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kept talking at quiet students with a conviction this was the only way to make the classroom
active, only to feel miserable. Then I stopped talking a lot and saw my class take off. It was a
great discovery that stayed in my mind for the following years.

Yet this experience did not show me what role I should play as a teacher. What it showed me
was how important it is to be open to a new approach. Teaching is a series of experiments and
discoveries. It is something like playing with wisdom rings. After twisting them in one direction
and getting stuck, what should we do? Better than twisting them forcibly in the same direction
is to try twisting them in another direction. If it does not work, try another way. Just as Thomas
Edison kept on experimenting and discovered 9999 ways that the electric lamp did not turn on, we
should keep experimenting with teaching and keep making discoveries whether they take off or
not. We face a wide variety of students. Two students cannot be the same and one student cannot
stay the same all the time. Besides, the whole world is rapidly evolving with the advent of online
classes and Al instructors. The question is whether we are ready for the change and whether we

are ready to change.



nothing. Unfortunately, it is getting more and more difficult to have students read these days.
Many kids today do not read manga even in Japanese as the sales of comic books are declining.
Plus, the progress brought about by extensive reading is so slow that students can hardly be
sure if they are really advancing. Wouldn’t it be more natural for poor students to be drawn to a
graphic video game with a clear goal? The images of the enemies in the game they have to shoot
and the obstacles they have to overcome are much more vivid and the sound effects are more
exciting than quiet English texts. I just do not know how to make English learning as exciting
as an online shooting game. Could English learning mechanisms be built into a video game? How
about zombies speaking English very slowly with Japanese subtitles? As players move on, the
English that they are exposed to would get more difficult, with the speech rate of the zombies
getting faster, the vocabulary more advanced, and the sentences more complex. This seems like a
way out of the maze, but I do not know how much success it could bring.

1 cannot entirely rely on learning with pleasure. It is especially true when we are compared
with other teachers or other schools in terms of average test scores of classes. In fact, my school’s
students are chronically judged to be poorer in grammar than the national standard. The measure
we are often required to take is to intensify grammar instruction by going back to the traditional
way of teaching. Students are required to work on a thick grammar workbook and they are made
to take the same grammar quizzes over and over. I doubt this approach will work. It is like having
poor singers sing the same song over and over until they can carry the tune. I just do not know

what to do under the pressure. It seems I am trapped in the maze of instruction.

Conclusion

Throughout my career I have always felt lost. The sad reality is that 1 do not feel I have grown
competent over all these years. The only professional growth I have achieved is awareness of how
powerless I am. I am still immature about student discipline. Despite my realization in the Bronx
that I needed to put myself in a student’s shoes, T am guilty of having expressed my frustration
with students when I was under pressure or when my class did not go well. I am still totally
clueless as to how best we can teach English. How much grammar instruction do we have to
offer? How can we help students prepare for entrance exams while teaching something practical?
Is extensive reading really superior to the traditional way of grammar instruction? Does rote
learning really have no place in second language development? How can we deal with pressure
from school administration to raise students’ scores?

I have no idea what role teachers should play. Some practitioners claim teaching is like
horticulture rather than engineering. Plants do not always grow as we like but we cannot put
them on an assembly line to make them grow. All we can do is to provide sunlight and patiently
wait until they grow. While this may be true, the question is how long we should wait. It is true
people can help plants grow by providing sunlight, but what is the sunlight in teaching? When I

set out on my career, I naively believed that my job was entertaining students and desperately
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allowed students to pick books at the library and urged them to read outside the classroom. I told
them they did not have to use a dictionary. When encountering an unknown word or phrase, they
could just skip the part. If they encountered too many unfamiliar words and felt lost, they could
stop reading and switch to an easier book. By doing so, they could find the right book, which was
both accessible and enjoyable to read. I emphasized that they could learn English even if they
did not like it. Students were supposed to develop vocabulary and grammatical competence while
being exposed to text they could enjoy reading. Wouldn’t it be great if they could learn without
going through the stress of mechanical drills or feeling lost in grammar class?

