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Teaching Cultural Content Classes to Non-traditional Japanese Learners of 

English 

 

Leeja Russell 

Hannan University 

 

Abstract 

 Content based instruction is gaining popularity among educators as an effective way to get 

foreign language students to authentically use their target language quickly. The language is 

assimilated while learning another subject matter, ideally one that is of interest to the student. 

Among English learners, this approach has been tested for students within various academic 

institutions, tertiary and below, but far less so for non-traditional students who are studying in 

non-academic settings.  

  This is an outline of two content courses, that I am currently teaching and one I have taught 

to adult Japanese learners of English in Japan in a non-academic setting. In these two courses, 

fifteen non-traditional students of varying ages use their existing linguistic skills and 

knowledge of their culture to learn about the traditional arts of Chanoyu and kimono. Students 

met at a city run learning centre for nine classes that lasted two hours each. The paper 

describes the structure of these classes in regard to the course materials, content delivery, 

learning objectives and linguistic skills practiced. I will detail the key observations made 

during these lessons for the benefit of fellow instructors who would like to teach culturally 

related content based courses to Japanese learners of English.  

 

I. Introduction 

Research in second language education is often centred on learner motivation as well as 

effective ways to get leaners to produce the target language. One of the outcomes of this 

research is the concept of content-based instruction (CBI) which seeks to provide foreign 

language learners with language instruction and content combined. The principles behind CBI, 

i.e. combining linguistic and subject matter learning, was first employed in Canada in the 

1960s [Brinton, 1989]. English speaking kindergarten students were placed in immersion 

programs where they attained proficiency by learning standard subjects such as history, 

science and math in their target language, French. Based on its success in Canada, schools in 

the United States began to adopt content based learning combined with an immersion 
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experience particularly in Spanish-English bilingual communities [Cummins, 1987]. 

Content-based instruction developed into a named approach for teaching foreign languages 

around the 1980's and has continued to evolve since then. 

The essence of CBI is that it presents language through actual subject matter rather than 

through grammar. Proficiency in the target language is achieved not by studying the language 

itself but by studying a subject taught in the language [Short, 1993]. In so doing the student 

acquires and assimilates the grammar while learning about a specific topic as opposed to 

learning the grammar then trying to practice it in real life.  

The ultimate objective of the content-based approach is to get foreign language learners to 

use the target language quickly and naturally. It also helps with motivation since students are 

usually keener to learn about a topic of interest to them than merely studying the rules and 

grammar of the target language. Stryker provides a great summary of the benefits of 

content-based instruction: 

It has the potential to enhance students' motivation, to accelerate students' acquisition of 

language proficiency, to broaden cross-cultural knowledge, and to make the language 

learning experience more enjoyable and fulfilling. Moreover, students who experience a 

well-organized content-based program are more likely to become autonomous, lifelong 

learners. 

This study describes how CBI was applied to teaching the theory of Chanoyu (Japanese tea 

ceremony) and kimono to adult Japanese learners of English.  It details how the classes were 

structured to incorporate the linguistic skills of speaking, writing, reading and listening and 

the rationale behind these choices. From a pedagogical perspective, this study will answer how 

authentic learning can take place for each student when levels and experience among the 

students vary. Finally in giving my experience and observations gleaned through these content 

based classes useful strategies and implications will emerge that may help other instructors 

who wish to take on content based lessons for a similar target of students. 

 

 

II. Background of Subject Content and Students 

1. Chanoyu and Kimono  

Kimono is the traditional garment of Japan that has a T-shape similar to a western bathrobe. 

It requires at least two undergarments and numerous accoutrements including an 

approximately seven feet by twelve inch brocade belt called an obi. To put on and wear the 

kimono properly requires that one take classes and it also requires the study of traditional 
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seasonal motifs. Chanoyu (casually known as tea ceremony) is the traditional way of preparing, 

serving and partaking of matcha powdered green tea following a set of rules with specified 

utensils in a tearoom. Practitioners of tea usually wear kimono for formal tea events and some 

practitioners, like myself, also wear kimono to regular tea classes and casual tea events. 

 

2. Students 

I taught a kimono course in spring 2016 and am currently teaching a tea ceremony course that 

is in its final three classes. Both classes meet a total of nine times for two hours each. The 

classes are made up of non-traditional students, meaning adults who are not studying at a 

formal academic institution. They vary in age from late twenties to over sixty years old. Both 

classes had fifteen students: the kimono class was all female while the tea class has one male.  

Students are mostly housewives who may or may not work part-time therefore acquiring 

English is either a hobby of sorts or for self-development. It should be noted that one cultural 

aspect dominant among non-traditional Japanese learners of English is that students study for 

the social aspects and not so much for the individual pleasure of learning the language. As a 

result, in some cases, the students’ intention to learn is secondary to their desire to be part of a 

social group and to enjoy their class. For a content class the students’ motivation to learn is 

based on their interest in the subject matter being taught and to stay in good standing with 

their group. 

In the kimono class, all students had prior experience of wearing a kimono at least once. A 

few students wear kimono several times each year. In the tea class most students had prior 

experience, some over a decade long, of studying tea. Two students had never studied tea but 

had participated in at least one tea ceremony event as a guest.  

The main rationale for students choosing to study Japanese culture in English is they are 

proud of Japanese culture and desire to explain it to foreigners. This is a common objective 

among non-traditional students especially with the upcoming Tokyo 2020 Olympics. Chanoyu 

and kimono are two art forms unique to Japan and garner lots of interest from visitors to 

Japan. 

 

3. General expected learning outcomes and goals 

For both the study of kimono and tea, there is in addition to the theory the practicum of 

actually putting on the kimono or making and serving the tea. For both these courses the 

practicum was not taught and students were made aware of this before enrolling. 

Taking into account the experience the students, as well as the topic, the learning goals took 
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a shift from the traditional learning of grammar and vocabulary to higher learning outcomes 

including: the acquisition of new cultural facts, memorizing English explanations for Japanese 

expressions for which there is no direct English translation, and gaining sufficient English 

proficiency to explain Japanese cultural concepts to non-Japanese. Students should be able to 

explain to a visitor the basics of kimono: the history, how it is worn and the accessories 

needed to wear it, and the rules and manners involved. Tea students were expected to explain 

the history of tea, the establishment of the major tea schools, the basic utensils involved, and 

describe the basic actions required for guests. 

The linguistic goals for the kimono and tea courses were to develop students’ listening, 

writing, reading and speaking skills. Students’ progress was measured by how well they could 

explain what they had learned in the course in a 20 - 30 minute group presentation as well as 

their answers to the comprehension questions on the handout for each lesson. 

 

III. Structure of the Classes 

1. Content delivery 

I chose to create my own materials using a combination of lectures received during my own 

tea training and textbooks geared towards actual participants in the art of tea and kimono. 

Course content was a combination of text and pictures and was delivered by PowerPoint. Each 

class, students received a handout with a simplified summary of the PowerPoint slides void of 

pictures, followed by a set of comprehension questions and blank lines for note taking.  

 

Rationale: Although a few culture books exist in English that provide explanations on 

kimono and Chanoyu, they offer very simplistic explanations to make it “foreign friendly” and 

easy for Japanese to read. Many students were fond of these books and own several. For 

teaching purposes though, they were overly simplified and offered no real depth in the 

discussion of both kimono and tea therefore I felt these books did not meet the criteria for a 

content based class.  Stryker suggests that an important aspect of choosing materials for 

content based learning is that the materials should be geared towards native speakers of the 

target language. He even suggests that authentic texts be created by instructors if necessary 

should no suitable texts exist. This was the case for my lessons. I created the content for both 

courses based on personal experience, notes taken as a student in my own study, books in 

Japanese and for tea also books that are available in English that are geared toward English 

speaking practitioners of tea. I found that this combination provided class materials that more 

closely met the criteria proposed for CBI.  
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Not having a textbook for both the kimono and tea courses provided several expected and 

unexpected benefits. Students were forced to take notes and listen more keenly since they did 

not have the textbook as a back-up source of information. One unexpected benefit, as students 

admitted to me, was that not having a textbook prevented them from using sentences from the 

text verbatim during their presentations. Instead they had to summarize class information in 

their own words. With regard to the class handout, I made a deliberate decision not to offer 

students a print do copy of the PowerPoint because I wanted them to practice writing in 

English through note taking. Similar to not having a textbook, having just a simple bulleted 

summary of each slide meant that students could not read the slide verbatim during their 

presentations and had to take detailed notes on their own in the space provided on each 

handout.   

