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Abstract

Thesociahatureof languagés clear However for teachersoncernedavith the dayto-dayrunning
of aclassroomnthis cansomeimesbe anaspecthatslipsinto the backgroundpot in the sensef a
failureto think aboutthe pragmati@aspectsf the languageve areteachingbut ratherin respecto
how our studentsareusinganunfamilialanguagéo navigatehroughthe societyof the classroom.
This shortresearclarticlelooksat the reflectivejournalof an Assistant Language Teacher (ALT)
attempting to understand better what is being askedof studentsas they attemptto manage
themselves in a small but importantsocialsettng (the English classroomysingthe tools of a
languag#vith whichtheyarenot yetcompletef familiar. In thisresearcharticlel identifythe main
themef thejournalandthengo on to examinghesehemesastheyapplyto aspecificcontext.
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Cociolinguisticﬂ;s the studyof why peoplespealdifferentlyin differentsocialcontextsaswell as
the sociafunctionsof languagandhow socialmeanings conveyedHolmes 2008).In orderto
\—understandny role asa teachetbetter,| wrote reflectivejournalentriesover the courseof one
academig/earteachingat a junior high schoolin JapanMy aim wasto examinethe dynamicsof
classroorassocietyandits interactiorwith languagel he validityof suchanapproactseemedo meto
lie in the natureof languagéearningwhichrequireghe learnerto exposehemselves a waythatis
muchmorepersonaéndpotentiallythreateninghanotherfieldsof study.Languagéarnings sociaby
its verynature asis teachingthereforea sociolinguistiapproactappearegustified.My purposen this
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short articleis to examie thosereflections,identify the major thenes that occur throughout,and
considehowtheymightapplyto the classroom.

The diary

Four personatiaryentrieswerewrittenat regulaintervalghroughoutthe courseof the year No strict
structure was imposed prior to writing, the intention being simply to note, as they arose,the
sociolinguistiaspectghat presentedhemselvedor notice. Thesereflectivejournal entries(RJES)
soughtto examinavhatwasbeingaskedf the studentsspecificallasmenbersof a socialcontextand
not simplyasisolatedndividualanguag&arnersTwo majorthemesmergedrom thediary:

¥ identity
¥ the role of the teacher

Eachof theseghemeswill belookedatin moredetailbelow.
Identity

Identity concerndhow a persm conceive®f him or herselfin the world andhow theyseekio convey
that messageo others. Chryssochooy2003) statesthat identity Oisa particularform of social
representatiothat mediateshe relationshigoetweerthe individualandthe sociaworldElts functions
areto inscribethe personin the socialenvironmentto communicat@eoplesgbsitionsandto establish
relationshipsvith others@p. 225.

One aspecbf identitythat garneredh lot of attentionin the RJEswasthe useof the learnersfiyst
language the classrooml. reflectedhatif languagéelpsto conveyidentity thenby barringthe useof
the L1 in the classroonteachersare effectivelynegatingthe identitiesof the vastmajority of their
studentsThe entriesexpressed belief thatthe suppressionf the learners@entityis too highapriceto
payfor anyof the perceive@ddvantages anEnglishonlyclassroom.

In additionto concernover learneridentity,the RJEsmaderegularmention of the identity of the
teacherl expesseaoncernaboutthe extentto whichthe teachers justifiedin imposingheiridentity
uponthe classroonmateriabndthe learnerSummarizedhe crux of my reflectionson teacherdentity
revolvedaroundthe questiorof balancinghe essentiahead of the studento retaintheir identitywhile
they struggledio learna secondlanguageand the needfor the teacherto remainmindful of the
potentialfor their own identitiesto becomethe dominatingfactorin the classroonby virtue of their
commandf the subjectmatterandtheir positionof power.

The role of the teacher

Throughoutthe journal entriesthereis quite naturally a preoccupation with the role of the English
teacher: What is the traditional view of the role of the teacher? Is this view compatible with effective
language learning? How do I conceive of the role I must play in my students’ learning? Harmer (1995)
writes of a movement in language teaching towards shifting authority from the teacher to the student
and that this “has ...been seen as a way Of makingstudentghe investigator®r discoverersf facts
aboutlanguageatherthanjustrecipientf information{p. 337. This accuratelgummarizesy view
of theroleof theteacher.