Once again, things did not work out as I had expected. Most of the students did not even
visit the library or open a book. The reason was simple. The students had smartphones and
PlayStations at hand, so why bother? Still desperate to make my students read, I gave them
homework where they were to describe the outlines of the stories they read. Yet, they were smart
enough to copy a convenient internet site and handed in their homework without reading a word.
Next, I had them quote the most memorable part of the story so that they at least had to open
a page. For this, they just copied the first few lines of the first page to pretend they had read a
whole book. One student even wrote down “Copyright Penguin Publisher.” 1 had no choice but
to abandon my attempt to force them to read and instead relied on the power of competition. I
designed what was called Extensive Reading Mileage, where the students just had to report the
amount of text they read throughout every semester, so that I could honor the student who had
read the most. There were just a handful of students who conscientiously handed in their reports,
but the amount they had read in the semester hardly exceeded that of a few picture books. The
rest of the students simply ignored the Extensive Reading Mileage assignment.

Come to think of it, exposing the students to English books might have been a little
premature. What is claimed to be Level One books sometimes contain over 1,000 words. This is
tantamount to two units of a high school textbook. I know there are hardly any students who
voluntarily preview the textbook before class. Then how can I expect them to go to the library and
read English on their own? Research says that learners are capable of reading text if they are
familiar with 95% of words in it. When encountering unfamiliar words, they may stop reading and
rely on a dictionary. Others can decide to keep on reading and correctly guess what the unknown
words mean from the context. Or they simply may ignore those words but could still comprehend
the outline of the story because they do not have to understand everything in text. Yet, I should
have been aware of the level of stress stemming from reading English. Many readers may feel
uncomfortable with the uncertainty stemming from unknown vocabulary. Even if readers knew
every word in a text, they would have to grammatically decode every sentence.

A better solution than graded readers may be manga. There are bilingual manga books
available where Japanese and English texts go side by side. Students can simply read the
Japanese text and occasionally glance at the English next to it. I do not know how much attention
readers pay to English text, as it depends on the proficiency and motivation of each reader. What

counts is the exposure to English text with little stress and uncertainty and it is better than
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Questions about Grammar Syllabus

Now let us examine the most popular approach to teaching. Traditionally, a school or a
textbook writer sets a grammar syllabus with a list of grammatical elements to focus on. The list
contains such units as ‘sentence patterns,” ‘tense,” ‘gerunds,’ ‘comparatives’ and so on. This serves
as a guide for teachers on what to teach and when to teach it. For the sake of efficiency, they try
to teach each element in isolation by offering many sample sentences like “John Is taller than
Mike,” “Mike runs faster than John,” “This bag is more expensive than that one.” Learners are
sometimes required to transform ‘Mary painted this picture’ into ‘This picture was painted by
Mary, In fact, this was how I learned in my high school days.

However, teaching grammatical elements in isolation, as demonstrated above, does not help
students understand the appropriate contexts for their use. The sentence ‘Mary painted this
picture, is not the same as “This picture was painted by Mary. In the former, it is ‘Mary’ that is
focused on and it is ‘¢his picture in the latter. Therefore, students should be exposed to a context
in which these sentences are used. It is ridiculous to have learners only practice changing one
sentence into another as in some grammar workbooks.

Besides, second language acquisition is far more complex than a grammar syllabus. Teaching
the rule of the third person singular ‘s’ may help students deal with a simple grammar quiz like He
(like/likes) wine’, but they are likely to drop the ‘s’ in real communication or essay writing, when
they have their focus on meaning rather than on form. It is very common for even highly advanced
learners to make errors with simple sentences. T am skeptical about the grammar textbooks and
workbooks that many students are using for university examinations. I do not think they can
master what is in Unit One before moving on to Unit Two.