 

2. Flow of the lessons 

Each class lasted two hours for both kimono and tea. The first lesson consisted of a 

PowerPoint presentation of new materials. Students listened, took notes and were free to ask 

questions after the presentation was over (as will be explained later, after a few weeks this was 

changed). After an hour students had a 5-10 minute break. After the power point presentation, 

students were given 20 to 30 minutes to consolidate their notes, ask each other for clarification 

and answer the comprehension questions on their handout. From the 2nd class onward, class 

started with checking the answers to the comprehension questions from the prior week. The 

other eight classes proceeded as explained above.  

 

Rationale: Each week kimono and tea classes follow a predictable pattern; this created a 

routine that reduced the need for lengthy explanation each class. Students knew what to do and 

when to do it which eliminated guess work and optimized our use of class time. In the first 

several kimono classes, students asked me questions after my presentation was over. In one 

class while explaining a particularly difficult concept I took students’ questions during each 

slide. The unexpected benefit was once I was done with my presentation, I did not have to sift 

through the slides trying to find the one that addressed the issue posed by a student’s question. 

Realizing the efficiency of not having to go back through the slides, I continued to take 

questions from students during the discussion of each slide instead of saving questions to the 

end.  

Giving the students a 20-30 minute window for collaborative work proved to be a great 

aspect of both courses. The discussions that occurred in this time proved symbiotic for 
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students who were weaker and stronger in different skillsets. Students who had a stronger 

knowledge of tea could explain concepts to students who were not as experienced in tea. 

Students who were stronger at listening could relay information that other students didn’t hear 

and those stronger at spelling helped others in that regard.  While students were working 

together to fill in the gaps in their notes it was an automatic review of the class materials and 

this enforced their learning.  

 

3. Seating arrangements  

For both classes, students numbered fifteen; there were eight desks aligned so that the length 

of two desks faced each other (Fig. 1). On each opposite side there were two students facing 

each other. This means that the desks created four groups with three or four students each. 

Each of the four groups had a designated number; every class students randomly chose a group 

number at the entrance of the classroom and sat at any position at that desk. 

 

Fig. 1 Seating arrangements 

 

Rationale: Since the group dynamic in Japan is particularly strong I decided to capitalize on 

it by making the group component of both courses dominant. Students are expected to learn a 

specific content outside of a formal school system therefore I felt that establishing a group 
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learning system instilled accountability and a sense of obligation on the students’ part. With 

students sitting facing each other and in a group, the emphasis was on student to student 

interaction instead of teacher to student. This resulted in more speaking and encouraged group 

and pair activities to flow easier without the need for students to change their seats.  

Having students choose a desk at random each class prevented them from working with the 

same students every class. The group make-up is always different even if two students end-up 

working together two weeks in a row.  The seat assignment the week before a presentation 

determined the members who would present together therefore students who are stronger at 

speaking got distributed among the groups at random.  

 

4. Presentation 

Over the nine lessons, students had weekly comprehension questions and two oral 

presentations. Answers to the comprehension questions were checked the following class and 

oral presentations were done during lesson five and nine. Students presented in groups of four 

or three and each group had up to 20 minutes or 5 minutes per person. Each person had to 

speak and students were allowed to refer to their notes.  

 

Rationale: the purpose of the comprehension questions and presentation was to have a way to 

judge students’ progress through the course. Both provided students with ample practice in 

using English to discuss the subject matter and improved students’ confidence in their 

speaking ability. The group presentations facilitated compliance in learning. As a culture, 

Japanese tend to prioritise the group over their individual feelings. As such, even students who 

may not have a high level of English nor or are particularly motivated to learn the content will 

make the appropriate effort on behalf of their group. 

  The presentation involved both group and individual work as students had to prepare their 

part of the presentation and practice on their own, then practice with the members of their 

group. Students had to speak for at least three minutes and maximum of five and this provided 

real practice in them using what they had learned in class. My feedback also served to refine 

students’ presentation so after the course students could use the exact phrases they had learned 

to actual explain kimono or tea to a non-Japanese. 

 

IV. Skills Practiced 

1. Listening and writing  

Students listen to my presentation and take notes based on their comprehension of what I 
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have said. Students are free to ask question of each other or of me. Students have the 

opportunity to get used to the pronunciation of original English words but they also get 

exposed to how a native English speaker pronounces Japanese words that are usually not 

translated but maintain their Japanese form in all languages. Common examples are kimono, 

sushi, ikebana, judo, sashimi, and Chanoyu.  

The lack of an assigned textbook for both courses and bulleted summary of each lesson 

compelled students to do a fair amount of note-taking each class. Additionally, students 

needed to complete the written comprehension questions that accompanied each handout. In 

preparing for their presentation students wrote out a transcript in English of their role. They 

then used this to practice and or used it as a reference during the actual presentation.  

 

2. Speaking 

The end of each class is devoted to speaking. Students work in pairs or as a group of four at 

their table and discuss their answers to the comprehension questions. Answers sometimes 

differ so the ensuing discussions not only gets students to use more everyday English but it 

also serves as a review of the content covered in class. Students who are weaker at listening at 

native speed English are able to ask questions and receive clarification from their classmates.  

The final presentation itself provides students with ample speaking practice; students practice 

at home by themselves and with each other before the presentation. Although some students 

resort to reading their presentation when they get nervous, they are still rewarded and 

acknowledge for giving the information in way that is comprehensible. 

 

Reading 

The main source of reading practice was the handout with the summary of the PowerPoint 

and the comprehension questions. Many students got additional reading practice from 

resources they used outside of class to help them prepare for their presentation. 

 

V. Observations  

CBI is more a principle of language instruction and as such no strict methodology or rules 

exist. Teachers use the methods they consider most effective to combine language and content 

learning based on factors that include student level, content matter and learning environment. 

Nonetheless, there are models that consider the type of content being taught and match it with 

a methodology to create a loose CBI structure. My classes fall into the "themed-based" 

approach, where a topic becomes central to the lessons and grammar is solely dependent on 
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the topic of discussion [Stryker 1997].  Students not only increased their confidence to use 

English they also acknowledged learning a lot about the theme (kimono/tea) of the lessons. 

Throughout the courses I made several observations that may be helpful for other instructors 

who would like to design their own content based courses especially for non-traditional 

students of different levels.   

 

1. Cooperative learning 

Among the approaches commonly used for content based instruction is a group learning 

method/approach called corporative learning where students work in groups to perform tasks 

[Duenas�Maria, 2004]. It has been suggested that this approach encourages peer instruction 

[Fatham, 1993]. Cooperative learning was one of the cornerstones of the kimono and tea 

classes. Students work in groups each week to fill in the gaps in their notes, cross check their 

answers for the comprehension questions, and get answers to questions they may have 

regarding the content. During this period I monitor the groups by correcting grammar, 

vocabulary and correcting spelling if necessary in their notes. Most of the dialogue occurs 

between students and most of the learning during this time is derived from peer instruction, in 

other words information provided by students themselves.   

Students are from a variety of background, with varying levels of English writing, reading, 

listening and speaking proficiency. Added to this, students’ background and involvement in 

kimono, tea or both also vary. Slavin suggests that corporative learning increases motivation 

for learning and provides each member with equal opportunities for success [Slavin, 1995]. 

This was also my observation. Using a cooperative learning approach was a great way for each 

student to contribute based on their language strength, experience and prior knowledge of the 

subject matter. As a result, having students of different English speaking ability was not a 

hindrance in these two content based course because students could contribute other skills that 

was beneficial to their group.  

 

2. Vocabulary over grammar 

Focusing on kimono and tea seemed to distract students from the matter of grammar.  

Generally speaking Japanese foreign language instruction is known to be very grammar 

intensive and therefore students tend to be overly focused on being grammatically accurate at 

the expense of gaining fluency. I found it interesting that students in neither class asked 

grammar questions even when I corrected their sentences. This stood out, because in my over 

ten years experience teaching adult learners, grammar questions are a given in adult classes, 
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many of which take the form of “...but when I was in high school my teacher said…” My main 

observation is that grammar took on a secondary importance as students were focused on the 

content they were learning. As such students were more inclined to place their focus on using 

the right vocabulary to express their ideas as opposed to the right grammar.  

  

3. From text reliance to group-/self-reliance  

Language instruction for beginners often focuses on the textbook because the goal is for 

students to learn basic linguistic skills and to build a solid linguistic foundation. Beyond this 

level however it can benefit students greatly to shift away from generic textbooks to materials 

that have been tailored specifically for them. At the beginning of both the kimono and tea 

class I was asked which text the slides were based on. When I asked why, the students 

answered that they would purchase the book. This was a great revelation and it reinforced 

what I had suspected. Students with a textbook rely more on the textbook than on listening and 

trying to comprehend what is being said in class. While I did note that a lack of a textbook put 

more pressure on students to take notes it was more beneficial for their learning since it made 

students participate more and stayed more alert in class. The same goes for not giving students 

a copy of the slides, it prevented students from repeating my presentation verbatim and 

ensured that they listened keenly so as to capture information for their own notes. Instead of 

relying on a text for information they need, students had to rely on their group and this 

allowed for more speaking practice. 

