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Contribute to Bilingual Japan  

Bilingual Japan is the official newsletter of the Bilingualism Special Interest Group (B-SIG) of the 

Japan Association for Language Teaching (JALT). The purpose of this publication is to provide B-

SIG members with articles and reports about bilingualism research and bilingual child-raising in 

Japan. Bilingual Japan also provides information about recent B-SIG activities.  

The content of this newsletter depends on contributions from its readers. All SIG 

members and other interested parties are invited to submit articles or reports for inclusion in these 

pages. Start by writing about your family’s experience or something about bilingual parenting that 

concerns you. Even if you feel that what you have to say is trivial, there is always someone who will 

be interested. Everyone has a story to tell, and we look forward to hearing yours.  

Manuscript Guidelines 

Please consult the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, 6th edition, 

as a style guide. Refer to recent issues of the JALT Bilingualism SIG Newsletter for instances 

of layout and referencing. 
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Regular Columns 

 •Consult the description at the top of each of the Regular Columns in this issue. 

 •Length: 1500 - 3000 words 

 •Submit articles to the respective column editors.  

Feature Articles  

•These articles are longer and/or deal with topics not covered by the Regular Columns.  

•Length: Up to 3,000 words or longer.  

•Submit articles to the editor at bojangling@gmail.com  

 

Guidelines for Case Study Articles 
for the JALT Bilingualism SIG newsletter 

 

 The goal of a case study is to show how the process of teaching* and acquiring a minority language 

& culture is carried out in individual cases.   Writers should clearly explain to the reader the relevant 

information regarding the main characters of the story, the situation that these characters came from 

and/or are presently in, and the strategies and methods used to advance toward the stated goal.  While 

a case study is usually written by a parent about that parent’s child or children, any contributor who is 

suitably informed about a particular situation is eligible to submit an article for publication.    

 Obviously, contributors should keep in mind their audience.  Most Bilingualism SIG members 

(numbering over 200, all of whom receive three online issues annually) have various years of experience 

in this field. Many joined the SIG when their children were young, hoping to learn how to raise their 

children to be bilingual, bi-literate, and bicultural.  A contributor should strive to contribute to our 

readers’ desire to know and learn, keeping in mind that our members have a wide range of personal 

backgrounds, current family circumstances, and material and social resources. 

 *  (Terms such as ‘teaching’, ‘teachers’, ‘learning’, etc. are used broadly in these guidelines and 

can/do include people, practices, and experiences beyond a traditional school environment.) 

Submission guidelines: 

 It is advisable to check with the editors before writing your article.  It is best to propose an idea or 

an abstract and then proceed upon the editors’ feedback. Reading past case studies is advisable. 

 Deadlines are the middle of January, April, and September. Articles should be 1500-3000 words, 

though exceeding the upper cap, within reason, can usually be accommodated. In certain circumstances, 

much longer articles are accepted but may be split into two parts, appearing in successive issues. Check 

with the editors on this. 

Editorial guidelines: 

 Case studies in this newsletter are generally not academic in nature.  Rather, they are a focused 

narrative on the real experiences of people in specific situations. References to research and theory, if 

used at all, should be used sparingly. Many case studies are fine without such references. However, 

meandering narratives will be rejected or sent back for revision. Articles should convey a clear story 

that reveals the efforts and outcomes towards teaching and learning of the target language and/or culture, 

whether successful or not.   

Article structure: 

 - Introduction  

 This first part of your article should provide the relevant information about the ‘teachers’ and 

‘learners’ (often the parents and children) – demographics, past and current residencies, education 

history, language abilities, teaching strategies and methods, lifestyle and social circumstances, etc.  

Pseudonyms are acceptable but should be acknowledged. A thesis statement of sorts should be included 

to alert the reader to the direction and scope of the article. 

 

 

 

- Body  

 This section should clearly deal with the main events of the article.  Convey the steps taken to 

address the problems stated in the (so-called) ‘thesis statement’ and the results of those steps.  This is 

mailto:bojangling@gmail.com
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sometimes the most personal part of an article, and conveying the thoughts, feelings, and behavior of 

the participants towards successes or failures can be powerful. Be fair, be accurate, and be honest.  

 Typically, there is a third party involved in a case study -- a teacher, principal, a school, family 

member, a ‘Saturday School’ board member’ etc. It is beneficial to the reader to explain this party’s 

position and behavior adequately and honestly.   

Details matter.  Explain the methods you use in enough detail to give the reader a sense of how that 

method worked in those circumstances. For example, methods might include reading English books at 

bedtime, Skype sessions with cousins back home, Saturday school projects, daily ‘English-only’ periods, 

or home-school routines. Helpful detail would include any ‘spin-off’ activity vis a vis bedtime reading; 

particulars of Skype sessions, i.e. do the kids just ‘wing it’ or are talking points set up beforehand? What 

is the proficiency or ‘success’ of the exchanges? What excites kids in Saturday Schools to do mid-week 

English homework in preparation for the Saturday lesson? What are the social benefits of such an 

arrangement? For periods where ‘English-only’ is in effect, how does the child respond? Do all siblings, 

or spouse, participate? To what affect?  

- Conclusion 

 Wrap up your article by briefly summarizing the wins and losses, what you have learned, and the 

path forward in the long and winding road ahead. 

 In the end, as a case study contributor, you are a storyteller.  As always, good stories have drama, 

suspense, protagonists who struggle, antagonists who thwart, success, failure, humor, irony, courage, 

uncertainty, etc.  Most importantly, good stories always connect with the reader. Your reader will be 

much like you -- having much on the line, such as a precious child who they dearly want to succeed in 

life. Your story will resonate with them. Tell it well. 

Contacts: 

Case study co-editors 

Alec McAulay  -  tokyomcaulay@gmail.com 

Ron Murphy -  murphy@ehime-u.ac.jp 

Newsletter editor 

     Daniel Pearce - bojangling@gmail.com 

 

DEADLINE FOR THE NEXT ISSUE: April 15th 
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Coordinator’s Message 
 

Dear Bilingualism SIG Members! 

Hope this message finds you well despite the busiest time of the academic year of 2022 

(grading)! Firstly, we would like to thank BSIG Officers (https://www.bsig.org/officers) along 

with ALL our valuable members who have been contributing to the SIG’s successful activities 

through long-term membership, presenting and sharing their academic research and personal 

lived experiences related to bilingualism/multilingualism at the PanSIG and JALT 

Bilingualism SIG Forums. We are also thankful to all members who have been contributing 

to BSIG publications and/or events related to bi-/multilingualism and bi-/multiculturalism, 

submitting articles and book reviews to the SIG’s Newsletter ( https://www.bsig.org/newsletter ) 

and the JJMM Journal (https://www.bsig.org/jjmm) . We do hope that you enjoyed reading a 

Special Commemorative Issue of the Monograph Celebrating BSIG 30th birthday. Thank 

you all who made it happen!  