Another factor that complicates instruction is a great variation in grammatical sensitivity
among learners. In other words, some learners pick up grammar faster than others. We have to
be aware that there are a certain number of students who are clueless about what is going on in
grammar class no matter how meticulously it is taught. They do not understand what is meant
by such terms as ‘subject,” ‘verb’ or ‘modification.’ A teacher is likely to explain “a verb is a part
of speech that shows movement”. As a result, some lost students may think ‘dog’ or ‘car’is a verb
because it moves. There is also a type of students who (feel they) understand grammar instruction
but forget it extremely fast. Now matter how intensively they are taught, they repeat the same
errors like Yes I bo, ‘Mike running,’. or ‘I like she.’ It is probably because they cannot focus on
meaning and form of language at the same time. Besides, there are too many grammar rules they
have to handle. For these reasons, I have always wanted to break away from the traditional way

of teaching grammar.

Reading for Pleasure
Instead of a traditional grammar syllabus, T would rather rely on the power of pleasure

reading. After attending a workshop about extensive reading, 1 became deeply convinced. I
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attention in class. The moment I yelled, they stopped talking and the whole class got attentive.
This approach, however, did not work after they outgrew me in their second year. They no longer
cared about my reprimands. They treated me as if I did not exist. Sometimes they formed a band
and rebelled.

There is a lot more to write about what goes on at school but let’s shift our focus to the English
classroom. This is where I did most of my thinking and faced the most challenges. Despite my
academic career in TESOL and subsequent activities at academic organizations such as JALT
or JACET, I do not know how to teach. In the classroom I was just a poor mouse lost in a maze.
Although I have a certain amount of doubt, I believe grammar instruction is necessary, or at least
better than nothing. The question is how best I can teach it. There are many schools of thought
trying to answer this question and there has not been any single agreement among researchers.
Not knowing what is the best approach, I moved back and forth in the maze of grammar

instruction.

Habit Formation

Initially, I had faith in the power of habit formation. A lot of learning, ranging from the
multiplication table to tying shoelaces, after all, comes from repeated practice. Why was language
an exception? In fact, when I attended Christian kindergarten, I learned to say Hai/ Mary without
knowing what it meant. When I misbehaved, the nun forced me to stand before the Statue of the
Virgin Mary and say the prayer ten times. This was how I memorized it and I can still recite it
after 50 years. I believed students could learn to construct English sentences the same way.

Coincidentally, our school started using a language textbook titled Progress 21, which was
designed to promote habit formation. It came with special software which had students repeatedly
practice the same sentences, such as “This is Keiko. She is Japanese,” or “This is Kevin. He is
American.” 1 was somewhat excited with the idea that students could practice saying the same
lines hundreds of times. I came up with homework where students had to use the software
and write down in their notebooks the sentences they heard. While they were writing down a
sentence, they had to listen to it several times. The more sentences they wrote down the more
audio exposure they were supposed to get. This was supposed to simulate the environment of an
English-speaking country. The English sound with grammatical sentences would be ingrained in
their minds as Hail Mary prayer was ingrained in my little head. I expected the students to learn
English grammar eventually.

Things did not go as I had expected. First, they did not do their homework. Second, even
if they did, they rarely used the software. In hindsight, I could not blame them. Who would
enjoy listening to a series of such nonsensical sentences as “Jiro hrought out a hose and watered
Howers, or ‘Laura took out the rake and collected fallen leaves’? Mechanical drills hardly engaged
students. Instead, it ultimately led students to hate English. Regrettably, it took me a few years

to come to this realization.



everything I had learned in TESOL. Caught between two educational philosophies, 1 struggled,
but I refused to change. Again, I kept losing students, making the managers unhappier.

There are many major league baseball players coming to Japan to do lousy work. I guess 1
was no different from such players. Looking back, I believe I was right to a certain extent but
I clearly lacked flexibility. There should have been a way to prepare for entrance examinations
while teaching something practical. What I needed was a way to bring the two schools of thought
together. This project continued inte my next job. I finally got my teaching certificate and moved

to a regular secondary school.