 

4. The Teacher as the expert 

Having years of experience in both tea and kimono was on invaluable asset in my CBI 

classes for non-traditional students. For content classes that uses culture as a topic, I now 

strongly believe that the instructor needs to be well-versed in the cultural subject matter if 

they are to teach people who were born into the culture. Based on my experience, it is not just 

a matter of translating the culture into the target language but going beyond and actually 

giving students new information and insights of which they had no previous knowledge.  

In teaching Japanese university students, I find that book knowledge of a culture can at times 

be sufficient because students themselves have little or no experience in the topic. However, 

for non-traditional learners of mixed ages, there may be students who have studied the topic 

for decades. As such, teachers need to have more than a casual knowledge if they are to 

contribute meaningful subject matter content in English and not just translate the culture into 

English. In this respect, both my tea and kimono training served me well and based on 
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feedback from students they are actually learning new things about each topic on a weekly 

basis.  

 

Conclusion 

Content based instruction is often applied to the traditional classroom with much success. In 

this study it was applied to groups of non-traditional Japanese students who were taught the 

theory of kimono and Chanoyu in English. Based on my experience the approach works very 

well for culturally based content as well as for adult learners of varying speaking proficiency. 

Since there is a lot of flexibility for students to use their life experience, and prior knowledge 

of the content, it allows students to collaborate and allows the lessons to become truly student 

centred. 
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A Contrast Between Social Constructivism and Structuration Theory in Terms of Learning 

 
Wakako Kobayashi 

Nihon University 

 

Abstract 

We often see the world through a theory when we talk about learning. Both social constructivism and 

structuration theory deal with relationship between co-construction as well as the significance of context in 

learning and education. I conclude that the difference is whether we look at distance in learning, circulation or 

reciprocity in learning. This paper discusses this issue in terms of learning through Zone of Proximal 

Development, Situated learning, Community of Practice and Social Practice, and Legitimate Peripheral 

Participation. 

 

Key Words	Zone of Proximal Development(ZPD), Situated Learning, Community of Practice, Social Practice, 

Legitimate Peripheral Participation(LPP) 

 

1 Introduction  

Theory is a lens by which one views the world; Psycholinguistic, cognitive  psychology, social constructivism 

and structuration theories allow us to perceive a phenomenon differently. 

Recently, after Lave and Wenger (1991)’s publication, many researchers have been paying attention to the 

important rethinking and reformulation of how we see learning. By placing emphasis on the whole person, and 

by viewing agent, activity and the world as mutually constitutive, Lave and Wenger (1991) give us the 

opportunity to escape from the tyranny of the assumption that learning is just the reception of factual knowledge 

and information. They propose that learning is a process of participation in communities of practice, 

participation that is at first legitimately peripheral but that increases gradually in engagement and complexity. In 

this paper, I try to reconceptualize the idea of learning, contrasting social constructivism (William & Burden, 

1997) and structuration theory (Giddens, 1979). 

 

2 Some Examples of Each Theory: Social Constructivism and Structuration Theory 

In order to illustrate the psychological theory of social constructivism (William & Burden, 1997), I give two 

theories as an example: one is Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1962; 1978), and the other is 

Feuerstein’s Structural Cognitive Modifiability (Feuerstein, Rand, Hoffman and Miller, 1985). The former 

theorist uses the concept of mediation, in which the part is played by other significant people, like teachers, 
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parents, peers, or friends in the learners’ lives (Wertsch, 1985). They discuss the significance of relationships in 

learning, mainly with a more skillful, knowledgeable person. The latter theorists indicate that instrumental 

enrichment (IE) derives from structural cognitive modifiability. Also, the learner formulates relationships 

between learning by direct exposure, Mediated Learning Experience and cognitive modifiability. 

 

As for Structuration theory (Giddens, 1979) from sociology, two theories serve as examples: Situated learning: 

Legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and Community of Practice: Learning, meaning 

and identity (Wenger, 1998). Key concepts of learning under these models are social practice and social action.  

 

3 Basic Principle of Each Theory in Terms of Learning 

3-1 Three kinds of ZPD 

Under Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, there are three kinds of Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 

(Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). The first kind is scaffolding which looks at distance and supports problem solving 

abilities in learning. A knowledgeable teacher, parent or peer provide a learner some support for the initial 

performance of tasks. Later the learner can perform without assistance, which is called appropriation, and 

learning proceeds from externalization to internalization. The second kind is cultural interpretation, where the 

distance between cultural knowledge is provided by the sociohistorical context and adaptation, the everyday 

experience of individuals. The third and last kind is activity theory (Wertsch, 1981, 1985) taking a collectivist or 

societal perspective, where they consider the distance between everyday action of individuals and social 

activity. 

 

3-2 The Difference between 2nd and 3rd Meaning of ZPD 

In my present understanding, “internalization” has a central role in learning explicitly concerned with its social 

factors. As Lave and Wenger (1991) argue, Vygotsky’s notion of ZPD has various interpretations concerning 

the concept of internalization. Then, as for the 2nd ZPD, I think the social character of learning mostly consists of 

a small unit of social-ness that regards input as the process of internalization, viewed as individualistic activity. 

Therefore, I understand that learning is a simple, one-way adaptation to new knowledge, that implies the 

process to shorter or lessen the distance between present and past –everyday experiences of individuals and the 

cultural knowledge provided by socio-historical contexts. Furthermore, there is little possibility of placing the 

learning in the broader context of the static structure of social world. 

 

On the other hand, as far as I have investigated, the 3rd ZPD, which includes Activity Theory and Critical 

Psychology, takes a collectivist or societal perspective. For instance, Engestron (1987) defines the ZPD as the 

distance between the everyday actions of individuals and the historically new form of societal activity that can 
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be collectively generated as a solution to the double bind potentially embedded in … everyday actions. 

Therefore, they place greater emphasis on the process of social transformation. In that sense, I think 3rd ZPD 

partially shares the common points extending the concept of learning into the broader structure of the social 

world, and in taking into account the complex nature of social practice. 

 

Hence, if I compare the 2nd and 3rd ZPD clearly, although they sound similar, the 3rd ZPD is more dynamic, 

invokes partial structuration: agency is not effected by the structure, meanwhile the structure is effected by 

agency. However, Wertsch (1998), who is a post Vygotkian, takes a more advanced position, as Mediated 

Action, “Living in the Middle”, where as far as I investigated, the reductionism or dichotomy between agency 

and structure cannot fully work in the end. Therefore, mediated action is characterized by an irreducible tension 

between agency and mediated means. I assume that this mediated action is almost equivalent to the notion of 

social practice in Structuration theory (Giddens, 1979), yet it relies on the concept of dualism, in which it makes 

a basic distinction between the agency and structure. However, if we take one step further, it is certain that 

mediated action should serve as a major breakthrough supporting the Sociocognitive Approach (Atkinson, 

2002), where he synthesized the subjective and objective features, tried to blur the division and lead the concept 

of co-construction between cognizing individual / human beings and social practice / the cultural constructions. 

 

3-3 Learning in Context (William & Burden, 1997) 

In Bronfenbrenner (1979)’s ecological system approach, he applies microsystem, mesosystem, and 

macrosystem. In the microsystem, the child has a relationship with parents, teachers, siblings and peers in 

learning. The mesosystem implies a relationship between home and school. Lastly, microsystem refers to the 

relationship between school curriculum and whole culture.  

 

4 A Guideline for Situated Learning Based on Structuration Theory 

First, please refer to the diagram from Kobayashi (2002) below. As we shall see, this theory underlies many 

critical understandings of the notion of learning or SLA classrooms as social context, language as social action. 

(cf. Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). As the diagram above shows, the structuration, providing a total 

feedback loop, concerns the circulative, recursive, and reciprocative, that is dualistic relationship between 

agency and structure that is constantly reformed (Kobayashi, 2013). As the subtitle of the book by Lave and 

Wenger (1991) shows, Legitimate Peripheral Participation implies that legitimate is a way of belonging, 

peripheral is multiple, engaged, inclusive sense of participation defined by a community, and participation is 

being in the social world. In Situated Learning, as Atkinson (2002) argues that the process of learning is 

adaptive dynamics, which is not a complete process, emergent, open-function and a generative interconnection. 

Also, Goodwin (2000) discusses that he conceptualizes individual / social system as part of a wider, situated 
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activity system. Lave and Wenger (1991) assume that learning is participation in a community of practice, 

whereas Wenger (1998) believes that learning is not mere socialization to culture, not separable but dialectically 

related, and mutually constitutive, so it is a kind of co-construction and cooperation. In concrete examples of 

apprenticeship (Rogoff, 1990), midwives, tailors, navy quartermasters and butchers are historically and 

culturally in a master-novice, or old timer-new comer relationship. In this sense, classrooms, work environment, 

living environment and tutoring situation can be called as examples of apprenticeship. 

