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Sociocultural Images of Englishes: Reshaping Understanding of
Japanese Children’s Favoritism in Languages and People

Koichi Haseyama

Introduction

This brief contribution argues possible ideas amongst transnational media, and
sociocultural ideology for English language learning in non-Anglophone country through
an illustrating case of a child and a parent at an international school in Tokyo, Japan. This
international school is not an exception in a sense that parents and children are often
attending such schools not only for multicultural education but also to learn English as an
Additional Language (EAL).

Symbolized by Universal Studio Japan, Tokyo Disney Resort, Hollywood Movies
in local theaters, Netflix, YouTube, and other countless entertainment domains, western
media culture has been prevalent in Japan. In a relatively stable, developed country such
as Japan, learning English is also a subject for leisure and the pursuit of entertainment
(Kubota, 2011). It is a target of consumption rather than an investment for many adult
learners. This national identity of the romantic desire for EAL is often observable
amongst Japanese parents who have their children to learn EAL.

In this contribution, I shall first argue some theoretical lenses in socio-political
dynamics of world Englishes. Through these lenses, the second section will illustrate an
exemplifying data of young EAL language learner and their parent at an international
school in Tokyo, Japan. Then, I will conclude this contribution with pedagogical
implications, in general, for Early Childhood Education (ECE) to K-7 practices.

This study was ethnographic in nature, and I saw myself as an “ultimate
instrument of fieldwork™ (Heath & Street, 2008, p.57). Also, according to Hammersley
(2001):

“[...] we can retain truth conceived as correspondence with reality as a standard
of assessment and that there are good reasons for doing so, but that we must
accept the fallible and selective character of all knowledge, and therefore the
qualified and limited intellectual authority of ethnographers” (p. 338).

This study is one of the many inquires in which I have tried my best to bring out the
participants’ emic voice as much as possible.



Teaching Children How to Discriminate

The power of EAL has been widely discussed in academic literature from both
socio-political and socio-institutional perspectives within the scope of transnationalism
(Han, 2013, 2014). Discussing ideas from these two perspectives conjointly is inevitable
because the socio-political nature of actions is often created and observed at institutional
levels. EAL education in Japan is no exception to these global discussions (Kawakami,
2009; Ozeki & Kawakami, 2010). In Chapter 5 - Teaching children how to discriminate,
Lippi-Green (1997) argues that so-called mainstream English holds socio-political
dominance in EAL in the world, but a Standard English does not exist. Through the
example of Disney movies, Lippi-Green (1997) claims that the socio-political
characterization of English with particular accents is created through the representation of
roles and characters that speak with those particular accents (i.e. Arabic accented English
spoken by evil characters; heroes and heroines often speak in British or American
English.). This representation of English as an international language may influence the
sociolinguistic perceptions of accented Englishes amongst children who watch these
movies around the world (Lippi-Green, 1997). Japan is potentially influenced by Disney,
particularly evident in the popularity of the Tokyo Disney Resort, and its characters and
movies.

In addition, Lippi-Green (1997) discusses the myth of Standard English. She uses
an example of an accented- English speaker who seeks a reporter position in a
broadcasting station. The definition and acquisition of the Standard English have been
argued, still being vague to its end in the current socio-institutional practices at the site.
Nevertheless, one critical aspect of her claim is that the representation of meanings of the
Standard English held by particular people with institutional power (i.e. management in a
broadcasting station) may dominate the linguistic practice of the institution itself.
Similarly, Han (2014) highlighted the sociolinguistic power of ‘native’ English speakers
in a church context in Canada, a 1.5 generation (Danico, 2004) pastor presents supreme
values that he perceives on westerners, and lesser values on immigrants. On the other
hand, the immigrant study participants believe that a better linguistic competency in
English means a better economic status and possibilities in Canada. They claim this belief
stems from English being a socially dominant language in Canada. For Han (2014), a
socio-political cause may underpin the choice to deny the person with accented English a
reporter position due to the social dominance of Standard English.