We would like to extend our gratitude to Risa Hiramatsu, our outgoing Newsletter Editor, who 

has been tirelessly working hard to make sure that each BSIG Newsletter Issue is delivered to 

all members on a regular basis. On the other hand, we would like to extend a warm welcome 

to Daniel Pearce, who had been voted in as a new BSIG Newsletter Editor at the JALT BSIG 

Forum 2021. We would like to thank you both for your time and support.  

We would also like to place a call for the BSIG Newsletter Column Co-coeditor. Please 

get in touch with Alexandra Shaitan at alexshaitan@yahoo.com if you are interested in 

learning more about the opportunity.  

 

Time flies indeed! We have already started planning our SIG’s participation in the PanSIG 

2022 Conference. PanSIG 2022 Conference will take place face-to-face from July 8th to 

10th 2022, with fun social events. The venue of the conference is  The University of 

Nagano (長野県立大学). We will send an update to BSIG Members once everything has 

been finalized.  
 

We thank all the reviewers, contributors and the Newsletter Editor for their time and support, 

hard work, and dedication in producing this issue. Please enjoy reading all the contributions to 

this Winter Issue.  

And, it goes without saying, we thank YOU all for your support and look forward to hearing 

from you! Please e-mail Alexandra Shaitan at alexshaitan@yahoo.com if you would like to get 

involved in BSIG activities more actively.  

Best wishes, 

Bilingualism SIG Coordinator, 

Shaitan Alexandra. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.bsig.org/newsletter
https://www.bsig.org/jjmm
mailto:alexshaitan@yahoo.com
https://www.u-nagano.ac.jp/
https://www.u-nagano.ac.jp/
mailto:alexshaitan@yahoo.com
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Feature Article 

Readers are encouraged to submit articles related to various other topics or issues related to 

language learning, identity, education, or child raising. Please contact the editor Daniel Pearce 

- bojangling@gmail.com for more information. 

 

The Road Less Travelled: An Interview with Karen Hill Anton by Alexander McAulay 

 

Karen Hill Anton is a well-known writer, columnist, consultant, and coach. Her award-

winning memoir, The View From Breast Pocket Mountain, recounts her life to date, including 

her move to Japan in 1975. Three of her four children were born and raised in Japan, and all 

four are English-Japanese bilinguals. The memoir offers glimpses into the process of 

bilingual child-raising in 1970s and 1980s Japan. Karen kindly agreed to an interview for 

Bilingual Japan to share more memories and experiences. 

 

Q1. Karen, thank you for agreeing to 

this interview. When you and your 

American husband arrived in Japan, 

you already had one child. What was 

your first daughter's experience 

acquiring Japanese? 

 

 My first daughter, Nanao, (a 

Japanese name by coincidence – I chose it 

for the sound) was born in Odense, 

Denmark. A few months after her birth, I 

moved to Switzerland. After that, I lived in 

France for a short time before returning to 

the United States. By the time Nanao was 

one year old, she’d heard English, Danish, 

German, Swiss German and French. A 

pediatrician told me she’d be a ‘late’ 

speaker (she was) as it would not be clear 

to her what language to choose.  

 As I’ve recounted in my memoir, 

The View From Breast Pocket Mountain, 

we journeyed to Japan overland. We drove 

from Amsterdam to Afghanistan in a VW 

Beetle, and used public transportation to 

travel through Pakistan, India, Nepal and 

Thailand. We were on the road one year 

before arriving in Japan on June 1, 1975.  

 During our journey we seldom 

encountered children, but I noticed that 

whenever there was an opportunity for 

Nanao, then five years old, to play with 

other children, she did so without the 

slightest regard for the fact that they did 

not speak the same language. It was 

heartening to see how well, and naturally, 

children adopt other modes of 

communication than a shared spoken 

language. I say this to add context to our 

daughter’s experience “acquiring 

Japanese.” It is likely, because of my 

experience, that I was not overly 

concerned, or worried, that she would 

learn Japanese. I’d already observed her in 

multiple foreign-language situations, and 

trusted she’d pick up the language.  

 Our first year in Japan we lived in 

a martial arts and yoga dojo in Shizuoka. 

The population of the dojo changed 

regularly, but there were never more than 

mailto:bojangling@gmail.com
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three or four children there at any one 

time. Again, through play, our daughter 

appeared to pick up Japanese seamlessly. 

Another mother shared her child’s books, 

and taught Nanao to read hiragana, 

katakana, and basic kanji. Although it was 

a long time ago, I can still remember the 

day she ran up to me saying: “Mama, 

listen! I can read this,” and proceeded to 

read to me from a children’s book. “Yes, 

yes. How wonderful. Now run along and 

play,” I said, while thinking to myself – 

Sure, sure. No one can read that stuff. It 

looks like Chinese.   

 English was never a problem, as 

she spoke English fluently when we left 

the U.S. in 1974 and continued to speak to 

us exclusively in English. She entered 

kindergarten in Japan from the second 

term, beginning in September. We thought 

the relaxed and playful environment of 

kindergarten would be the best, and least 

stressful, way for her to acquire Japanese, 

and indeed it was. She didn't have any 

special lessons or tutors, and we didn’t do 

anything to augment her exposure to 

Japanese. By the time she entered 

elementary school the following April, she 

was completely functional in Japanese.  

 

Q2. As each child arrived, they were 

being born into a different context for 

language acquisition. Your first child 

had the exclusive attention of you and 

your husband for the first nine years of 

her life, a very different situation from 

the youngest child who had three older 

siblings. How did your thoughts and 

approaches to bilingualism develop and 

evolve as each child came along? 

 Nanao had a language when we 

arrived in Japan, and as she was a child old 

enough to go to school and have 

playmates, I was never particularly 

concerned about her learning Japanese. 

Our second daughter, Mie, our first child 

born in Japan, was kind of a test case for 

us. Although born here, we weren’t 

confident that she’d learn Japanese since it 

wasn’t spoken in our home, and we didn't 

have Japanese relatives. She was a baby, 

with no language—how was she going to 

learn Japanese? At the time we didn't 

know that children will naturally learn and 

speak the language of the society they live 

in. We would’ve had to go out of our way 

for her not to speak Japanese. Of more 

concern should have been her speaking 

English.  

 During those early years, I tried to 

find out what I could about raising 

bilingual children, and I would’ve 

welcomed sharing experiences with 

families like ours, but I didn't know any 

families in similar circumstances. I 

searched everywhere for information and 

the best I found was the “Bilingual Family 
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Newsletter”—a six-page brochure 

published twice a year.  

 When it came time to go to 

nursery school and then kindergarten, Mie 

had no foreign friends; anyone she 

interacted with outside our home – 

playmates, teachers, neighbors, etc. – were 

all Japanese. By the time she entered 

elementary school, if she went to a friend’s 

house, they’d read manga, watch Japanese 

children’s programs, and play Japanese 

children’s games. Hers was an entirely 

Japanese-language world.  

 I always spoke to her in English. 