 

                         

Agency                 social practice                Structure 

 

Subjectivity     community of practice    Objectivity        

Individual                                          Social system 

Language use                                     Language system 

                       Recurciveness  

                       Duality  

                     Reciprocity 

                     Interaction  

         Reflexivity  

                              

Structuration 

                                  

                                        [Diagram: Kobayashi (2013), p 3]    

 

4-1 Lave and Wenger (1991)’s Concept of Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) 

Lave and Wenger (1991) assume that learning is an integral part of generative social practice. Thus, legitimate 

participation signifies the ways of belonging, and not only a crucial condition for learning but a constitutive 

element of its content. Likewise, peripheral participation suggests an opening, a way of gaining access to 

sources for understanding through growing involvement, meanwhile, central participation, which is the 

contrasting term to peripheral participation would imply that there is a center to a community with respect to an 

individual’s place, though it is impossible to reduce to a uniform “center”. 

 

Therefore, I think LPP is not itself an educational form, but a way of understanding learning. As the authors 

argue, the learning through LPP could take place no matter which educational form provides a context for 

learning, which makes a fundamental distinction between learning and intentional instruction. If I put it 
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differently, learning has a feature of deeply adaptive participating process to a community of practice, which is 

different from the approach to the invariant structures (structuralism). Furthermore, through continuous 

participation in which both agency and structure are changing, constantly reformed, giving reciprocal 

relationship, we re-conceptualize the individual learner and social system as the part of wider social practice, 

which is equivalent to the notion of situated activity system (Goodwin, 2000). Given this LPP framework, 

learning can be viewed as a feature of practice, which might be present in all sorts of action, not just in the case 

of instructional training, and apprenticeship, and as an active participation in the practice of social communities 

and constructing the identities relating to the communities. As for the apprenticeship, they try to broaden the 

traditional concept of apprenticeship from a master / student or mentor / mentee relationship to the ever 

changing participation and identity transformation in a community of practice. 

 

4-2 The Differentiation between “Community of practice” and “social practice” 

Though the clear differentiation is quite difficult, as far as I investigated, the concept of social practice is wider 

and more abstract, macro-model than that of community of practice, though they share many fundamental 

notions. However, according to Wenger (1998), community of practice refers to the deeply interconnected and 

mutual defining one, consisting of the four components especially in terms learning: (a) meaning – learning as 

experience (b) practice – learning as doing, (c) identity- learning as becoming, and (d) community- learning as 

belonging. Although Wenger (1998) develops his theory basically following the line of Structuration theory 

(Giddens, 1979), he especially puts focus on the learning in practice.  

 

If I specify the meaning of “community” here, I think it is a kind of being more tractable characterization of 

practice, culture, structure and activity and should be viewed as a unit. Wenger (1998) describes the three 

dimensions of practice as the property of community (a) mutual engagement, (b) a joint enterprise, and (c) a 

shared repertoire. The first is the mutual engagement of participants, which defines the community. Therefore, 

it means the engaged diversity, doing things together in the complex society, and community maintenance. As 

for the second, it refers the negotiated enterprise, mutual accountability that becomes an integral part of the 

practice, and a collective process of negotiation that reflects the full complexity of mutual engagement. Lastly, 

as for the third, over time, the joint pursuit of an enterprise creates resources for negotiating meaning. Therefore, 

it could include routine, words, tools, discourse, stories and the concepts that the community has produced or 

adopted in the course of its existence. From these perspective developed here, community of practice could be 

thought of as shared histories of learning. 

 

On the other hand, theories of social practice address the production and reproduction of specific ways of 

engaging with the world, emerging from the critique of structural theory early in Bourdieu (1977)’s Outline of a 



Research Note 

 52 

Theory of Practice and Structuration Theory (Giddens, 1979), where Giddens asserts that we should see social 

life not just as society out there or just the product of the individual here, but as a series of ongoing activities, 

process and practices that people carry on, which at the same time reproduce larger institutions. Therefore, the 

core ideal is the recurrent feature of social practice, not starting with agency or starting with structure, and 

structure is both input out output of human action, that actions have both intended and unintended consequence, 

and that actors know a great deal but not everything about the structural ramifications of their actions. 

 

To sum up, the term community of practice has an implication of deeply involved, reified local relationship or 

the tight node of interpersonal relationship, though which the participant’s identity is directly affected and 

reflected, and where learning takes place. On the other hand, the term social practice has a more abstract, sider, 

global implication in which both structure and agency are constantly reformed and recursive, keeping the 

reciprocity. 

 

5 Conclusion 

Both social constructivism theory and structuration theory deal with relationship, co-construction and 

complexity, as well as the significance of context in learning and education. However, the difference is whether 

we look at distance in learning or circulation or reciprocity in learning. If we see the world, especially learning 

in the classroom, using the narrower lens adopting social constructivism theory, we can put focus on the 

distance between the learner and teacher, a more knowledgeable peer, while if we see the world, especially 

learning in general using the wider lens adopting structuration theory, we should put focus on the circulation or 

reciprocity between the learner and the society. It might depend on the situation which lens we should use. 
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Introduction 

The 2011 Tohoku Earthquake (TE) was one of the most massive and catastrophic 

earthquakes in the past 100 years of Japanese history. Triggering the titanic tsunami and the 

explosion in one of the Fukushima nuclear plants, the earthquake provided an exceptional 

circumstance wherein Japanese citizens recognised the importance of “solidarity”, “harmony” or 

“unity” to overcome the challenges they faced, which were represented in the Japanese word 

"kizuna" meaning bonds between the people. In fact, the word has been chosen as the Japan's kanji 

of 2011, truly reflecting how the earthquake played an important role with regards to the Japanese 

“consolidation”. However, there were also xenophobic demagogues about the Koreans living in 

Japan right after the earthquake, and rising nationalistic hate crimes and speeches against the 

Koreans significantly came to stand out, which eventually resulted in the U.N. Committee on the 

Elimination of Racial Discrimination urging Japan to control hate speech by law in 2014. This, 

interestingly enough, recalls the atrocious acts committed by the Japanese against Korean people 

living in Japan after 1923 Great Kanto Earthquake (GKE). Both TE and GKE are today 

commemorated as ‘National Memories’; the first of September, the date of the occurrence of GKE, 

is today designed as Disaster Prevention Day to commemorate the disaster, and as for the TE there 

is an annual governmental memorial service. There have been thousands of earthquakes in 

Japanese history, but the severe scale of the damage highlights these two earthquakes and both, 

interestingly, triggered hatreds against the Koreans. The implication arises from this fact is that the 

Korean people in Japan are the collective and well aware of how Japanese society has been 

treating them in case of devastating natural disasters. This research note explores the Korean 

experiences of TE and GKE through the written records and gives a thought to the source of the 

Japanese atrocious reactions against them.  

 

The Case in 1923 

For the Koreans living in Japan, GKE is commemorated as a memory of massacre. GKE 

occurred on September 1st, 1923 at 11:58 and the fires triggered by the earthquake killed 
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approximately nineteen thousand citizens. Right after the occurrence of GKE, false rumours about 

the Koreans accusing of these fires spread over Kanto area and about six thousands Koreans were 

murdered (Sasaki: 132). Regarding the killing of Koreans in GKE, Sonia Ryang has conducted 

comprehensive research. She emphasised mainly two points in her discussion; 1) the escalation of 

atrocious acts owing to lack of accurate information and 2) commitment of hate crimes by 

vigilantes as well as the army and the police. Speaking of the lack of information, Ryang states 

that the massive earthquake froze the distribution of newspapers, which were the main media in 

the era, providing the circumstances that the people could not access the particularly important 

information in the emergency. This environment literally brought citizens into the confusion, as 

there were many groundless suppositions such as the explosion of the Mount Fuji (Ryang 2003: 

733). The killing of the Koreans occurred in this confusion and the Japanese government 

proclaimed martial law. What is striking in her discussion is that she points out the importance of 

rumours with regards to hate crimes and speech. The social condition after the earthquake was 

distinctly “ideal” for false stories to spread. She stresses this point by introducing one of the 

examples; “Hongo Komagome police heard a rumour that the fires that burnt many properties in 

the capital had been caused by Koreans, who possessed bombs and that Koreans had also poisoned 

the well water; the police later discovered that Koreans were brutalised because they had a canned 

pineapple, which the Japanese residents perceived to be a bomb as well as a bag of sugar, which 

was perceived as poison” (ibid. 733). Among the rumours, the most transmitted one was that the 

Koreans turned riotous and the main perpetrators of atrocities against them were self formed 

Japanese vigilantes (Yamagishi 2002: 42). In the case of GKE, the false rumours were transmitted 

through state power. The head of the Keihokyoku of the pre-war Ministry of Home Affairs sent a 

telegram to prefectural governors via the naval radio station asking for strengthening control over 

the Korean riotous incendiaries, taking advantage of the chaotic aftermath of GKE. It is obvious 

that in the case of GKE, false rumours emerged from fear stemming from the unprecedented 

catastrophe and the Koreans were made the scapegoat for the loss. In this sense, the Koreans were 

the collectives of imagined threat, and fear was a mobilising factor for strengthening the 

securitising emotion. 