Teaching Fulltime 7

Getting a full-time position at a secondary school had always been my long-time dream. Since
leaving the natural gas company, I had not had anything stable. There had been many moments
I regretted making a career change. Now I could at least stop worrying about how I would earn a
living next year.

Working at a secondary school involves a lot more than teaching; it also includes managing a
homeroom, looking after club activities, running school events, chaperoning students on a school
trip, and attending long meetings. Teaching seems to be just a small portion of the entire work I
do. In this job, I developed various skills that were not related to teaching such as skating, setting
up a tent in the mountains, or keeping a baseball scorebook. I even chaired the committees for the
sports festival and the culture festival. Running such major school events was quite a challenge
but I made it through. I just did what many leaders would do, delegating many parts of my
responsibilities to my staff. | was fortunate to have very supportive coworkers. It was through
these school events and club activities that I established strong bonds with students. I find it
great to see many different aspects of students which are not visible in the classroom. It wouldn’t
have been possible at the prep school or even at the schools in the US, where teachers were
required to merely teach.

The greatest challenge is managing a homeroom. To fulfill the responsibility, 1 have to play a
counselor’s role in addition to a teacher’s. I have to deal with not only students but also parents.
While I was in the States, I just called parents for help but it was the other way around in Japan.
It is parents that called me for help. I am sometimes caught in long telephone conversations. They
are often about students’ bad grades, truancy or bullying. I was often stressed out dealing with
these problems.

On the other hand, the most interesting part of being a secondary school teacher is the chance
to witness how twelve-year-old boys grow over the span of six years. Many kids go through a
growth spurt and voice change in the first few years. Most of them display physical growth first,
followed by mental growth. It is often when their bodies outgrow their minds that they are likely
to be mentally unstable and rebellious. I am far from an expert in student discipline. Despite

my realization in the Bronx, I am guilty of yelling at little first year students who did not pay
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crows’ grew lovelier. What really struck me the most was a surprise birthday party they threw for
me. With a cake on my desk, I decided to cancel the class and had private talks with each one of
the students. As I was planning on a fun trip for the coming holiday, T asked about their fun plans.
It turned out that many of them would be stuck in New York. I became speechless when I heard
one girl, who often cursed at me in class, say taking a trip was impossible with her baby to look
after. In fact, teenage pregnancy was so rampant in the Bronx that there was even a nursery in
the school basement so that some girls could check in their babies in the morning before attending
classes upstairs. There were many poor students who had to sacrifice the freedom they deserved
as teenagers.

Teaching in the Bronx, I learned how important it was to put myself in my students’ shoes.
A teacher’s perspective is very different from a student’s and they cannot understand each other
unless the teacher tries to narrow the gap and respect students. This was the most important
lesson I learned during my three years in the US. I learned it in a very hard way. Now it was time

to return to Japan as my work permit expired.

Ordeal at Cram School

The first job I got after returning home was teaching at cram school. This was not a job 1
really wanted but I needed to work part time for two years while enrolling in a teaching certificate
course in Japan; my American teaching certificate turned out to be no better than toilet paper
in Japan. Although I was not very happy with my new job, I was warmly welcomed at my new
position. Having a master’s degree issued in the US, I felt like a major league baseball player with
a great track record coming to play in a minor league in Japan. It was this conceited attitude of
mine that backfired on me.

The instruction at the cram school was test-oriented and its main goal was to cram as much
knowledge as possible into students’ little heads. It was far from the practical English I had been
trained to teach in the previous three years. T had strong contempt for the cram school textbook
because it contained too many ridiculous sentences such as “Tt being Sunday, the shop was closed.”
or “By whom 1s my dog being taken care of ?” 1 found it absurd to teach such nonsense. I stopped
using the textbook in class and started using various picture books published overseas, saying “This
is the real English.” I also stopped using the cram school’s vocabulary book, saying “You cannot
truly increase your vocabulary through rote learning. Instead, read a lot and practice speaking.
This is how students in America learn English!”