She always spoke to me in Japanese. I just 

accepted it. I would later learn that if you 

want your children to be bilingual, you 

must insist they speak to you in your 

language. That said, we understood her 

and she understood us, and we felt that we 

were already different enough (the only 

foreign family in a farming community)—

we didn’t want to put pressure on her. I 

read to her in English, made up stories, 

sang children’s songs—and hoped for the 

best. My husband, a professor of English, 

says: “I knew that if she heard it and 

understood it, she would ultimately speak 

it.” Whenever we could, we visited the 

States and sent her (and later her two 

younger siblings) to summer camps. From 

the second term of what would’ve been her 

third year of junior high school in Japan, 

we sent her to a boarding school in 

Massachusetts. 

 Growing up, all four siblings only 

spoke Japanese with one another. Now, as 

adults, when they're together, I watch and 

listen as they move back and forth between 

their two languages, as easy as water 

flowing.  

 

Q3. What differences were there among 

the three children born in Japan along 

the path of language acquisition? 

In my recollection, there was not 

much difference between our three 

youngest children in their language 

acquisition. I can’t say that any of them 

were particularly adept at English in their 

younger years; still, we encouraged any 

independent effort they made at speaking 

English. When they were still small, I used 

to play a kind of game whereby I made a 

chart that I checked off with them every 

evening. They’d get a sticker (I think it 

was a star, or heart) for: brushing teeth, 

feeding the dog, putting clothes in the 

laundry, or speaking (saying a few words!) 

in English. One thing for sure: I was intent 

on not making learning English a problem, 

something to be resisted. On occasion my 

husband would use Cuisenaire Rods to 

teach them, making it more a game with 

colorful blocks than a lesson.   

Over the years my husband and I 

have developed competency in Japanese. 
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So, as I said, the children would speak 

Japanese to us and we would reply in 

English. Yes, we occasionally had to 

remind ourselves to speak exclusively in 

English. But we communicated as a 

family, and it worked out.  

 

Q4. What discussions did you and your 

husband have about boarding school? 

The decision to send our eldest 

daughter, Nanao, to boarding school was 

made after my husband returned from a 

teacher-parent meeting in her third year of 

junior high school. He was incensed. He 

reported to me that the teacher had said 

that Nanao’s biculturalism and 

bilingualism was not a plus but a 

“handicap” (Hopefully attitudes have 

changed in the intervening decades). It was 

discouraging to say the least. But at the 

same time, I’d come to accept that we'd 

chosen to live here, and that educating our 

children in the Japanese public school 

system was our fate. My husband 

disagreed, vehemently. And from that 

moment he set about finding a school for 

her. In our more than four decades of 

marriage we have argued about everything 

in the cosmos, but never these: money and 

child raising. I knew he had our daughter’s 

best interest in mind.  

 We’d chosen our life, and we 

were united in thinking we should equip 

our children to be able to choose theirs, 

too. And probably the best way to do that 

was if they also had an English-based 

education. Naturally, we also thought 

exposure to the multi-layers of American 

culture could be a positive thing. My 

husband traveled to the United States, 

going from the west coast to the east, 

visiting schools and talking with educators 

about our situation. It was more than 

gratifying that all the schools said they’d 

welcome a student like Nanao and offered 

generous scholarships. We chose the 

Buxton School because it was clear that 

along with academics, they would support 

and encourage a girl who had both talent 

and ability in art. In her Japanese school 

this didn’t count for anything; all that 

mattered were her academic grades and 

class standing. Upon graduation from 

Buxton, Nanao was accepted at the 

prestigious Rhode Island School of 

Design.  

 Neither my husband nor I had any 

experience with boarding schools; as we 

had no relatives in the States, a boarding 

situation was the only possibility. 

Although Nanao had resisted being sent 

away to school (“Papa just wants to use 

my room for his computer!”), when she 

returned home from her first school break, 

the first thing she said when we picked her 

up at the airport gate was: “I love the 

school.”  
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 When the time came, our second 

daughter was eager to follow in her onee-

san’s [older sister’s] footsteps. The 

younger two would later do the same.  

 

Q5. How did their expressions of self-

identity change over the years? 

I do not speak for my children regarding 

identity or anything else now. They are all 

adults and can speak for themselves. That 

said, I think what my son Mario wrote 

below is a perfect illustration of how he 

thought of his “identity.” He was 17 years 

old, and attending boarding school in 

Pennsylvania, when my husband had this 

telephone conversation with him: 

 “Papa, what am I?” 

 “What do you mean, what are 

you?” 

 “Well, am I African American or 

Jewish or what?” 

 “You're all that.” 

 “But people here ask me all the 

time. What can I say? Sometimes I have to 

fill out forms. What can I put in the box?”

  

 It’s never been easy, but it’s 

getting harder all the time to put real 

people in those boxes, I thought. I too am 

asked all the time: “How do your children 

see themselves? Black? White? Japanese? 

American? Do they have an identity 

conflict?” 

 I have long, convoluted answers 

to these questions, but mostly I say: 

“That’s an interesting question. You 

should ask my children.” 

 The year was 1998, and in his 

‘Health and Human Spirit’ class at his 

boarding school, Mario was asked to write 

about identity. “I never thought about it,” 

he told me, “I didn’t have anything to 

write.” 

 But it was a class assignment, so 

he had to write something. He was 

astonished (I wasn’t) that once he began, a 

lot of thoughts emerged, as there was a lot 

he wanted to say. “I could have gone on, 

but the teacher said it should just be 10 

pages.” 

 In the assignment, he wrote:  

“When I was really young, like 3 to 

5, I never thought about being different 

from all my friends. Elementary school 

was when I realized I was different 

because people looked at me differently. I 

was used to it because whenever I went 

with my mother shopping or rode my 

bicycle kids would say, “Gaijin, gaijin!” 

Being the only foreign kid in school and in 

the neighborhood was never a problem 

for me. I realized the real difference more 

once I went to boarding school in the U.S. 

When I was in Japan I’d thought about it, 

but never as much as I do now. 

 At home I always spoke Japanese, 

but my parents answered me in English, 

so I never had a problem understanding 

English. People always ask me: “How did 

you learn Japanese if your parents spoke 
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to you in English?” It’s simple: My 

surroundings were completely Japanese, 

so Japanese became my first language. 

My parents never taught me English; just 

by understanding what they were saying I 

learned little by little.  

 At my boarding school, everyone 

was surprised that I was part of the ESL 

orientation, especially when I told them 

I’m from Japan. Whether I’m in Japan or 

America, I notice that people look at me 

differently when I say I’m from Japan. In 

America, people can’t tell I’m from Japan 

by my outside appearance. In Japan, 

people can’t tell I’m different from my 

inside appearance but can tell I’m 

different by my outside appearance.  

 As I got closer to my American 

friends, my relationships with my 

Japanese friends got weaker. Especially 

this year when I had so much schoolwork 

and activities and I could not write letters 

to them like last year. But when I come 

home, we go back to the good old days 

and have fun just like we were never 

apart.  