Another important point of concern is the participation of armed citizens as well as the 

army and police in the crimes. Although some hate crimes committed by vigilantes were citizen-

organised, the murders of the Koreans on the premise of the police headquarters also happened 

(ibid. 735). At that time, the Koreans were called Senjin in the institutional official documents. 

After the incidence, the army offered the Koreans Senjin no Hogo Kansatsu “protection of 

Koreans” leading them to the army camp as an evacuation centre located in Narashino. She, 
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however, casts doubt on this; “There is a highly suspicious ring to this: not only hogo or 

"protection", but kensoku or "apprehension." The so-called protected Koreans were tied by wire in 

one long line and were transported to the Narashino camp. The Koreans, who were supposedly 

under an army escort, were brutally murdered on the way to Narashino. The blood bath in Honjo 

and elsewhere occurred precisely on the police premise (ibid. 736)”. 

In short, three facts stand out in Koreans experience of GKE; there was a massacre, 

committed by both vigilantes and officials, because of the spread of rumours. Other scholars such 

as J. Michael Allen, and Teru Sasaki also emphasized these points. For instance, Allen studies 

more specifically about the causes of the massacre analysing the types of rumours (Allen 1996: 

66)1. It is noteworthy that, even though 92 years have passed since the massacre, Japanese 

government has not undertaken responsibilities for the genocide against Koreans and the whole 

picture of what actually happened is still covered in a veil (Sasaki 2012: 133). This recalls Alex J 

Bellamy’s article “Getting away with mass murder” (2012). In the article, he stresses that the 

shared information plays a significant role in shaping perception (Bellamy 2012: 30-31) and the 

lack of information can account for the attitude of the Japanese government towards the issue in 

the recent era. The last year was the 92 years anniversary of the memorial, and they still annually 

mourn for the victims of GKE massacre. Hang Se Kim, the vice president of the headquarters of 

Mindan, stresses that GKE was not only a natural disaster, but also a man made one and at that 

time, the Koreans were not granted an opportunity to protest against these institutionalised 

violence or even to ask for an investigation into the cases. The memorial also emphasises that the 

establishment of convivial society and the improvement of Korea/Japan relationship are the 

important roles of the Koreans as inhabitants of Japan.2 

 

The Case in 2011 

Speaking of TE, there were also many groundless rumours about Koreans. Unlike the case 

in GKE, not surprisingly, they were not passed on from one person to another but spread through 

the Internet. Sasaki points out that through Twitter, many of the false “please retweet” emerged 

                                                
1 Allen comes up with twelve categories of rumours as follows;�Natural disasters (eruptions of 
Mt. Fuji, tidal waves, further earthquakes)�Widespread arson by Koreans (sometimes linked with 
socialists)�Personal attacks by unruly (futei) Koreans�Robbery by Koreans�Koreans 
organizing into large groups to prepare for attacks on Japanese residents�Murders committed by 
Koreans�Koreans poisoning wells�Koreans with bombs and poison�Korean criminals carrying 
money provided by socialists�Fighting between Koreans and Japanese�Koreans masquerading 
as policemen�Attacks and violence planned by groups other than Koreans (freed prisoners, 
religious zealots, etc.). 
2 For details, see http://www.mindan.org/front/newsDetail.php?category=0&newsid=20855 
(Japanese) 
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after the earthquake. Although some of them were not specifically about Koreans3, there are 

certain amounts of tweets whipping up the hatred against Koreans such as “When Great Kanto 

Earthquake happened, Korean groups repeatedly committed robbery, murder and rape.” “After the 

Great Kanto Earthquake and Great Hanshin Earthquake, the crime rate of Koreans rose. Please tell 

this fact to your local municipalities and evacuation centres and be prepared for contingencies” 

(ibid. 133). Togetter, the Japanese user-generated content website, has the summary of 

discriminative tweets against the Koreans showing up after the TE. In the case of TE, there were 

also sexist tweets such as “[To female evacuees] Escape now, and once you feel safe, disguise 

yourselves as unattractive. If you have cosmetics, make yourself look ugly. Try to be as ugly as 

you can. It still reduces rapes. Men instinctively try to leave offspring when danger impends” and 

“My friend, who experienced Hanshin Awaji Earthquake (HAE)4, told me that there were many 

rapes against women delayed in fleeing and refugees and many of their babies were deserted. 

Local governments do not open this to the public, but man-made disaster is super scary, so do not 

loiter around in case of disaster.”5 Japanese journalist Kei Yonahara has investigated into rape 

narratives in the time of HAE and has verified that they are not based on facts and distributed 

through mainstream media, criticising that media reports on these stories without compiling 

accurate data are more or less responsible for the spread of false rumours6. It has been pointed out 

that these false comments exaggerated anxiety shared among people and contributed to trigger 

moral panic and the Koreans, who are the descendants of the victims of GKE massacre and have 

the collective trauma, must have found it offensive and unpleasant. Although there were some 

counter tweets against these demagogues, what TE revealed was that on the one hand, it functioned 

as the bond between Japanese citizens in the name of restoration or ‘help-each-other mentality’, 

but on the other hand, it prepared a discourse in which prejudice and discrimination repeatedly 

emerged. 

Yet, besides continuing hate speeches since the mid 2000s, there have not been such 

genocidal acts like the Koreans experienced in 1923. As wide range of media such as social 

networking services became so common in recent Japan, it is not difficult to imagine that people 

                                                
3 Some are false stories about foreigners in general. 
4 HAE occurred in 1995 in Osaka area. It was also relatively big earthquake and so were false 
rumors. The Korean citizens in Japan, however, do not commemorate this earthquake as ‘their 
memory’ as they do for GKE and TE; hence this paper does not include it as one of the case 
studies. Still, in many TE tweets HAE is referred; hence this paper also refer to HAE for 
understanding of TE when it is necessary. 
5http://togetter.com/li/110490 (Japanese) 
6Yonahara’s report on rape stories in HAE is mentioned in the book Monogatari no Umi, 
YureruShima, which won Editor’s Choice Magazine Journalism Award.  
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now are exposed to countless amount of the information, implying that what is important now is 

not what is reported, regardless of the type of media, but what citizens choose to believe. 

Compared to the case in GKE, the absence of genocide in TE partially can be explained by the 

accessibility to the information that is opened to nearly every citizen. 

 

Fear and Violence 

At the memory level, the Koreans often recall TE with reference to HAE, apparently 

because it was related to the near past and they tried to support their locals making use of the past 

experience, while GKE rather is remembered as a collective memory of atrocities committed by 

“colonial Japan” and it is a significant factor for the representation of the Koreans in Japan as 

ethnic minority. In the context of the role of fear, some scholars have analysed ‘security of fear’ in 

several countries and they suggest that the correlation between fear and security is considerably 

intimate. For instance, Jennifer Hyndman takes 2006 Tsunami in Sri Lanka as an example of a 

practice of securitisation of fear, pointing out “the production of fear can be traced to the rise of 

nationalisms. Vulnerability cultivates fear, sometimes for political purposes. Fear has been incited 

through strategic tropes of nationalism that stir feelings of threat and potential loss” (Hyndman 

2007: 362). At the same time, scholars such as Michael C. Williams suggest that fear could also 

inhibit the application of securitisation in certain circumstances. According to him,  

 

“Fear is not synonymous with security (or insecurity); nor is fear a quantitatively defined 

process of intensification operating within a single modality – it is more than just a 

temperature gauge of degrees of security logics in both normal and emergency politics. 

