

In addition to being a teacher, | hope that | am
also a traveler. As | have traveled here and there,
| have learned and relearned the idea that, even
as we are distinguished by culture, on an
individual level we are, at heart, more or less the
same.

Perhaps my own journey as a teacher, learner,
and a traveler began when | was four. At that
time, my mother and | left the United States so
she could study at the original Montessori
institute in Bergamo, Italy. | also attended
Montessori schools and, | suppose, there remains
a touch of Montessori in my own approach to
education. Somehow too, this early experience
abroad spurred my later love of travel. We
returned to the United States when | was six, and
| lived in Washington, D.C. until | finished high
school.

| attended Hampden-Sydney College, a four-
year liberal arts college in Virginia, where |
majored in English in addition to extensive course
work in History and Religion. At Hampden-
Sydney, | was almost always in classes of ten to
fifteen students, where lecture was
supplemented with frequent discussion and any
lack of preparation was not hidden for long.
There was no choice but to engage the subject,
yet there was enough richness in the teaching to
make compulsion unnecessary.

@t Edward Furlow

At Hampden-Sydney, | was fortunate to have
many opportunities for independent travel. A
summer backpacking trips around Europe was
followed by trips to China, Thailand, and Japan.
Nearly twenty years after that first trip to
Japan, | still have vivid memories of both the
famous and ordinary: the simple, stunning
beauty of Kinkaku-ji, a long row of parked
bicycles perfectly spaced and ordered, the
kindness of a student on a Kyoto bus, giving me
directions as best he could.

After completing my Bachelor of Arts degree, |
worked in Washington and traveled when | could.
| spent six months in Scotland and travelled
through India and Southeast Asia. In the end, |
was drawn back to Japan. | remember being lost
in Shinjuku station on the night | arrived. The rain
was pouring down and there were people
everywhere. | had two suitcases packed with my
only possessions, a little money in my pocket,
and a notion that | could find a job somewhere
and explore a country that had long fascinated
me. Eventually, | found a teaching job in Tokyo.

During my first years in Japan, the experience
of seeing my students really engaged in their
learning changed the job of teaching for me into
a life-long career and led to my decision to
pursue a Masters of Arts in Teaching degree
from the School for International Training (SIT)
in Vermont. At SIT, | learned much about the
mechanics of teaching through courses such as
Applied Linguistics, Intercultural Communica-
tion, and Second Language Acquisition. | also
learned much about the spirit of teaching:
through experiential learning and reflective
practice, | came to see how teachers create the
conditions for meaningful learning to take place.

As part of my graduate school practicum, |
taught at the University of Veracruz in Mexico.




In many different ways, the teaching context
there was much different from that which | had
experienced in Japan-for example, there was
more spontaneity and less concern for accuracy.
Yet, despite all the differences in context, |
discovered that the need for meaningfulness was
always present. My students were faculty from
the school of Architecture, and | designed a
syllabus that incorporated elements of

architecture into an overall communicative focus.

After graduate school, | accepted a faculty
position at the Colleges of Higher Technology in
the United Arab Emirates. Again, as in Mexico,
the teaching context in the UAE was quite unlike
anything | had encountered before. In terms of
second language skills, | found the students of
the UAE to be the polar opposite of Japanese
students. Whereas Japanese students are seen
to have greater competency in reading and
writing than speaking, students in the UAE
struggle with reading and writing while excelling
at speaking. Indeed, theirs is an oral culture. |
recall a late afternoon in the courtyard of the
college where some my students gathered in a
circle and told stories (in English for my benefit)
until only the last rays of the desert sun
remained.

There must be a certain magic in Hokkaido
that lures people back again and again. Even as
| was living and traveling in various places,
Hokkaido was always in the back of my mind,
and, when | had the opportunity, | returned. |
worked part time in the Sapporo area before
accepting my present position at Hokkai Gakuen.

My learning, | think, continues. | am currently
considering different concepts of authenticity in
teaching and learning. For example, in the
language classroom, authenticity is often de-
fined as the use of authentic texts or language as

models of “real world” language, implying that
the classroom is inherently inauthentic. Within
this notion, | think there is the flawed assumption
that there is a primacy in the language of L1
speakers whereas the language of L2 speakers is
never quite perfected. Rather, | would submit
that authenticity is a quality that comes from
within the classroom. The language growth of L2
learners should evolve towards a direction
desired by both the teacher and the student.
While the teacher has a vision of the landscape of
the language, the student uses the forms of that
landscape to create language that reflects the
student's self. Authenticity in this sense is the
process of creating forms that suit one's soul
and mind, forms that one can call one's own. |
close with these somewhat famous verses of my
favorite poet, Wallace Stevens:

Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,

The maker's rage to order words of the sea,
Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,
And of ourselves and of our origins,

In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds.*

*from 7he ldea of Order at Key West
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