Many students did not like my American way of teaching. After all, they needed to learn
ridiculous English for the sake of university entrance exams. They found my teaching approach
too radical. They dropped out of my class one after another and the number of students in my class
got smaller and smaller. Of course, the cram school managers were not happy and transferred me
to a smaller school. If it had not been for the American degree, T would have lost my job. I should

have been grateful for being retained but I still could not follow the Japanese way. It went against
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talks too much in class)”, or “Su Aijo no respeta a su maestro (Your son has no respect for his
teacher).” Their parents were a little more help than the deans. They could make the kids become
quiet the next day. However, good behavior did not last more than two days. My classroom soon
went back to as it was, full of screams and yells like at Yankee Stadium. It seemed nothing
could make a dent. Driven crazy by the loud crows, I found myself acting mean to conscientious
students as well. Now I was getting far from any of the ideal teachers I had pictured.

Seeing my predicament, the assistant principal assigned to me a mentor, an experienced
language teacher. Observing my class from the back of the classroom, my new mentor gave me
some useful advice. He showed me how to draw on the blackboard while watching out for bad
behavior of students at the same time. He showed me how to walk around in the classroom with
an eye constantly on students. He also said “Shouting won't get you anywhere,” and coached me
on various classroom management techniques. He suggested I talk to each student more politely
even if they were not doing their work. Instead of “Stop playing around!”, say “Did you finish your
work?” or “Do you have any problem?” “Need help?”

Despite his advice, the antagonism between the students and me grew. | hated many students
and they hated me, too. Many faces were full of hostility. I also hated the way the school was run.
1 came to hate going to work. Monday mornings were so depressing that it was really hard to get
out of bed. I just looked forward to those students quitting school. In fact, the dropout rate of our
school was one of the highest in the city.

Then, one winter day, when heavy snow covered the city, I reached a turning point. The
traffic was hardly moving. Looking out of the window of my apartment in the morning, I expected
school to be canceled. To my distress, school remained open despite the snow. Struggling to walk
along the snow-covered street, I reached the school barely on time. The halls were as they always
were, with many students laughing and cursing with four letter words. I could not believe those
students had bothered to come to school. Didn’t they hate school? One of my coworkers told me
that the New York Board of Education usually did their best to keep schools open because many
hungry kids needed school lunch and the school buildings were warmer than many of their
apartments with no heaters.

I was ashamed. I had never tried to understand how those students lived. Coming from a
middle-class family in Japan, I did not give a thought to the poor environment they had grown up
in. What were their home towns like? Did they have electricity, gas and tap water? Why did they
come to New York in the first place? Did they attend school before coming to the US? Of course,
they did not receive much respect living as immigrants. I was one of such poor foreigners, being
pushed around by many school district offices. I was also experiencing a huge culture gap myself.
After all, those kids and I were in the same boat. Despite having the same background, I was
acting like an animal keeper, trying to get rough kids under control, teying to show my authority.
I resented the students just because they did not become my obedient pets.

Since T changed my attitude, the antagonism I had with the students gradually faded. Now

that it was past Christmas, I allowed myself to smile in class. Then the ‘rowdy animals’ and ‘noisy

(6)



Joining the team in the middle of the semester, I was assigned to the lowest level ESL class. The
class size was much bigger than that of Ditmas and it was full of outrageous students. There was
not much ethnic diversity as my class mostly consisted of Hispanic students. On my first day of
teaching, my coworkers gave me two pieces of advice. One was “Don’t tell the students that it is
your first year teaching. Just pretend you have been here for ten years.” The other was “Never let
them go to the bathroom”.