Fear is part of the practice of security, and it is thus susceptible to reversal within its own 

logics. Indeed, one of the most important consequences of viewing security as part of 

practices of fear concerns how, paradoxically, fear can itself be mobilised to counter 

processes of securitisation without merely adding to the quantum of fear in a society, as 

though all of fear’s modalities and the strategies they enable could be reduced to a single 

logic” (Williams 2011: 460) 

 

Thus, he stresses the liberalism of fear and how it could be a counter effect on the 

security process. However, it seems that Williams’s logic of inhibition of securitisation through 

fear fails to explain the cases of both GKE and TE. After the World War I, Japan became one of 

the great powers in the world having colonies, which used to be dominated by western countries, 

and at the end of the war, democracy and modern culture, well known as Taisho Democracy, 
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flourished in Japan. But GKE, along with the Great Depression in 1929, functioned as the 

mobilising effect for Japanese militarism. In this context and based on the facts of GKE 

securitisation, the pre-existing liberal discourse was increasingly regulated in GKE and liberalism 

of fear rather local vigilantes must have enough effect on preventing securitisation. As for TE, 

according to Sasaki, the memory of GKE was not directly recalled among the Koreans, but more 

of HAE. According to Sasaki, the main problems in HAE were a) the hierarchy of the affected 

people, b) the delay of condition-grasping and c) ethnic discrimination. For instance, the level of 

destruction in the Nagata area in Kobe city, where the foreign residences (with the Korean 

majority) exist, was quite high because of the concentration of deteriorated housing (Sasaki: 134). 

Speaking of b) and c), the reason why grasping the condition of Korean sufferers was difficult was 

due to their use of Japanese names; they use Japanese names because they are afraid of being 

attacked, and interestingly enough, for the� Koreans here, fear functions as self-protection. 

There are some accounts for why the Koreans were specifically targeted in GKE. One 

explanation is that the Korean population was significantly large enough to stand out. Today’s 

Korean Peninsula was once invaded and forcibly annexed to the Empire of Japan. Japanese 

occupation of the Korean peninsula continued until the end of the World War II, and during this 

time, the Empire of Japan deprived the Koreans’ ethnic identity and treated them as ‘Japanese 

subjects in the Empire of Japan’. Due to the Japanese occupation, the Koreans, who were deprived 

of their lands or conscripted to the war, were forcibly moved to ‘Naichi’ (the main land of Japan)7 

and they ended up forming a recognisable ethnic collective. However, Allen emphasises another 

important point why the Koreans were targeted. According to him, the hatred against the Koreans 

in GKE was closely related to the hatred of socialism. 

 

Sometimes the persecutions of leftist and Koreans were associated. Koreans were known 

to be members of groups such as the Shinjinkai, which expressed some sympathy for the 

Korean nationalist movement against Japanese colonial rule. Also, the general 

involvement of Koreans with leftist movements in Japan is well known. Many rumours 

implicated Koreans in socialist plots. Some reports of the murder of socialists in 

Kameido prison include the killing of as many as several hundred Koreans, whose 

corpses were later burnt. Rumours accusing bomb-throwing Koreans of being financially 

supported by socialists would have strengthened the link, in Japanese minds, between 

Koreans and subversive activity. (Allen: 67) 

 
                                                
7At that time the Korean Peninsula was called ‘Gaichi’ (outside of Japan).  
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He continues with reference to the article of Yomiuri Shinbun8 quoting ‘the police, the 

army and the masses were obsessed by the idea that a triple alliance between Socialists, Koreans 

and Bolsheviks was working against the interests of the country. This suspicion bred canards, 

resulting into horrible bloodshed…there must be some serious defects in Japanese politics and 

society if Socialists and Koreans really had such a heinous plot in contemplation’ (quoted in Allen: 

67). His argument is outstanding because it reveals that in case of GKE, the false rumours were not 

simply from ethnic discrimination, but rather from the context of international politics, in which 

xenophobia was constructed. In fact, Japanese “Bolshephobia” was remarkably strong in the pre-

war period; it led Japan to legitimise the Maintenance of Public Order Law in 1925, which aimed 

at regulating anti-capitalist and anti-imperial movements. As mentioned above, both civilians and 

governmental authorities perpetrated the atrocities happening in GKE. Allen’s work also suggests 

that the source of the fear against the Koreans was their labelled identity as socialists, in other 

words, the fear against a specific political ideology. 

 

Further discussions 

 This research note reviewed the Korean experiences of both GKE and TE to gain a deeper 

understanding of Japanese xenophobic reactions in case of disaster. However, there are many 

aspects that this research note does not cover. For instance, although the Koreans were the biggest 

community of foreigners in Japan back in 1923, today the number of the Chinese population 

including the Taiwanese is larger than that of the Korean. Given that, there has to be some 

explanations for why the Japanese people targeted the Korean citizens instead of the Chinese in the 

case of TE. This implies some complex issues in a relationship between China, Korean and Japan. 

Moreover, it is also necessary to consider the influence of many historical incidents occurred 

between 1923 and 2011 such as the World War II and the Cold War on the Japan-Korea relations 

today. 

Besides the negative consequence of TE, there are facts that suggest that the confrontation 

between some Japanese people and the Koreans is partly calming down. For instance, although 

many of disaster support activities by the Koreans have their collective conscious of Korean ethnic 

group as a priori, the contents of supports such as providing relief supplies or fund-raising are not 

exclusively for the Korean victims but victims in general (Sasaki: 135). Mutual aids between the 

Japanese and the Korean in the affected area and the absence of such massacre of the Koreans 
                                                
8Yomiuri Shinbun is one of the five national newspapers in Japan; the other four are the Asahi 
Shimbun, the Mainichi Shimbun, Nihon Keizai Shimbun, and the Sankei Shimbun. 
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in GKE suggest that to some extent the Japanese society is tolerant in the ethnic diversity. Not 

to oversimplify or to exaggerate the causes of false rumors, prejudice and discrimination against 

the Koreans found in Japan, issues including the above-mentioned aspects would be focused in 

further research. 
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Introduction 

My first journey to Bangladesh was in 2000 and the country has become my long-term research field. My first 

fieldwork, to explore the possibility of non-formal education in the empowerment of women in Bangladesh, 

was undertaken for a month in 2006, forming a case study of a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) which 

provides non-formal education programs. Interviews with key players in non-formal education and an 

observation of a Ganokendra1 (community learning center) in a rural area of Bangladesh were conducted, and 

statistics on literacy rates, enrolment rates and school dropout rates were collected. In 2010, I conducted a 

second, more extensive two-month fieldwork trip, and in 2012, a third research was conducted. The main 

purpose in 2010 was to collect data on individuals, while Ganokendra and their community became the focus in 

2012. One of the main objectives was to understand more about the women who come to Ganokendra, 

enabling the qualitative methods of collecting data to be more reliable. Indeed, the 2012 study was not about 

testing existing theories, hypotheses or concepts, but rather, about making sense of the meaning that 

Ganokendra had for the local community through my field experiences. For as Merriam (1998:6) states: 

‘Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how they 

make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the world.’ Qualitative data provide meaningful 

analysis in order to understand actual live experiences (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2002; Dwyer & Limb, 2001). A 

combination of observations and interviews enhances the comprehension of a researcher with regard to the 

feeling that people have about their daily activities (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). Merriam (1988:17) has 

pointed out a crucial point that ‘qualitative research assumes that there are multiple realities.’ However, 

undertaking qualitative fieldwork also presents many challenges, such as obtaining access to, and building 

rapport with, the subjects and dealing with the collected data.    

 

This paper will introduce my first-hand experience in the field and the challenges I faced to be accepted by the 

community. I shall first discuss the advantages for researchers going into the field, before examining some of 

                                            
1 Ganokendra (গণেক ), learning facilities whose name means “people’s centre” in Bengali. Ganokendra are widely 

acknowledged as Community Learning Centre (CLC) under UNESCO’s generic categories. 
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the issues pertaining to building trust with the subjects. I will also discuss “acceptance signs” followed by an 

examination of how to go about making sense of the data, before finishing with a discussion on research ethics.   

 

Why Go into the field?  

My research theme arose from development studies that consider people’s empowerment and expanding their 

capabilities. It is largely influenced by the shifting development concept from economic growth to human 

development. The notion of human development places more attention on the participation and involvement of 

anthropologists and sociologists in development activities, and they employ a variety of techniques in the 

collecting of data regarding people and cultures. Thus, culture is a central concept in anthropology and many 

anthropologists are interested in the day-to-day life of a group of people or a community that cannot be found 

through secondary sources alone. That is, anthropologists develop an understanding of particular peoples and 

cultures from an insider’s point of view and to fulfil their objectives, qualitative research methods are crucial. 

