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My Life as an English Teacher

wreiEEsm  Brian Nielsen

| have been privileged to have been
born in Australia, a country whose official
language is English. This simple fact
has enabled me to embark on a
wonderful journey as an English teacher,
and has offered me the chance to work
and experience many different cultures.

When | was studying my
undergraduate degree in Elementary
School Teaching, | never dreamed that |
would go on to a career in ESL (English
as a Second Language). However, when
| graduated from Queensland University
of Technology in 1991, there were few
jobs for teaching graduates, so | decided
to join a language school on the Gold
Coast that specialized in teaching
foreign students from Europe, Hong
Kong, South Korea, and Japan. | taught
there for one-and-a-half years, and it was
such a wonderful job that | decided to
come to Sapporo, Japan to see if | could
teach English here. For the next 5 years
(1993-1998) | worked at several
English conversation schools in Sapporo
and also began working as a part-time
English teacher at Sapporo International
University and Tokai University.

In 1998, | applied for a job as a full-

time foreign language instructor at the
Tomakomai National College of
Technology (Tomakomai Kosen) where |
worked for two years. In 2000 | went to
the Kushioro National College of
Technology and worked there for 4
years. During this time | also studied to
get my Masters degree in TESOL
(Teaching English to Students of Other
Languages) Working at a Kosen was a
very interesting experience for me
because | had to communicate in
Japanese with professors of engineering
and informatics. | also had to attend
faculty and department meetings, which
were in Japanese. | was very impressed
with the effort these teachers made
towards guiding students in their
studies and also by the amount of
concern they showed each student
under their care.

In 2004, at the end of my 4-year
contract with Kushiro Kosen, my
Japanese wife and | decided we should
return to Australia for family reasons
and also because we now had a
daughter and thought she would benefit
from an education there. | got a job in
the Queensland Department of




Education, where | worked part-time as a
replacement teacher in elementary and
high schools for about a year. However, |
realized that teaching English was my
main love, so | quit this job and took up
a post as an English teacher in a
Brisbane language school that
specialized in preparing students for
IELTS - the Australian University English
entrance examination.

In 2005 | was offered a job to work as
an English teacher in the Middle East in
the capital of the United Arab Emirates,
a city called Abu Dhabi. | taught there
for 5 years in the Abu Dhabi Women's
College. This was an amazing experience

because most men are never allowed to
see or talk to these women, and they
usually wore veils and head scarfs in
class. They were wonderful students,
however, and we would often share a
joke in class.

As you can see, English teaching has
provided me with many opportunities
that | would never have had if | had
chosen another profession. | still love
teaching English and hope that the
students of HGU will find my courses
interesting, educational, and worthwhile.
If you see me walking in the corridors of

this university, please stop and say
hello.




<o w w M

FriEEEIT]

ldentity and language learning

wExxibeREEm  Jérémie Bouchard

| am from Québec, a French-speaking
province to the east of Canada. My first
language is French, and like Japanese
people | had to learn English in junior
and senior high school. But | rarely
enjoyed my English lessons. We often
had to study grammar patterns, and had
very few chances to express our
thoughts in English. One of the biggest
questions for us was “If | have to study
English, who am | going to speak English
with?” All my friends, family members
and most of my relatives are French
speakers. So even if we could, we often
felt strange speaking in English. In fact,
| remember that if someone used an
English word in a conversation, (s)he
was often scolded or ridiculed by others
for not using a French equivalent. As a
kid, it was hard for me to comprehend all
of this. But since | didn't think | was
going to live outside Québec anyway, |
didn't think much about it.

Eventually, my mind wondered away
from my immediate surroundings.
Throughout college and university, my
life was in English. Thanks to fantastic
teachers, friends, and acquaintances, |
became a bilingual person. Gradually,

the thought that | could communicate
with anyone on the globe using English
became reassuring to me, and the idea
of life in Québec (which is a nice place
to live, by the way) was ruled out. In
short, language learning had triggered a
fundamental shift in my personality.

In 1998, | decided to come to Japan.
For the past 13 years, | have met
thousands of Japanese people, many of
them devoted English language learners
like myself. | have also learned that
English has a different kind of cultural
impact here. In Japan, English
represents the outside world, or
something “‘non-Jdapanese’. In contrast,
both English and French Canadians have
long shared a love/hate relationship with
each other. Yet, beyond our language
and cultural ideologies, we are all aware
that our cultures are inextricably linked.
Canada would not be the multicultural
nation that it is today without this
cultural back and forth.

Coming back to English, being the
world's lingua franca, we can all agree
that it belongs to everyone who speaks
it. Everyone can find their personality in
it. When we speak English, we do not

10



become a totally different person.
Moreover, if we do not speak like native
speakers do, we can still claim
ownership of the language. This is the
greatest contribution English has made
to the world: the importance of
communication in shaping global
identities and world cultures.

The main point | wish to convey here
is that language learning (involving the
learning of any language, not just
English) is an incredibly enriching
process which brings us into
unchartered territories both within
ourselves and out in the real world.
Whether we have a passion for the
language we learn, or whether we resist
it, language learning forces us to
guestion ourselves. Our identities
(Japanese, French or English Canadians,
women, men, intellectual academics,
down-to-earth blue-collar workers,
Nippon Ham Fighters' fans or Giants
fans) are all negotiated through
everyday discourse. Nothing about our
identity is carved in stone forever. Only
the language(s) we use in everyday life
embodies who we are.

Needless to say, for language
teachers like myself, identity is a central
concern. When | look at my students, |
wonder what is actually happening in
their mind. What elements make one
student an active English speaker, and

another a reluctant one? In short,
language learning has to be the most
dynamic process for identity
construction, destruction and
reconstruction. | see this process
unfolding in every class | teach.

Yet, | am not writing as a language
teacher here, but rather as a language
learner, now busy trying to master his
third language: Japanese. | know for a
fact that my experience is not unigue in
this world. Yet, | have learned that we,
non-native English speakers, all have
language ideologies that shape our
relationship with English. And | don't
know of any better way to reflect on and
re-evaluate
such ideologies
than language
learning itself.

11
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