REFLECTIONS ON LEARNING SHORT RESEARCH ARTICLE |36



Volume 24 Issue3

Learning Learning

The RJEscontainseveramentionsof the role of the teacherasa bi-directionaconduitthroughwhich
languagenaypassaslearner©discoveriQ ratherthanasasourceof knowledgelispensetb recipients.
Thejournalentriesexpresgarticulaiconcernwith teacherbecomingrbitersof languaggudgng what
is acceptabler evenOgood@ndwhatisinferioror unnecessary.

Commontheme: Power

Whilethe aboveconstitutehe two dominatingopicsastheypresenthemselvegroughouthejournal,
one major unifying theme undoubtedlyconnectsthem both: power. Thereis an almostubiquitous
concernwith issue®f powerthroughouthe RJEs

In termsof identity, muchof theissuerevolvesaroundthe powerinherentn the positionof teacherAll
teacherdring with them ideasabouttheir own identity and the teachesstudentrelationshipin the
journall wasoftenconcernedvith the powerof theteacheto imposetheirbeliefsuponstudentsMore
significantioweveris the crucialrole thatidentityplayswithin all of usandthe abilityof theteacheto
significantlydiminishor evendisregardhoseof his or her studentsthrough decisionamadein the
classroom.

Therole of the teachelis a topic so ladenwith issueof powerthat it might conceivablye calledthe
unifyingthemeof thesediary entries The RJEsexpressoncernwith who decidesvhich materialto
cover,who decidesvhich forms of Englishare ok andwhich unacceptabléhe necessitpf students
beingableto trust the teachemith providingtheir educationandthe conceptionof the teache asa
companioron thelearnersg@urneytowardsEnglishacquisition.

The classroom

Havingidentifiedthe majorconcernshownin the journal,the nextstepwasto examinghosethemes
in a specificcontexN asmentionedearlier,a junior high schoollocded in a very smalltown in rural
JapanTherole of anassistananguagéachefALT) isto assistleadJapaneseacheandtheroleis
incidentalin manywaysto therunningof the classEachof the 12 classetaughtby the authorcontains
betwea 32and38studentandstandardsf behaviowvaryconsiderablipetweerclasses.

What becomesbviousupon evenbrief reflectionis that a gulf existsbetweenthe theory and the
practiceof the classroori the mostobviousfractureoccurringaroundthe role of the teacherandsol
will coverthisaredirst.

The role of the teacher

Whileit is easyandcertainlyusefulto formulatea philosophyof teachingn isolationthe RJEsshowed
that in doing so | had presumeda kind of Qdeal learne® This learnerwas mature, motivated,
responsibleand committedto the journeyof discoveryuponwhich| hadconceivedf the teacheias
beinghisor hercompanionUnfortunatelythislearneis oftensomewhathimerical.

In the contextof this junior high schoola mgor role of the teachelis that of classroonmanagerAs
studentsnovethroughthefirst yearto thethird, not onlydo theydevelopaspeopleput theyunderga
kind of evolutionin their approachto English.Despitethis, eachyeargroup,for differingreasonsis
activelymanagetby theteacherThis provedquiteinstructiveasl developedany conceptionsf therole
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of teacher.

Sometimedt simplyis not possibleo hold the learnersiandon anidealizegourneytowardsEnglish
competencelearnersatend classfor myriadreasonsand not all of them includethe learnerGswn
volition. In this contexf manyof the mostdesirablg@racticesn therole of teacherreoftensuperseded
by the needto maintainan effectivelyfunctioningclassroomA teachemaynot alwayse ableto take
sucha Ocompanion@pproachwith a studentwho disdains€Englishandis contemptuousf schoolin
general.

Similarlymy Gdeallearnebhadpossesseadegresf competencéhatallowedthe teacheto function
asaconduitraherthananoriginof knowledgeAgain this conceptiomeedseevaluatinm the light of
thisspecificcontext.

If we canconceiveof the points betweenthe Gondui©and rigindas existingon a continuum,|
believethat all three of the leadteaches at my schoolswingtoo far towardsthe QriginO end. For
examplethefirst-yearstudentarecorrectedncessantligy theirteacheif theirhandwritteriettersstray
too far from the prescribedhorm of the textbook,evenif the learnerGsandwritingof Romanscript
more closelyapproximate a natural,cursivestyle of writing. Here, the teachertogetherwith the
textbook sthefinalword.