Qualitative research methods are important in the humanities, anthropology and sociology, with the term, 

ethnography frequently used in describing anthropological fieldwork. Ethnography is to understand what 

groups and/or individuals do and how they make sense of their everyday lives with a detailed description being 

provided. An ethnographer goes into the field which is usually unfamiliar to the researcher and uses various 

methods in order to understand the people and community (Emerson, Freta, & Shaw, 1995). Participant 

observation is a typical approach, whereby the researcher often participates in people’s daily activities in cultural 

contexts and builds relationships with them. Ethnographers keep written records of what was observed, what 

was heard, experienced and felt, even though there is no set format for doing so (Emerson et al., 1995). These 

field notes provide first-hand analytical material for the researcher while also facilitating a deeper appreciation 

and understanding of the subjects’ lives and values (Emerson et al., 1995). Although qualitative researchers 

apply different forms according to what they are trying to examine, there is a fundamental philosophy many of 

them share. Patton (1985 cited in Merriam1998:6) explains what qualitative research is actually seeking:   

[Qualitative research] is an effort to understand situations in their uniqueness as part of a 

particular context and the interactions there. This understanding is an end in itself, so that it 

is not attempting to predict what may happen in the future necessarily, but to understand 

the nature of that setting – what it means for participants to be in that setting, what their 

lives are like, what’s going on for them, what their meanings are, what the world looks like 

in that particular setting – and in the analysis to be able to communicate that faithfully to 

others who are interested in that setting. … The analysis strives for depth of understanding 

[p.1]’   

Merriam (1998) adds that these should be observed from the participants’ point of view and not from the 
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researcher’s. It is the researcher who collects and analyses the data as a human instrument and it is one critical 

characteristic of all forms of qualitative research (Merriam, 1998). This enables the researcher to respond 

flexibly in the field as well as to decide what techniques are suitable in the context to investigate their research 

questions. For example, Migliorini and Rania (2017:131) point out that ‘photovoice could be used to “make 

visible” and meaningful the world of intercultural relationships, eliciting the transformative power of qualitative 

research’. Islam (2014) researched on food security in Bangladesh using qualitative research methods and in his 

research, interviews and document analyses played important roles. Thus, different combinations of qualitative 

methods can be chosen by the researcher depending on the circumstances. Indeed, this is one of the most 

exciting challenges for a qualitative researcher as the combinations are not ready-made. However, a researcher 

should recognize that the data are collected, interpreted, analysed and written by the researcher even though the 

researcher is trying to observe the people from their point of view.  Considering the distinctive characteristics 

of the communities in Bangladesh I researched, I adopted an ethnographic approach involving intensive periods 

of interviews and observations and attempted, through analysis, to access the meanings that were generated 

through the data I collected. 

 

The Gatekeepers 

Working with local people should strengthen the researcher’s experience in the field and also knowledge of the 

area, as it contributes to build up rapport and trust with the targeted people in the community (Binns, 

2006:17-18). ‘Gatekeepers’ play an important role as the first entry point as they initially provide the researcher 

with access to the site and people (Merriam, 1998). In my case, it would have been impossible to conduct my 

research without an immense amount of support from NGO gatekeepers. Indeed, such support was crucial in 

order to be accepted by the community where I was interviewing people who visited Ganokendra and 

observing their daily activities. Merriam (1998:98) divided conducting observations through fieldwork into 

three stages: entry, data collection, and exit. These three stages influence whether the research can be successful 

or not.  

 

I knew how important the NGO staffwere for my research and so I was a little nervous before meeting with 

them. I initially contacted the headquarters in Dhaka and found the staff there were quite familiar with 

foreigners, as foreign donors often visit. However, when I first visited the field office and met with the staff in 

2006, I felt unwelcome: 

 

[S: staffer  R: researcher] 

S: Why you come here? 

R: I am a student and researching on non-formal education in Bangladesh. 
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S: Who do you want to interview? How many people do you want to interview? 

R: I would like to interview Ganokendra members. I mean experienced members and newly-joined 

members.  

S: There is no newly-joined member. 

R: Okay, but I would like to visit Ganokendra and meet members. 

S: Which Ganokendra do you want to go? 

R: I would like to know how many Ganokendra are here under your supervision... 

S: xxxxx Ganokendra, xxxxx Ganokendra..... [spoken very quickly with names of Ganokendra of 

which the researcher was unfamiliar] 

 

I remember that this conversation made me very worried about staying in this office for a month to undertake 

fieldwork for my postgraduate dissertation. It was my first time to carry out such fieldwork alone. However, we 

eventually established a good relationship and some days before I left the field, a member of staff asked me, ‘Do 

you want to interview more members?’ I said to him, ‘I had wanted to interview newly-joined members but you 

told me there are no such members in this area.’ He continued, and told me, ‘Yes, there are some newly-joined 

members, but they are still very shy and they may not speak well. Do you still want to meet them?’ I was 

surprised by this response. He also said to me, ‘We would love to provide the information you need. We want to 

do our best to help your fieldwork.’  

 

After a week in the office, the attitude of the staff changed dramatically and the coordinator said to me, ‘You are 

different. You are funny and interesting. We had a foreign visitor before and we helped the visitor a lot but the 

visitor never contacted us. Although the visitor promised Ganokendra members to send us photos, we haven’t 

received them yet. We now think the visitor is dead. We were disappointed.’ Hearing this made me understand 

their initial suspicious attitudes toward me. 

 

The first week was very difficult as this suspicious attitude toward me had put pressure on my ability to collect 

sufficient data. However, I told myself that I had to deal with the situation in which I find myself and to do my 

best to collect data to answer research questions but I needed to learn more about them first. Therefore, when the 

staff told me that they were busy and I had to wait before going into the field, I waited and played games with 

children in the shelter home next door. The staff were observing my behaviour carefully to make judgements 

about whether I could be trusted and should be introduced to people in the community.  

 

A Spoon and a Welcome 

During my initial visit, I spent my lunch times in the field office every day. One of the field staff would go to the 
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market to buy me a lunch box consisting of curry and rice (for which of course I paid) almost every day. 

Bangladeshi people use their right hands to eat and do not use a spoon or fork. I knew the custom and I was 

ready to use my right hand to eat. However, the staff member said to me when giving me the lunch box, ‘We 

don’t have a spoon. We don’t use spoons.’ upon which I replied, ‘Okay, I can use my hand.’ Although I was 

ready to eat curry without a spoon or fork, I was unable to use my right hand as well as a Bangladeshi can and I 

felt they were staring at me. However, as we became more familiar with each other over that initial first week, 

the staff member started including a spoon with the lunch box. I felt elated because it actually meant I was 

welcome more so than just having been provided with a spoon to help me eat my lunch. 

 

While I was there I dressed in salwar kameez (their traditional dress). The designs or material of a woman’s 

salwar kameez often demonstrate how wealthy she is. Silk or handicraft embroidered salwar kameez are more 

expensive than printed cotton salwar kameez. When I visited villages I wore printed cotton salwar kameez. 

Their traditional dress covers the figure of the body. Tight-style salwar kameez have become more and more 

popular in the capital city, but this type of salwar kameez is not yet accepted in villages. In addition, I also 

avoided wearing expensive-looking accessories. What they wear is the most common topic among females. To 

respect their culture by wearing similar clothes to them, I tried to minimize my outsider status. However, the 

staff member who facilitated my fieldwork asked me, ‘Why are you wearing our traditional dress?’, and ‘Who 

told you to wear it?’, before adding that, ‘It is very important for us and people in the community’. If you don’t 

wear our dress they don’t accept you’. It could also be understood from this conversation how important 

wearing salwar kameez was in terms of being in the community as a qualitative researcher.   

 

After this, the staff members and I became able to discuss many issues more openly. The coordinator gave me a 

lecture about Ganokendra in order that I could better appreciate its complex structure. Although at the beginning 

of my first field visit, I was not warmly greeted by the staff, we eventually got to know each other well through 

negotiations. This brings to mind the time when Jan Breman conducted his field research in India and the issues 

he had.  

 

Breman’s Work 

In 1971, Breman, a Dutch sociologist, made a trip to India to research into opposition between dominant and 

lower classes. There, he tried to establish a good relationship with both landless and landowners to avoid 

distorting the social structure (Breman, 1985). However, he confronted the obstacles of both the mistrust of the 

poor and the opposition of the dominant classes. He was aware of the benefit and limitation of field research. He 

relates that researchers usually experience less difficulty in having a conversation with people in higher social 

layers than subordinate groups (Breman, 1985). When farmers answered a question about wages, he doubted 
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the answer, as agricultural labourers often answered incorrectly about the working time and the way they were 

treated by employers. According to Breman (1985), ‘A low level of schooling and limited horizons not only 

hinder access to information but also detract from the value of the information offered.’ Thus, the centre of his 

fieldwork lay deeply with landless people. He could successfully obtain adequate data from the landless, but his 

decision to spend a significant time in the landless milieu was enough to make his intentions suspect from the 

larger landowners (Breman, 1985). Breman (1985:29) continues by saying that ‘[T]his suspicion was naturally 

not unjustified, given the simple reasoning that the location of fieldwork says something about the researcher’s 

viewpoint.’ This explains how it is challenging to be neutral from all parties’ point of view.  