This belief in the social power of the Standard English is an illusion, since
Standard English is itself an illusion (Lippi-Green, 1997). However, this illusion creates
social realities, and, thus, personal realities. This process is also evident in Japan’s
context, starting with a strongly held socio-economic idea that EAL is a mandated target
in public education, and on top this, it serves consumption and leisure. These



discriminatory ideas empowered by notions of social dominance of the Standard English
underpin the EAL education in Japan. Similar to Lippi-Green’s (1997) study of Disney
movies, some Japanese people have unique perceptions of the reasons for learning
English. These perceptions are rooted in their beliefs that Standard English has important
social significance and is a symbolic capital.

A Case at an International School in Tokyo

TV commercials employ Caucasian actresses and actors speaking in Japanese that is
accented in a mainstream English (Fig. 1).

Figure 1. TV commercial for a laundry detergent

Several of the participants, including early elementary students and parents, expressed that one of
the main rationales for them to learn English is that “®FE (N FTH 2 2 LWL\, (Simply,
English is cool as is.)” (Sayer, 2009). Here is a sample excerpt from my data:

Participant: HFEBEA 2 WV BATARN 2 ZVWV, BATARIDODWVWAE,

(English is cool. White people are cool. Black people are scary, maybe.)
Researcher: TEH, COFRATAOHEN VL2 T,

(But, you said the English a black person spoke to you was cool... )
Participant: X. ?

(What?)
Researcher: C DB AN A 7 TEFFEL Ik

(When you spoke on the Skype..)

Participant: &% . €5 WA,

(Oh, yeah.)

The participant was talking with an African immigrant to Canada met in a summer program in
Canada over FaceTime with the voice mode, no video image. This excerpt represents that the



participant recognizes English language as cool separately from who speaks it in one way, and
does not in another way. He does not differentiate accents of English in mere audio, as he claimed
English spoken by an African was cool when he had no access to the visual. It is also often to be
seen in my data that albeit negatively suspected about the black people, they get connected with
them, know them actively, and like them through playing together or so. One aspect of pre-
perceived values of English and who speaks it may be oriented in children by parents.

“According to some parents (not all), it is better to have non-Asian look EFL teachers
because it doesn't feel ‘foreign’ unless having Caucasians. Although the Japanese teacher
from Japan (raised in international school education) was not able to communicate in
Japanese well but better in English, it did not gain a positive feedback. Also some of them
requested non-Asian families for their homestay program in Canada. They also say, “I
prefer people from countries like US or UK.” Also they tend to like to make friends with
Caucasian European teachers, who speak English as their second or third language, more
than with an Asian trait American native English speaker teacher at the school. That may
be why the child of such a parent first mentioned B A A L LY (White is good ) , but later
did not care.”

(my retrospective fieldnote)

This differentiates the trend in Japan from many other non-Anglophone parts of the world in the
way that any kind of English is valued. This may be due to the fact that they are not able to
identify the difference of English accents exclusively in audio. Unlike the study conducted by
Han (2014) in Canada, some Japanese parents have unique perceptions of criteria for English
language and people who speak it as L1. It is relatively simpler. Their criteria for a likeable
English is not determined by what kind of English they speak, but by who speaks it. Moreover,
who speaks it is defined by where they are from and/or their races. However, as seen in the
fieldnote above, such definitions remain blurry in their social imaginary (Taylor, 2003) amongst
their imagined communities (Anderson, 1991) gained through their L2 education and western
inputs such as Hollywood movies. Such values that they hold are alternated when they actually
meet and interact with the speakers in person. Such imagined communities related to language
education settings are diversely discussed (Kanno & Norton 2003; Norton & Kamal, 2003).
Whereas, “(not all)” in the fieldnote represents the fact that other parents actively seek diversities
in languages, cultures, races and ethnicities for their children’s education at the research site.
Such parents are often those who attend their parental workshops offered by the school or who
are J&E F Z ( kikoku-shijo ) (people who lived in and came back from foreign countries).
Otherwise, desirable English as L2 is monolingualized in an imagined mainstream English.
Another distinguishable characteristic of EAL in Japan form other part of non-Anglophone
countries, especially developing countries, is that EAL is not for economic investment but for
consumption and leisure (Kubota, 2011). Kubota explains the Japanese EAL learners with a
concept of akogare (romantic desire) for EAL and western cultures including those of
mainstream Englishes and Caucasians (Bailey 2007; Kelsky 2001; Piller & Takahashi 2006). In
Japan, relatively stable, developed county economic-wise, learning English is a subject for leisure