 At the boarding school, 

sometimes in class I felt I couldn't say 

things I really wanted to say because I was 

embarrassed about my English, even 

though it was already pretty good. I also 

have a hard time listening and writing at 

the same time, and when the teachers 

write on the board it’s not like the perfect 

penmanship our teachers in Japan used. 

Another thing is sports. Most people don't 

know how much talking goes on in sports. 

I had a lot of trouble in the beginning 

asking the coach questions and 

communicating with my basketball 

teammates.  

 One of the biggest problems was 

talking to girls. When I was in junior high 

school in Japan of course I never went out 

with girls, but I could always make them 

laugh or could talk seriously with them. At 

my boarding school, the people who don't 

know me think that I am really shy and 

that I don't talk much. I am shy, but I do 

talk and I really wanted people to know 

that.  

 I started to question myself: 

What am I? My parents are both from 

New York City. They moved to Japan in 

1975. Two of my sisters were born in 

Japan, my eldest sister was born in 

Denmark. My father is Jewish and my 

mother is African American with half-

Jamaican blood. That makes me almost 

five different bloods, not including the 

Japanese culture.  

 I never thought of my identity 

until I went to boarding school. In Japan, I 

was culturally Japanese, but a black boy 

from the outside. Most people did not 

even know that I am half white. In 

America, some people tell me that I’m 

American and some people tell me that 

I’m Japanese. Some of them say I look 

Japanese!  

 I always thought I was American 

because both my parents are American. 

But if you forget about my looks, I am 

totally Japanese. I’ve been in America for 

two years, so it’s difficult not to pick up 

the American culture. There will always be 

stuff I don’t understand, but I’m already 

much more American than when I first 

went there. 

 I think it’s important for me to 

recognize myself, but it really doesn’t 

matter if I am black or white or Japanese. I 
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lived all my life around Asian people and 

listening to my parents speak to me in 

English. I listen to hip-hop music and love 

Japanese comedy shows because I think 

they’re really funny.  

 People ask me all the time: “In 

the future, are you going to live in Japan 

or America?” I always think: Why does it 

have to be America or Japan? I could be 

happy wherever, and that might not be 

America or Japan. It could be a country I 

never even thought about. Ultimately, I 

want to be myself and be happy.”  

 

Q6: That is an insightful response from 

a 17-year-old. It leads me to ask: What 

did “America” signify for them as 

young children in the Shizuoka inaka 

[provinces]?  

The following piece I wrote for my 

column in The Japan Times [June 9, 1994] 

provides some answers to this question: 

“What do Americans eat for 

supper?” my son Mario asked me the other 

day. 

 “What?” 

 “My friends always ask me and I 

never know what to tell them.” 

 “Then tell them, ‘Hey, I’m just 

like you. I don’t know either.” 

 “But they expect me to know,” he 

said, and added a little tentatively, “They 

don’t eat rice, do they?” 

 I’ve heard this somewhere before, 

I thought to myself before answering, 

“Yes, some do. Look at you, you’re eating 

rice right now.” 

 “But that’s different. Anyway, 

they always want to know if Americans eat 

bread, but that sounds crazy. Americans 

don’t eat bread for supper.” 

 “Look. You’re American. 

Americans eat like you do. Americans are 

a lot of different people and they eat a lot 

of different stuff.” 

 “Yeah, my friends ask me too,” 

my youngest daughter Lila piped in. “I tell 

them mashed potatoes,” she said as she 

asked for another bowl of rice. 

 Admittedly, my children who 

were born and raised in Japan have a less 

than clear picture of America and 

American ways of life. Lila, 11, thought 

Bill Clinton was a personal friend of mine, 

and she consistently confuses the word 

“lawyer” with “liar.” For years they 

thought their Uncle Anatole lived in 

Broccoli, California. Where a place named 

Berkeley was, they couldn’t have told you. 

 Since we’re Americans and don’t 

live in America, when we visit I always 

want them to enjoy what’s best about the 

States; exciting children’s museums, 

spacious playgrounds, great pizza. I’m 

glad they think of America as the home of 

Curious George and as a place where you 

can eat the best corn on the cob and hear 

African drummers and salsa bands in the 

park for free.  
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 Mario says America is great 

because no matter where you are – a 

housing project or an estate in Marin 

County – there is always a basketball 

hoop. But his absolute favorite thing about 

the USA is having breakfast in a 

restaurant. Never mind what you can have 

– blueberry pancakes, corn muffins, bagels 

and lox, grits – having breakfast out is 

simply a big treat. He’s never had 

breakfast in a restaurant in Japan in all his 

13 years and he can’t even imagine it. 

 When we go to America my 

children wouldn't miss a chance to go to 

the supermarket. Moving through the 

aisles, they take it all in with wide-eyed 

wonder: enormous packs of M&M’s, ice 

creams in flavors no kid has yet imagined, 

live lobsters in tanks, and your choice of 

50 kinds of cereal.  

 Although I am strict about what 

and how long they can watch television 

when we’re at home, I let them enjoy 

television more freely in the States, so 

when they were younger they thought of 

America as the land of endless “Sesame 

Street” programs. Thinking they could 

only benefit from the English input, I 

wasn’t so sure after my daughter Mie 

turned off the TV and parroted: “Just dial 

1-800 … for your free brochure. Our 

operators and waiting to help you.” 

 And of course, America has two 

Disneylands. I took them to the one in 

California and stayed at a nearby hotel. 

They’d never slept on anything but futon 

before that, so I spent the good part of the 

night retrieving them as they took turns 

falling off the sides of the beds.  

 Once when we were in San 

Francisco we met two policemen in a 

Chinese restaurant and my kids thought 

they were the greatest guys in the world 

because they let them sit in their patrol car. 

Another time my eldest daughter didn’t 

believe two men riding in a police car in 

police uniforms were really policemen, 

because one was eating a donut, and they 

were both laughing—and the one driving 

was doing so with one hand, while the 

other arm dangled out the window. It was 

a sight one would never see in Japan. 

 Although my children are happy 

to visit America any chance they get, 

recently Lila told me, “You don't have to 

worry about me going to live in America. 

I’m too afraid.” 

 “Why?” 

 “It’s too scary.” 

 “Well, maybe by the time you’re 

a big girl you will want to live in America, 

and maybe it will be a lot less scary then.” 

 “Well, if I go and become 

president …” 

 “What? You’re going to become 

President of the United States?” 

 “I said ‘if.’ Anyway, then nobody 

will be able to have guns. Or knives either. 
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Of course they can have kitchen knives if 

they want to cook. But that’s it,” the 

possible future chief executive said with 

firm conviction. 

 I thought about explaining about 

the U.S. system of government, about laws 

and how they’re made, and broken, about 

the Constitution, Congress, and politicians 

and lobbyists and the interests they serve, 

and how no one person, not even the 

President, gets to make all the decisions, 

and … but who knows? This may all 

change by the time Lila is ready to assume 

the presidency.  