The moment I started teaching, however, a student asked for a bathroom pass. Following my
coworker’s advice, I said “No.” Then, he switched to Spanish saying “Bafio,” to which I said, “Nada.”
In the end, his peers pitched in and chorused “Bafio,” or “Bathroom” to which I said “Not ever and
ever! You had a recess, didn’t you? What was it for?” T antagonized the whole group from day one.
The truth was I kept an old teaching maxim in mind, “Don’t smile before Christmas.” The first
thing a teacher needs to do after a school year starts in fall is to bring a sense of order to the class
and he has to wait until Christmas before he can make the classroom fun. I was determined to
show students that I meant business. After all, I needed to be a strong zoo keeper at this school.

There were two types of students. One was those who had arrived in the US recently and
spoke little English. They were usually lovely kids and they tried hard to draw in their notebooks,
“Hello. My name is Maria”. The other was those who mostly had grown up in the US. They spoke
good English but were assigned to my lowest level ESL class because they could not read or write.
It was these students that were pains in the neck. They did not like being in my class and called
it a “damn class.” Each sentence they uttered contained the f-word. They even cursed at me. They
even enjoyed making me angry by hitting their desks to make a racket and sometimes pelted me
with trash from behind while I was drawing on the blackboard.

Security was a major issue at this school. When there was a rumble among students, the rule
was “Do not try to be a hero!”. We teachers were not supposed to break up the students because
we were not allowed to touch them. Instead, we sent a reliable student to call a police officer in
the hall, who would use a walkie-talkie for additional help. Then, several officers would rush into
the classroom to break up the fight, handcuff the students involved and remove them from the
classroom. How I wished these officers could remove the disruptive students as well. What were
we supposed to do if we were charged by a berserk student? “Don’t confront him—just run!” We
were not insured against injuries resulting from school violence. How I wished those rowdy kids
would hit me so that they would be expelled from school.

In addition to the police officers, there was a group of teachers, called ‘deans’. They specialized
in student discipline. If students caused serious trouble, we could send them to the deans’ office.
But the deans would simply send them back to the classroom after talking to them for ten
minutes. How did they think they could make a difference in just ten minutes? I had been telling
them to behave for two months! I was even told by a dean not to send students too often as their
office already had too many students to handle.

Another thing we could do was to call the parents of problematic students. Buying a book

titled Basic Spanish for Teachers, 1 learned to say “Su hija habla mucho en clase (Your daughter
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voice in the hall “Hello, Mr. Harada!” Yet, I had some trouble dealing with such a diverse group
of students. While some students had arrived in the States a few months before, there were some
who had lived there over ten years and their fluency level varied greatly. There were a couple
of students who did not even know how to hold a pencil. One student was so restless that he
could hardly sit still in class. My class got messy when such poor students could not follow my
instructions and did not know what to do.

Classroom discipline was also a challenge, which I had never dealt with when teaching adult
students. Many of the children were so active that they shouted out in response to my classroom
questions at the same time. So, I set a rule that they had to raise their hands before they said
something. They hardly followed it. They simply wanted my attention. My mentor was not happy
and kept telling me there needed to be a sense of order in class. So, I tried to be stricter to make
her happy. I put on a mean face to scare the kids but they knew [ was just pretending.

Such issues aside, my student-teaching had a happy ending when the students gave me
a present on my last day of teaching. Their kindness made me so euphoric I even cried on the
subway home. I made up my mind to be a school teacher after getting a degree. I was picturing
myself as one of the great teachers in old school dramas 1 had seen on TV: the kind of guy with
strong leadership who passionately infuses his rughy team with fighting spirit and makes them
the national champions in the end. Or a teacher who keeps encouraging a bunch of unmotivated
students with low self-esteem and makes them united to fight school conservatism. Or an
affectionate one who always stays by and cares for troubled students. I did not know what to aim
for, but with these images in mind I was excited to be entering the next stage of my career after

getting my degree.