in the same manner of those such as weekend hobbies of fishing or cycling. It is a target of
consumption rather than investment. It is for fun and is cool. Such a national identity observable
amongst Japanese parents may partly be a product of the native speaker syndrome (Kachru,
Kachru & Nelson, 2006), which defines that if English is not spoken by people who are perceived
as what is called ‘native speakers of English’, it is not genuine. With faith, the learners follow the
norms that native speakers provide, and depreciate non-native varieties as imperfect and
incomplete.

I also have to note that, to a certain extent, like other part of the world, there is also a trend
for Japanese people to invest their resources to learning EAL for their better employment, and so
on. Such trend is observable amongst both the parents and the young learners. Almost all of the
participants aged above 5 years old showed their understanding to English as a tool for
international communication (i.e., for international travels; to work with foreigners in Japan
and/or other countries). Such a result is coherent with the result from my investigation on EAL
awareness (Haseyama, 2012). Values on EAL skills that are perceived by the parents are also
consistent to such results, although the rationales for such may vary.

“chhsottod  ENEFEXE. IZIVOCER, BEREBELXTERE
EEAFEOTHEETRLSICB2TRIN S, 7
(In the future from now on, English is a definite need. Like UNIQLO, and/or famous
Japanese corporations are taking English as a basic language for work.)

[parent interview]

KA EFETEDLSIIBYED2EATT R, BNUBRIES L, HFEZEFELL
HEBEHLEENTEL, TELPXNWBHL2IEATYT, ThY (FELICHEREZ
X543 )EHTITHAR,
(I wanted to be able to speak English. I was majoring English Literature (at university),
but... I had AKOGARE in jobs I can do in English, but I could not speak English. That’s
why (I have my daughter to learn English).)

[parent interview]

As seen above, driving factors of letting their children learn EAL are varied. One is based on the
logical reasoning for the future needs in employment, whereas the other leans it more towards to
her AKOGARE, romantic desire, in English. Such diversity in values of EAL may represent what
underlies the sociocultural perspectives on EAL that are held by the Japanese participants. In
other words, EAL as a language expresses the cultural realities in Japan (Kramsch, 1998).

Overall, the Japan’s monolingualizing (Heller, 1995) culture has been shifted into another
form with the English as the foreign language. Amongst foreign languages, the mainstream
English, both consciously and unconsciously defined by the participants, is the target language of
monolingualization in foreign language learning for those participants.

Conclusion: Pedagogical Implications

Society may be teaching children how to discriminate. To encounter such
complex, advanced and transnational phenomena, I see one way of addressing such issues



is not to eliminate the culturally influencing sources, but to cultivate educational actions
to let children grow their minds for sociocultural inclusion, and care for others.
Plurilingual pedagogy (Haseyama, forthcoming) based on plurilingualism (Coste, Moore
& Zarate, 1997; Marshall & Moore, 2018; Moore & Gajo, 2009) may be key. Marshall
and Moore (2018) emphasize a notion of plurilingual and pluricultural competence as
follows:

“The holistic conceptualisation of plurilingual and pluricultural competence
emphasizes the interconnectedness of linguistic and cultural repertoires and the
agency of individual as learners, its situatedness within an ecology, its sensitivity
to changeable conditions and dynamic aspects over time, along life paths and
social trajectories, and constraints and opportunities in educational contexts. ...
Through this lens, a person’s languages and cultures are not viewed as separate
and compartmentalised but instead are seen as interrelating in complex ways that
change time and circumstances, and which depend on individuals’ biographies,
lived experiences, social trajectories, and life paths” (p. 22).

Learners’ lived experiences and social trajectories are critical part of what makes
learners’ personal repertoire of linguistic and cultural knowledge and skills. Pedagogies
such as plurilingual pedagogy take into consideration the children’s prior knowledge and
experiences as critical assets for learning. These knowledge and experiences are often full
of cultural and linguistic colors. If educators can facilitate children to use those colors
with cultural sensitivity and human dignity, children can paint wonderful pictures of life.
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