 Mario told me that whenever he 

bites into a whole red apple – that is, an 

apple not peeled and sliced as they’re often 

served in Japan – it always reminds him of 

America.  

 That’s a nice association, I 

thought. I don’t suppose a country could 

have a more wholesome and refreshing 

image than that.  

 

Q6: I think that really shows how some 

things have changed over the years, but 

many things remain the same. Which 

segues nicely into my final question. 

What advice would you give to our 

readers who are just starting out on the 

journey of bilingual child-rearing here 

in Japan? 

I hesitate to give “advice” to 

parents raising children now. It’s a 

different world, society and environment 

to the one in which I was raising children 

in Japan in the ’70s and ’80s. 

There are now many more 

foreigners living in Japan. Even here in the 

provinces, it’s possible to run into a 

foreign person at the supermarket or drug 

store; that just wasn’t true during the years 

(1976—1983) we lived at Futokoro Yama 

(“Breast Pocket Mountain”).  

These days we know many 

Japanese children have lived abroad and 

come back to Japan and are bilingual or 

have struggled with bilingualism; their 

parents have an awareness of the 

challenges and benefits of bilingualism 

and have taken different approaches to 

encouraging it.  

Foreigner and Japanese marriages 

are now commonplace. Almost beyond 

anything I could’ve imagined years ago, in 

my grandson’s kindergarten in Tokyo, 

there is a child from Italy (mother is 

Japanese, father Swiss), as well an 

American boy, and an Indian girl.  

My second daughter Mie, born and 

raised in Japan, is much more majime 

[serious] than I was concerning her sons’ 

language acquisition. In her case, she’s 

been consistent in speaking to her sons 

solely in Japanese; their Austrian father 

speaks to them in German, and I speak to 

them in English. She reads them Japanese 

storybooks, their father reads the German-
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language storybooks his mother regularly 

sends from Vienna. And yes, my 

grandsons speak and respond to all three 

languages. 

There are now books, textbooks, 

and TV programs that can steer the 

bilingual-seeking parent in the right 

direction. I can’t talk about what can be 

found on the Internet because I don’t know 

what’s available—but I suspect a lot. 

   

 Recently, I learned of an 

American father and British mother who 

raised their four children in Japan. The 

children are bilingual, although the 

youngest son’s Japanese is somewhat 

rudimentary because they left Japan while 

he was in elementary school. Still, in their 

home in New Zealand, they speak 

Japanese and English, moving back and 

forth between the languages depending on 

the subject, and their feeling at the time. I 

think this just goes to show that there may 

be different ways to achieve and maintain 

bilingualism.  

 It is clear to me that while parents 

may want to be committed to the project of 

instilling bilingualism in their children, 

they also need to be creative and flexible 

in their approach. And I hope they never 

lose sight of the fact that more than 

anything, they do not want to make 

acquiring bilingualism a problem, and 

consequently, the home an uncomfortable 

and unwelcoming place to be. 

Good friends of mine living in 

Fukuoka, an American woman and her 

Japanese husband, have a grown daughter 

who from her earliest years has steadfastly 

refused to speak English. Her mother, 

especially, was disappointed her daughter 

made this choice, but over time came to 

accept it. I think that’s why this young 

woman is a perfectly happy, educated, 

well-adjusted, and gainfully employed 

adult.  

Assuming bilingualism is 

important to you, do your best to help your 

children attain this valuable skill. And if 

they do not, well, that’s all right too.  

 

Q. ‘Do not make acquiring bilingualism 

a problem’ is sage advice, and a good 

note to end on. Thank you, Karen. 

 

Karen Hill Anton’s book ‘The View 

From Breast Pocket Mountain’ is 

available on Amazon:  

http://bit.ly/karenhillanton  and Amazon 

(Japan): https://amzn.to/2HnGQnf  

and wherever books are sold. You can 

visit her website at KarenHillAnton.com

 

 

 

 

http://bit.ly/karenhillanton
https://amzn.to/2HnGQnf
http://karenhillanton.com/
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Case Study 

Affective Factors and Critical Incidents for Japanese-American Bilingual Young 

Learners in Japan: A Case Study of the Early Elementary School Years at Public 

School- by Mary-Ellen C. Stone 

 

Preamble 

 

One of my favorite quotes comes from 

the classic 1989 Ron Howard film 

Parenthood when the grandma is talking 

to Gil (Steve Martin). 

 

Grandma: 

You know, when I was nineteen, 

Grandpa took me on a roller coaster. 

 

Gil: 

Oh? 

Grandma: 

Up, down, up, down. Oh, what a ride! 

Gil: 

What a great story. 

Grandma: 

I always wanted to go again. You know, it 

was just so interesting to me that a ride 

could make me so frightened, so scared, 

so sick, so excited, and so thrilled all 

together! Some didn't like it. They went 

on the merry-go-round. That just goes 

around. Nothing. I like the roller coaster. 

You get more out of it. 

—— 

Truth be told, I’ve never really 

liked rollercoasters that much. I get 

motion sickness, so I’m picky about the 

ones I’ll ride. They need to be smooth, 

and well-designed. Usually, newer is 

better. But I agree with grandma. You do 

get more out of them. They’re a good 

value. I always felt like I wasted money if 

I didn’t go on them, after paying the high 

price for a park entrance ticket. Not to 

mention, the excitement of sharing the 

experience of those emotions with my 

friends, and looking back on those silly 

memories – those are priceless. 

I recently told someone that 

writing for the Bilingualism SIG 

newsletter was like a roller coaster. Yes, 

we write about language acquisition and 

development. But, we’re also human. We 

have families. We write about our lives, 

and that has all the feelings. The ups and 

downs, the twists and turns. It’s not 

always pretty. Some people get sick.  

But that’s life. And we’re 

human. The language, the culture, the 

feelings, the experiences…they’re all 

interconnected. It’s important to write 

about it all. That’s part of the reason we 
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write. To help people. So that they can 

maybe be better prepared for the 

unexpected. So that they can be better 

prepared for life. 

Introduction 

Our family consists of five 

people. My husband is Japanese. I am 

American. We have three children: M 

(10.3), R (9), and E (4.3); two boys and a 

girl in the middle. I have been living in 

the greater Kanto area since 2006, and 

we’ve been raising our family in the same 

neighborhood from the time we began. In 

terms of bilingual language acquisition, 

we initially started with the OPOL 

method, but then quickly switched over 

to dominantly using the ML@H (with a 

few exceptions, such as when the 

grandparents visit, etc.). Our children 

have all attended the same semi-private 

daycare and early childhood center in our 

neighborhood, and the two oldest 

currently attend the local public 

elementary school. My husband has a 

been government worker for many years, 

and is currently in his final semester of 

graduate school at an American 

university (in English). Personally 

speaking, my Japanese leaves much to be 

desired, but I can classify it as being at a 

highly communicative intermediate level. 