Bronx Zoo

Despite my enthusiasm, I had to endure four months of unemployment after getting my
Master’s. I had trouble finding a teaching position with my foreigner’s status and strong foreign
accent in English. I had my self-esteem shattered when some officials at the Board of Education
said to me, “You talk funny. Get rid of your Japanese accent.” I became desperate when the school
year started in September but 1 was still jobless. After traveling around the entire city of New
York to visit every school district office and sending out dozens of copies of my resume, I finally
got a position at a high school in the Bronx. It was already October.

Tt was the kind of school where many teachers wanted to quit within weeks and that was why
I was hired. On the first day I was shocked to be greeted by a metal detector at the main entrance
along with police officers monitoring each person going through. The hall was crowded with
students moving in all directions while cursing at each other with four-letter words. When the bell
rang, the police officers were struggling to get those outrageous students into the classrooms. The
whole scene was chaotic. It was like zoo keepers struggling to herd wild beasts into cages.

After signing a pledge that T would never have sex with a student, I was put on a payroll.
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after the observation, I expressed my frustration with those dumb students. I said I could do much
better work with a different group. Then she said that blaming students would not go anywhere
and she suggested I talk less in class. How ridiculous! How could I talk less when I had those
inactive students with no sense of humor? All I could expect was a whole hour of silence like a zen
session. Besides, I came all the way to New York to practice English myself, and then this advisor
tells me not to talk. It was like joining a baseball team, just to be told not to swing the bat. I could
not take it! After listening to my anger, she quietly said, “Well, Jun, this is just an experiment. It
may or may not work. Just try and see how it goes.” So, grudgingly, I agreed to talk less.

I have to admit this experiment went well. I devised an activity where students were engaged
in group writing about whether or not they liked New York City. In order to avoid talking too
much, I gave the students a worksheet with written directions. The students split into a Pro-New
York Team and an Anti-New York Team and they came up with reasons why they liked or disliked
New York. Each student wrote one paragraph with one reason, then they put the paragraphs
together to make an essay by adding a consolidated introduction. They looked engaged. It was
true the students were still quiet but I could tell that they were ‘quietly active’. They looked
happy with their completed essays. I felt happy for the first time since I started teaching. When
my advisor saw the two essays, she looked impressed and called my students outstanding. It was
then that I realized that having my students praised could make me happier than being praised
myself.

While my class ended in success, there remained a question. If I did not have to be an
entertainer, what role should I play as a teacher? As the advisor said, I tried talking little as an
experiment but it did not seem to always work. What if the students had no motivation? What
if students were not willing to work in groups? The question of the role to play as a teacher kept

puzzling me for the rest of my career.

Student Teaching at Middle School

In pursuit of becoming an ideal teacher, I student-taught at a public school in the final
semester of my master’s program. Being in the maze of teacher roles, [ thought I needed to
experience teaching in various settings. I had heard many of my classmates say that public
schools in New York were horrible and I was somewhat curious about how bad they really were. I
simply wanted to understand what it meant to be an ideal teacher by putting myself in a difficult
environment.

The school I was assigned to was called Ditmas Middle School in Brooklyn. This was my first
experience teaching teenagers. My mentor was an experienced teacher and she gave me one of
her ESL (English as a Second Language) classes to teach. It provided an ideal setting for teaching
ESL with a small group of students. Since they had a wide variety of native languages, they
usually had to use English to interact with their peers not only in class but also outside of it.

They were a lovely group of students. I was very happy when they called out to me in a loud
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subsidiary company in Texas for a couple of months as an assistant accountant and interpreter to
support a Japanese engineer in the oil field. With no experience in oil engineering, I was not much
of a help to my colleague but I was really thrilled to live in Texas. We were in the middle of a vast
flat open space that spread forever in every direction. It was totally different from the small office
in Tokyo. There was no morning rush-hour but a long straight highway stretching from horizon to
horizon. The people in Texas were all friendly. How I hated to go back to Tokyo after serving my
stint. This experience made me eager to come back to the US.