 

Therefore, when Breman wanted to extend his fieldwork to a close position to the landowners, it was no longer 

possible. The researcher was ‘identified with one of the parties, and the stigma attached to this leads first to 

estrangement and ultimately even to his exclusion by the offended party’ (Breman, 1985:31). Moreover, 

changing his direct research subject from landless to landowners also gave a negative image of him to the 

landless .This indicates that the researcher lost the trust of informants from the lower class (Breman, 1985:31). 

 

Breman (1985:26) posits that ‘[fieldwork] is less rigid than in the case of survey research based on 

questionnaires’ and the positivity of participant observation lies in this flexibility. Nevertheless, the outsider’s 

position, by not belonging to any party, leads to difficulties for further research and in being totally neutral, is a 

dilemma for researchers. Breman (1985:19) also represents the hardship of being a researcher in a class-divided 

society and he comments that: 

 

My identity as a foreigner does not work to my disadvantage in all circumstances; my 

freedom of action, … and I do not have to prove continually that the ideas I hold about the 

lower classes are different from those which are the order of the day in higher social milieus. 

On the other hand, I do not want to give the impression that I have tried to maintain at all 

costs my role of impartial observer.  

 

To sum up, a researcher going into the field and conducting qualitative research has challenges, yet there are 

also several advantages. The greatest one is the quality of data and becoming more acquainted in depth with the 

targeted subjects. Limitations are - a researcher’s background such as gender and the ethnographer’s bias and 

field techniques could affect the outcome of the research. The cost in time also needs to be considered. However, 

integrating various methods will mitigate the negatives and as a result, qualitative approaches have significant 

roles in carrying out valuable research while highlighting the importance of culture. Breman’s field experience 

also emphasizes the benefits and limitations such as validity of information and the researcher’s partiality. He 
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also highlighted that there is a dilemma regarding fairness of position, as outlined in the landless vs landowners 

example above.   

 

Making Sense of the data  

As data collection and analysis are an ongoing process (Goodson & Sikes, 2001), the methods of data analysis 

were applied and adjusted flexibly according to the nature of the data being collected. This is one of the 

challenges yet tremendous appeal of qualitative research as outlined above. Nevertheless, there are also 

criticisms about how such data gathered can avoid being highly subjective (Merriam, 1998). Moreover, validity 

and reliability are often brought into discussion especially when compared to quantitative research. Firestone 

(1987) differentiated the assumptions between qualitative and quantitative study. The quantitative study strictly 

examines how it was structured and the procedures followed with little attention paid to who carried out the 

research, or what was studied. However, qualitative study explains in detail how the data are collected, who did 

the research and how the data were interpreted (Firestone, 1987; Merriam, 1998) and presented (Merriam, 

1998). Both approaches by which Merriam is attempting to investigate the different research questions and the 

most suitable approach need to be employed, and indeed, sometimes both approaches are used simultaneously. 

According to Merriam (1998:200), ‘...as in the case of qualitative research, understanding is the primary 

rationale for the investigation, the criteria for trusting the study are going to be different than if discovery of a 

law or testing a hypothesis is the study’s objective.’  

 

When conducting qualitative field research, field notes are also essential as the first analytical material. Field 

notes contribute to providing the thick description that is necessary to convince readers. Geertz (1973:9) states 

that anthropological writing was ‘really our own constructions of other people’s constructions of what they and 

their compatriots are up to.’ Thus, thick descriptions are also important in preventing the criticism of qualitative 

research as being highly subjective. The researcher can shape qualitative research and generate thick 

descriptions by being as open and clear as possible regarding their methods. None of this negates the fact that 

qualitative research constitutes subjective interpretation, but it affirms the diligence, integrity and openness of 

the research activity and hence the value of the interpretation presented, which is not, of course, to say that this is 

the only possible interpretation.  

  

Being an Ethical Researcher 

As discussed above, in the relationship between a researcher and researched participants including the 

gatekeeper, a researcher usually has the greatest influence on the subjects being researched. So, considering 

research ethics is a vital element in this type of research. Moreover, whether research is carried out in an ethical 

manner affects validity and reliability (Merriam, 1998). Merriam (1998:218) also claimed that ‘while policies, 
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guidelines, and recommendations for dealing with the ethical dimensions of qualitative research are available to 

researchers, actual ethical practice comes down to the individual researcher’s own values and ethics.’  

 

The initial research in 2006 was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of 

Melbourne Australia, and the ethical guidelines of the British Sociological Association were followed in the 

research in 2010 and 2012. Considering ethical issues, my research objectives were explained to my intended 

subjects through the use of a plain language statement. I also prepared consent forms for persons participating in 

this research. In the consent form, the following terms were mentioned, 1)‘Participation is voluntary’; 

2)‘Interviews will be audio-taped’; 3)‘Photographs will be taken’; 4)‘I will work as a observer’; 5)‘Freedom to 

withdraw without being penalised or disadvantaged in any way exists’; 6)‘No personal identifications of 

participants will appear in this research’ and , 7)‘any information provided is confidential’. However, when it 

was perceived that the consent form made participants nervous as this kind of agreement is unusual in 

Bangladesh, I explained the points and obtained oral consent from them. Research participants were willing to 

tell of their experiences in the village, but some very sensitive issues were mentioned by them, such as 

corruption in local government and criticism of teachers at a local school. There will be some risks involved if 

these officers or teachers discovered who actually voiced these criticisms. Therefore, participants’ real names 

were not used in my final output.  

 

I took photos of Ganokendra, members, and those in the community, with their consent. These photos assist 

with an objective analysis and provide more in depth information about the facility of each Ganokendra, its 

members, the relationships among them and the community after my observations. For instance, when female 

Ganokendra members covered their face with a scarf or sari, this implied they were nervous (or shy). Moreover, 

building materials and the interior decorating of each Ganokendra were different and such differences (which 

are visible on the walls) helped me to understand how each one is used in the community.  

 

I talked to the gatekeepers (field staff and community workers) and villagers and promised to send them photos. 

Some of them told me that the quality of photos developed in Bangladesh was not high, and that after a couple 

of years the colour would be lost. Not everybody can have their own camera and photographs are very 

important to them, so they look forward to seeing themselves in the pictures. In 2010 and 2012, when I 

re-visited the same village where I had been in 2006, the villagers showed me the photos I had sent them and 

we reminisced about the past. In addition, when I visited some Ganokendra members’ or community workers’ 

houses they offered me food or tea. I could not always accept everything that they offered from a hygiene 

standpoint, but when people asked me what I like best, I answered that I like bananas and coconuts because they 

are not so expensive and these trees are usually in their community. I was able to show my appreciation for their 
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kindness by eating the fruit in front of them. However, privately, I knew that I did not need to be worried about 

hygiene.   

  

Regardless of whom I was speaking to, I tried to be honest and avoid making promises if there was a possibility 

I would not be able to fulfil them. For example, some people in the community gave me their addresses and 

mobile numbers and asked me to contact them regularly, but I told them about the expense of communication 

and that I would not be able to contact all of those I had visited. Instead I told them I would be able to send 

letters to the NGO field office with photos that I took in the field. Whenever I made a promise or declined their 

offer there was usually a NGO field staff member next to me. 

 

Findings and Concluding Remarks 

In 2006, during my initial research trip to Bangladesh, I discovered the reasons why females who participated in 

Ganokendra activities were not able to complete school when they were young. The reasons were due to 

marriage, financial difficulties and the inferior environment at school. This outcome helped me understand the 

necessity of non-formal education in terms of empowering women especially in rural areas of Bangladesh. In a 

second trip in 2010 I focused on individual lives, and this approach enabled me to understand relationships 

between women and marriage, daughter and marriage, female education and male education, being literate and 

being illiterate, and mother to father. Also, I was able to approach the meaning people have of such things. The 

2012 field research focused on community. The community shares the ‘traditional idea’ about a woman and her 

family. Considering the expectations of women in villages, getting married is the most influential event for a girl 

or a woman in her life and her family as well as community. So, people in the community need to behave 

according to the expectations as reputation in the community affects her/his family. My research in the area 

revealed the expectation of women in villages, and cultural pressure being a female in villages, and the 

importance of position in community. I explored Ganokendra in terms of educational services, socio-economic 

impact, and socio-cultural impact.  

 

This paper mainly focused on my field experience especially focusing on challenges in building rapport with 

the gatekeeper. In order to produce thick description that is vital to convince readers, a facilitator or gatekeeper is 

essential when entering the community and having actual contact with targeted people, otherwise it would be 

impossible to observe their daily activities and interview them to investigate the meaning people attach to them. 

Also, building a good relationship with the targeted people is vital for understanding in depth about the people 

and culture. To do so, researchers should consider ethical concerns as what they do affects the people, researcher 

himself or herself and research results. In my next paper, I will move from discussion about research methods to 

findings with more details from the field.  
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