Vocabulary and kanji are definitely my 

weaknesses, but I can use the language a 

lot to get things done when I need to. 

Now that my two oldest children are 

almost finished with the first half of 

elementary school, they are quite 

autonomous and only need to follow-up 

with my husband for homework in 

Japanese when there is something that 

they don’t understand or that they have a 

question about, so my level has 

seemingly stagnated once again. In any 

case, this article is about them, not me, so 

that’s where we’ll begin. 

 

When I started writing this article in 

April 2021, it started like this:  

 

In just a few more weeks, my 

oldest son [9.8 at the time] will be 

finishing third grade at our local public 

elementary school. My daughter [8.4 

then] will be wrapping up second. As we 

cross this line and move on to this second 

phase of elementary school, I’d like to 

look back at some of the critical incidents 

and affective factors that have shaped our 

lives over the last three years and 

impacted our bilingual story. I think it’s 

important to reflect on these experiences, 

because they clearly show how 

interconnected we are - socially, 

emotionally, mentally, physically. No 

matter how great a business plan, nor 

how dynamic and well-researched a 

curriculum design, life happens, and 

things change. We need to adapt. How 

we react, how we adapt, the support we 

have, and how those incidents shape our 

learning processes and development are 
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equally if not more important than any 

method or approach we have in place. 

They’re like two tracks running alongside 

each other, or a dynamic weather pattern 

swirling around. But if a giant rock falls 

on the track, or a tornado swoops in, 

Dorothy’s once again on a trip out of 

town. 

In my last case study from 2019, 

I wrote about the “Ready to Read Years” 

from four to six years old, and reflected 

on the local LLC (Limited Liability 

Company) community school that I had 

started in my neighborhood (Obara, 

2019), which had evolved from the 

parent-child multicultural reading group I 

had originally founded (Obara, 2017) in 

my community, adapting similar models 

and groups that other local bilingual 

families had pioneered (Provenzano, 

2013; Yoshida, 2015).1 The experience 

of my family imagining, designing, 

building, and directing that school, and 

the impact it had on my local community, 

is one of the greatest joys of our lives, 

full of so many magical memories to fall 

back on. It seems an appropriate place to 

start.  

In those articles, readers can see 

what led us to that point, and the concept 

of the curriculum, which focused on so 

much more than only language 

 

1 For more information on this school, please 

refer to my presentation from the JALT 2020 

National Conference (co-presented with one of 

acquisition, and had a heavy emphasis on 

the 4 C’s: Content, Communication, 

Cognition, Culture (Coyle, D., Hood, P. 

and Marsh, D.; 2010), and multicultural 

awareness. At that point, the major goal I 

had for my children was for them to be at 

grade level reading in English before 

entering Japanese elementary school, 

when the Japanese would come on 

strong. More importantly, we also wanted 

to feel included in our community. For 

my oldest son (10.3), who had a 

consistent group of friends in his class 

from the time we started the parent-child 

classes, this goal was attained. My 

daughter (9) was able to reach that goal, 

but the road for her journey has always 

been so much rockier. 

Critical Incident: A New Baby 

In 2012, with the surprise of my 

daughter being born so quickly after my 

son (15 months apart), my husband and I 

had planned to focus more on work and 

education for a few years before trying 

again for a third child. In 2014, I started a 

new contract position with a new 

employer, and also began my educational 

doctorate with an online university. 

However, in addition to other factors, as 

well as not having a “research day” and 

my husband working full time and in the 

final year of his degree, this plan (with 

the student teachers), posted on the JALT 

YouTube channel. 
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both of us working full time, both 

working on higher education degrees, and 

raising two children under three years old 

with a foreign mother) quickly needed to 

be adjusted. In short, there was just not 

enough time to do it all. The children’s 

needs were not being met, nor were they 

receiving the attention they needed 

during this critical early childhood 

period. Since my husband was already in 

his sixth and final year of studying (while 

working full-time and often overseas), 

clearly he was the one who needed to stay 

in school, not me. So, I let go of the 

dream of continuing my higher education 

for the time being. As a result, instead of 

taking on new part-time jobs, I joined the 

Bilingualism SIG, started writing articles 

for our newsletters, and became 

committed to my children’s language 

development, focusing more on our 

family and my professional interests. And 

since my E.D.D. wasn’t going to happen, 

and we had always planned on having a 

third child, we figured that maybe 

everything was working out for the best, 

and we should just go for it! We weren’t 

getting any younger!  

After a couple of unsuccessful 

years in that attempt of trying for a third, 

and me becoming more committed to my 

two older children’s language learning 

and development, we more or less gave 

up on the plan to have a third child, and 

in September of 2016, I officially opened 

my school. As luck would have it, within 

a few weeks, I found out I was pregnant.  

Some people say, “New house. 

New baby.” For us, it was a new school. 

Who knows… but interestingly enough, 

very similar circumstances had occurred 

exactly six years earlier with the birth of 

our older son. My husband had returned 

from a month-long work trip to Australia, 

and shortly after, we got pregnant. Both 

of our sons were born on exactly the 

same day in July, six years apart - July 

23rd. The older one was ten days early, 

and the younger one, two weeks late. 

More sun down under? Something in the 

water? Shorter work days and less stress? 

For me, was it having just had a month 

off from teaching college classes and 

being really happy about pouring my 

heart and soul into the creative project of 

building a school with my family? It was 

probably all of these, and more. Anyway, 

it happened. And it was really exciting! 

And fun! 

 

So then, what kind of affect did all of this 

this have on my two older children’s 

development and our bilingual story?  

For my older son, as I’ve 

mentioned in previous articles (Obara, 

2017), we had a core group of mothers 

who had become close friends through 

my community classes and the houikuen 

[nursery school], and they were on board 

with my curriculum and business plan for 

the school. They were the studious types 
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themselves, people who had studied 

English Literature, for example, in 

college; and were also working mothers. 

Several of them held positions at 

international Japanese companies where 

they occasionally needed to use English, 

so they had some other kind of unique 

motivation. In short, it was also 

convenient based on their schedules and 

locations – and also a class with a native 

speaker. For them, it was kind of a “win-

win” situation to spend time once in a 

while with their children on a Saturday 

morning reading books and chatting in a 

natural environment. It was fun. The 

mothers could also study English. And, 

even after transferring from my home to 

the school, when some of them thought 

maybe they had wanted more English 

play or traditional “Eikaiwa” learning and 

had left for a short time, they returned 

because my curriculum was so much 

more challenging, culturally immersive, 

and holistic.2 Since that group had all 

started with the pre-literacy skills at the 

same time, everyone was on track 

together, with content as well, and we 

could naturally progress to more complex 

projects and activities. Even though the 

non-native speakers (usually around six 

 

2 I had been teaching the Content and Language 

Integrated Learning method at my university 

(CLIL), and so I was more or less using that as 

the foundation to teach my community classes. I 

designed all of the materials myself, focusing on 

or seven students in those initial classes 

in my home) didn’t have as much 

vocabulary, by first grade, they could all 

read the basic early learning readers 

(Scholastic, Jolly Phonics) together and 

understand the meaning. They understood 

phonics and how reading in English 

works. During that final year of houikuen, 

the parents all signed permission slips for 

me to pick their children up from the 

houikuen and take them to my 

community school, and then the parents 

would come pick them up after work.  