Having saidthis, thereis obviouslythe need,at very elementaryevelsof study,for the teaherto
dispensé&nowledgelLow-levellearnersimplydo not possesthe necessarynguistictoolsto advance
in awaythatallowstheteacheto operaten theidealizedvaymentionedn my RJEs.

Identity

Verysimilarto the problemsassociatedith classroonmanagemerare thoselinkedto studentidentity.
The mostobviousissueconcernglasssize.ln a classof 38 fifteen andsixteeryearold studentsthe
spacefor makingbroad allowancesor individualidentity is minimal at best.It is not so muchthe
individualleanersare not interestedas other learnersand their requirementsnakeindividualization
impossible.

A further set of issuescompound the problenN the curriculumas assessetly nationwideand
prefecturakexamdeavegeachersith the bareminimumof spacein which to improvise.The time
demandn teachersreextraordinaryand relianceon the textbookallowsthemto carryout all the
other functionsrequiredof the role. Moreover,a culture of rote learningand teaches@asorigin-of-
knowledgeneanghat an approactthatlargelyignoresndividualityis the norm and for the mostpart,
expectedTakentogetherthereis little possibilityof allowingfor individuallearnendentityandthere
appeartttle inclinationto do so.

The exceptiorto al of thisis the useof the students@ativelanguagélL1)in the Englishclassroomin
all of the classearoughestimatef Japanesgpokerduringclassbhy both studentandteachersyould
be approximatel\80-90%. Unfortunately,this is not done for such lofty and idealizedreasonsas
safeguardinigarneidentity,but ratherbecaus&nglishis approacheth muchthe sameashionasany
other schoolsubjedil a seriesof rulesand problemsableto be learntand assessethroughpen and
papetrtesting.
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Power

Undoubtedlyin this context,the teacheremainghe souce of virtuallyall power.Teacheractasthe
bringerof-knowledgea role that helpsexplainthe traditionallyhigh esteemn which teacherdave
alwayseenheldin Japanbut whichalsomeanghat studentshaveabsolutelyo input into the nature
of their learning.Studentsremain passiveQecipientsof knowledgg varyingin their degreeof
receptivityby suchthingsasinterestand motivation.That this motivationremainssparsel\spreads
evidencedy the prevalendistractionandrecidivistsleepingon showin mostof the classesThereis
little allowancepossibleor expectedor learnendentitydueto numeroudactors,a frustrationfor me
whenl canseelearnerkeento learnbut amunableto offer themtime to engagen the materiabn a
morepersonahndmeaningfulevel.

Conclusion

Keepinga reflectivgournaloverthe courseof a yearprovidedinterestingnsightsinto the dichotomy
betweerexpectationandpracticeHowever suchaconfrortationcanbe of imnmensevalueto ateacher,
whatevestageof their careetheyhapperto bein. The practicahecessitiesf reallife maymakeour
conceptionaindidealsregardinguchthingsasthe role of the teacherlandthe necessitpf considering
learnelidentityat timesunworkableHowever suchidealscanactasa spurin all aspect®f life andthe
presencef obstacle®n the roadto their attainmenis a poor argumentgainsthe attempt.Life is
seldonsimplethereseemdittle reasorto expectthe languagelassroonto bedifferent.

References

ChryssochoouX. (2003) Studyingdentityin socialpsychologySomethoughtson the definition of
identityandits relationto action. JournabfLanguagedPolitic2(2), 22541

Harmer,J.(1995. Tamingthe big OlJeacheperformancendstudentsatisfactionELT Journafq4),
337345

HolmesJ.(200§. An introductitmsociolinguiged ed). London:Longman.

Mathewdollinsheasla lecturextt KanddJniversitfinternationgtudieis JaparOriginallfrom
NewZealandehadeeteaching Asiafor10yearandhasa Masterdegree TESOL fronthe
UniversityffAucklandHis researttterestscludeocabulasyidemtutonomgndmotivation
Authorcorrespondédinshead@kanda.kuis.ac.jp

REFLECTIONS ON LEARNING SHORT RESEARCH ARTICLE |39