While I did not know what I really wanted to do in the States, I was determined to pass the
Eiken Grade 1. Whenever I was free, I avidly studied English with newspapers, NHK’s programs
or commercial books. I attended English conversation classes after work. The classmates and the
teacher were all inspiring and I felt connected to my peers. I came to realize the English classroom
was where I belonged. Failing the Eiken test twice, I started thinking about how I could learn
English more effectively. This was how I became interested in English education. Then I learned
that there was an MA program in the US called Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages
(TESOL). After passing the first grade of the Fiken, I started taking TOEFL and I got accepted to
a graduate school in New York. Teaching English seemed to be the right career for me. Finally, I

found a way out of the maze of my career choice.

Maze of Teacher’s Role

Surprisingly, the TESOL program I attended allowed me to start teaching English from the
first semester in a program designed for immigrants and international students in the local
community. This was where I encountered a new challenge: figuring out what role I should play
as a teacher.

My teaching debut turned out to be a disaster. I was assigned to a class composed mainly
of Asian students including some Japanese. I was to teach this class with two other practicing
teachers, both of whom were native-like speakers and I was the only one with a thick accent,
which made me a little intimidated. I thought the only way to outshine those two peers was to
entertain the students. When it was my turn to teach, I made a bunch of jokes I had prepared
to make the students laugh. To my dismay, none of my jokes landed. The students did not even
smile. I panicked. While I desperately continued trying to be funny, the students looked puzzled.
As it turned out, they could not understand what I was saying. They could not even follow my
directions in classroom activities I had planned. While I was teaching, they turned to my fellow
teachers for help. Some students did not return for the second lesson.

When I observed other classes in the program, all seemed to be going well. Especially the
classes with many Hispanic students were full of laughter and happy faces. The frustration with
my students grew. How unfortunate I was to have those mentally innate Asian students.

When my advisor came to observe my class, she did not seem pleased with my teaching

approach. She even looked tense at my classroom jokes. In a one-on-one meeting with the advisor
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Lost in Maze: Memoirs of a ‘Young Teacher’

Harada Jun

The izakaya where 1 was supposed to meet my former coworkers was already full of people
when I arrived. As I was looking around to find my group, a voice called out.
“Here comes Harada! Long time no see!”
As I turned to see where the voice came from, I was met with a bunch of smiling faces looking at
me. To be honest I could not recognize any of them because they had changed a lot in the last 27
years since I left the company. Despite my puzzled expression, my old friends all gave me a warm
welcome.
“Harada, you haven’t changed a bit!”
“Hey, you look even younger.”
“Yeah, you look like a boy!”
“You are a teacher now. Is that the kind of work that keeps you young?”
I am not sure if teaching has kept me young but I could say it is a profession where I can keep
learning, —learning from young people. I have kept learning and relearning about many aspects
of teaching, students and even myself. With my retirement just around the corner, however, I can
hardly be proud of my professional development. I do not feel I have matured much over all these

years. Indeed, I feel like a boy going back and forth endlessly in a series of mazes.

Choosing a Career

The first maze I strayed into was my career choice. After getting my bachelor’s degree in
economics I had no idea what I wanted to do. All I knew was that I had to start working because I
was constantly reminded that I was no Peter Pan. It was back in 1992. Thanks to the momentum
of the bubble economy, I got several job offers T could choose from. After a long consideration, I
decided to work for a company that was drilling natural gas. I was a little inspired by the movie
Giant where James Dean got drenched with black oil after hitting a hidden reservoir. After all, I
will only live once, so why not devote my life to something with a big dream? Also, I was expecting
a chance to work overseas.

For some reason that I did not know, I was assigned to the accounting department. I was
constantly required to be careful about numbers and words in account books and slips. Born
careless and deficient in attention, I felt like a fish out of water surrounded by meticulous
coworkers in the department. The dream of working overseas seemed so distant that I could not
picture myself devoting my entire life to this company.

My dream briefly came true in my third year at the company, when I was dispatched to a
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