For my daughter, it was a 

different story. She was still nen-chu [5-

year olds class] at the houikuen, so we 

were starting that parent-child group for 

the first time. With the school now open 

at a proper location, I offered to set up 

that class twice a month on Sundays to 

start. As with my first son’s group, 

because my curriculum was somewhat 

different from other local approaches, I 

required parents to join in the lessons 

from the beginning, for scaffolding 

purposes, so that they could help their 

children get used to this approach in 

order to prepare them for the next year 

when they could come on their own, in 

the same way that my son’s group was 

culture, literacy (pre/early reading that I wanted 

for my own children), and phonics. I occasionally 

supplemented with textbooks for support, but 

everything was designed around the specific 

groups’ needs, interests, and levels. 
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currently doing during the week. With 

this new group for my daughter, even 

though I was teaching and pregnant, 

because the parents were there with their 

children, the lessons and learning went 

well. It wasn’t so stressful. Plus, the room 

that we were renting was a first-floor 

shopfront, just a two-minute walk from 

my home, so it was also convenient. 

As that year progressed, my due 

date was quickly approaching. I was 

trying to figure out how I would manage 

the classes once the new baby arrived. 

Since I had never intended on teaching 

everything solely on my own, I was 

excited that this was naturally the 

opportunity to start hiring other people. I 

reached out to returnee college students 

in my neighborhood who I had taught, 

and spoke to former colleagues at other 

universities around the Kanto area about 

students in their English Studies 

Departments who might be interested in 

teaching. It was all coming together, so I 

thought. And it was fun! 

Two weeks before the end of the 

summer session in July of 2017, I passed 

out the information for the fall session, 

starting mid-September, as usual, to my 

daughter’s class (and all the other 

groups). I had substitute teachers lined up 

for the final classes, since my due date 

was soon, and I wanted to talk to the 

parents face-to-face before I left. We 

would be adopting the same policy that 

we did with my older son’s class, and my 

daughter’s cohort would be moved to a 

weekday after school to adapt to the same 

weekday schedule that the rest of the 

older and established classes were 

following. With the help of my assistant 

teachers, this would be manageable. 

Despite the fact that I had communicated 

this throughout the year with all of these 

families, there was no inclination to me 

that they would want to do something 

differently. I broke down in tears in front 

of all of the children when all but one of 

the families told me face-to-face that they 

wouldn’t be returning. 

In part, it seems the parents 

decided this because the classes would be 

moved to a weekday, and they didn’t 

want to pick their children up at a set 

time from my school, rather than the 

houikuen. It seems that there was also one 

“leader” of the moms who was mainly 

interested in culture and English-play 

classes, and her opinion greatly swayed 

the other mothers, since she was better at 

English than them, and somewhat like a 

role model. Also, they were not so much 

interested in the curriculum, as much as 

the cultural experience of interacting with 

a foreign teacher (not a local returnee 

college student, even though the kids 

loved them!). They didn’t need it to be 

“too good.” They wanted what the 

franchise schools were teaching. That 

was enough. And I suspect it was also the 

fact that I was expecting a new baby.  
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In any event, the fact that there 

was no communication about this, and 

that it was a surprise only a few weeks 

before the birth of my third child, and 

that I had already designed the courses 

and hired the teachers, made the loss of 

this class with all my daughter’s friends 

an extremely critical event in her 

educational experience. I don’t know if 

we’ll ever forget that feeling of so 

obviously knowing that no matter how 

hard we worked or how carefully we 

attempted to be included socially in our 

community, at the end of the day, we 

were something separate. Needless to 

say, that final year of houikuen for her 

was not what we had imagined after that 

experience. Because the mothers then 

acted more coolly to me at the houikuen 

from that point on, and I couldn’t shake 

my own personal feelings of distrust and 

ostracism, it trickled down to the way 

that their children interacted with our 

family, and then their kids also started to 

distance themselves in the way they 

played with my daughter during the day. 

And even though she still had my son’s 

older group to socialize with at the 

community school and joined their 

classes, the learning was just slightly 

beyond her ability, which became 

frustrating. Also, she was having to play 

with his friends. What should have been 

that glorious final year of houikuen that 

Japanese mothers in my community seem 

to cherish, as we had just done the year 

before with my son, had been disrupted. 

This was the beginning of a never-ending 

trend in “arm’s-length” socialization for 

us. 

Positive effects 

Ultimately, after the initial shock 

of the news that my daughter’s cohort 

would not be returning the next month, 

there was no choice but to move forward. 

Rent needed to be paid, and there were 

other classes and students enrolled. I was 

also about to give birth. Ironically, even 

though her class mainly decided to 

discontinue, somehow a group of older 

girls in the neighborhood who were in 1st 

grade with my son, but who had gone to a 

different houikuen, got word of the open 

weekday class, and their group decided to 

jump in and fill the space. The school is 

only about a five-minute walk from the 

elementary school, so the parents were 

excited about the affordable and 

convenient option, and the fact that they 

could walk from the gakudo [after-school 

day care]. 

In addition, I was able to work 

out a suitable plan with the student 

teachers that seemed to satisfy the 

parents, in that we would alternate 

teaching days among the classes. They 

would teach one week and then I would 

teach the next, repeating a lot of the 

content. In the end, parents were able to 

see the value in this bilingual team-

teaching, in that the student teachers 

could explain the pedagogy and 
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curriculum in detail in Japanese, and the 

parents could ask questions. This was a 

relief compared to the previous year, 

when all the Japanese communication 

was coming from me, and it was far from 

perfect. In addition, for lower-level 

students, it greatly increased their speed 

of understanding of meaning and 

knowledge, and more quickly escalated 

the learning process to bring them closer 

to the level of the advanced students. 

Also, the students loved the college 

students because they were young and 

fun! 

Finally, one of the biggest 

surprises for my daughter’s language 

development and psychological well-

being that stemmed from this incident 

actually came from the Filipina woman 

who I frantically needed to hire to 

babysit, since I would still need to be 

teaching about five hours a week come 

October, and there was no one else 

available to help with that home care on a 

regular basis. I randomly found her 

through an acquaintance on Facebook. 

After reviewing her CV, interviewing her 

in English, and checking her references, I 

hired her to babysit two nights a week 

during the term. During that time, my 

daughter (almost 5) would stay with her 

and she would watch her and the baby for 

about two and a half hours. (The school 

was right around the corner, less than five 

minutes away, should an emergency have 

occurred). During that time, our 

babysitter and R would watch YouTube 

videos of children’s songs in Tagalog and 

English, wash/dry the dishes, fold 

laundry, straighten up, and take care of E. 

I’m not sure who that time was more 

beneficial for - me or my daughter. The 

rest of the year turned out to be no less 

chaotic, since my third child was 

diagnosed with a rare genetic disorder 

and has not developed in the way that we 

expected, so those times that I would 

come home and see my daughter so 

happy because of the special, 

individualized attention that she was 

getting, and how much she enjoyed our 

babysitter’s company, made my heart so 

full. In addition, during the times that my 

mother-in-law would come down from 

Hokkaido to help our family, she loved 

her company too. My mother-in-law was 

still working hard physically to take care 

of her ninety-something mother in her 

own home, and was wondering how she 

could find this kind of home care (like the 

Filipina woman) up there.  

We had been heartbroken about 

the abandonment of my daughter’s group 

of friends at her school for that class that 

we had so carefully designed. However, 

she ended up having a similarly inclusive 

and positive social experience like my 

son’s, thanks to the older girls from the 

neighborhood who stepped in, the student 

teachers who came to work for me (male 

and female), and our home helper. It was 

a critical period for our family on so 
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many levels, and their support was 

invaluable and intensely impactful. As for 

the group of children in the same grade at 

school, those relationships were never the 

same. And, as most research in the land 

of language teaching in Japan will 

support, for this demographic, fun and 

easy English (not critical thinking, or 

literacy skills) is still what many people 

want. And that’s okay. It’s unfortunate 

that it happened, but I don’t blame them.  

Affective Factor #1: (Part-time) Single 

Mom 

So that’s the story of the school 

and the point we were at socially and 

emotionally, as well as in regards to our 

bilingualism and biliteracy development. 

We had jammed as much English in as 

possible, and attempted to integrate into 

our community3 to the best of our ability, 

given the fact that our international 

lifestyle doesn’t always quite match the 

local patterns. Basically, we designed our 

own community through our school. For 

my son’s class, we had achieved our 

reading goal. For my daughter, we had 

 

3 Our community is a “typical” suburban-like 

bed-town of Tokyo. There are six train lines that 

come through the town, so it’s a convenient place 

for dual-income families to live. Due to its 

longstanding Japanese as a Second Language 

(JSL) program at the public school, there are 

many returnee families who settle here. In 

addition, there are many international and multi-

generational long-term residents. At one point, the 

decided to focus on themed reading and 

cooking classes with the new group of 

older girls, in an effort to compromise on 

our needs and attempts to please 

everyone. I had other classes, too, 

without my children in them. Those ran 

swimmingly.  

With regards to Japanese 

literacy, we hadn’t done much. M & R 

had both attended the local houikuen 

from the time they were born, and so 

bilingualism was more or less on target. 

On Japanese literacy, we hadn’t been 

very proactive. It was whatever came 

passively, such as reading music and 

learning songs from the houikuen 

teachers, or reading stories with their 

grandmother when she came to visit. We 

had heard from other families that the 

kids should catch up with Japanese by the 

time they were in third grade, and so we 

were hoping for that. Generally speaking, 

this seems to be true. Now by 3rd and 4th 

grade, regarding the main four skills of 

reading, writing, speaking, and listening, 

they seem to be more or less on track. 

elementary school was the largest in the 

prefecture, until the city rezoned to bring the 

numbers down. There are approximately 200 

students per grade level and more than 1,000 

students at the school. In this sense, even though 

it is an elementary school with a very long history 

and a town with traditional roots and old family 

estates, it is also an extremely diverse and 

dynamic community, relatively speaking. 
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They can keep up with the class and 

follow the teacher. It also helps that 

they’ve been able to attend the gakudo 

after school, so they can play with the 

other kids and have casual conversations. 

That has also helped a little for feeling 

included in our community, since local 

friends don’t socialize the same way with 

us. It’s also helped me keep up with the 

public dialogue about current school 

events. 

 

Another point that I’ve 

mentioned in previous articles (Obara, 

2019) is that our local elementary school 

is somewhat well known for its 

international population and large amount 

of returnee families. So much so that 

there is even an international P.T.A. and a 

Japanese as a Second Language pull-out 

class/teacher4. What I quickly came to 

realize though, is that these services have 

been designed and established for two 

very specific groups, which do not 

represent the new “emerging” group of 

local cosmopolitan families, such as ours. 

The international P.T.A. was established 

many years ago and is mainly for 

Japanese families who are returning from 

overseas. The meetings and all other 

communication takes place in Japanese, 

and the group is more or less a social 

 

4 A pull-out class refers to the method in which 

students who are in need of the Japanese as a 

Second Language (JSL) instruction are taken out 

group for returnee Japanese mothers to 

make friends with other families who 

have not been around to have established 

themselves into other social groups, such 

as ballet and soccer. Their mission is not 

to help/assist foreign families survive in 

the public school system. Thus, that 

seems to be why many foreign mothers 

are not involved in the group, and tend to 

focus more on their jobs, where they can 

speak their native language and have 

international social support/friends. As 

for the JSL program, it’s mainly for 

international families who have recently 

migrated to Japan (with neither parent 

being Japanese). 

With this, what’s interesting is 

that, relatively speaking, families like 

ours seem to be on track with the local 

Japanese children when entering 

elementary school, compared to new 

international students, whose levels are 

very low, and so the teachers will tell me 

that they’re doing fine. What the teachers 

cannot see is the gap in vocabulary. Since 

my kids primarily engage with media in 

English (games, YouTube, films, etc.), 

their knowledge and use of colloquial 

language, especially certain cultural 

references, can be low and lacking. There 

is the gap.  

of their regular classes at some point during the 

day to meet with the other students in a separate 

class with the JSL teacher.  
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As a result, I quickly realized 

that I would need to fall back on my 

language education expertise, and be 

somewhat assertive and directive in my 

conversations with the teachers about 

learning strategies for my children, so 

that they would not fall behind, or only 

just skate along on the surface. One point 

in particular I remember requesting for 

my older son was to have him sit next to 

or nearby students who were especially 

talkative and loud. I thought that this 

could be a model for his speaking and 

listening, and help him pay attention. For 

the first few years, this worked well.  

 

For him, that first year was more 

or less a smooth transition. The 

grandparents had come to visit for a 

couple of weeks when he started school, 

and my mother-in-law had gone over 

most of the paperwork with my husband 

from the start. His teacher had been 

working for at least fifteen years and was 

the head teacher for the first graders. He 

was also able to do most of his 

homework at the gakudo alongside the 

other kids. And, even though my husband 

was still away for at least half of the year 

for work, because I was still running the 

after-school community school, I could 

see some of the mothers when they 

picked up their children and find out if 

there was anything important coming up 

or that I was missing. We had a network 

of support. It was nice. And even though 

there was a lot of stress and uncertainty 

regarding our third child’s health, the 

transition to elementary school seemed 

stable. I’ve heard and read that starting 

elementary school is often a crossroads 

for many bilingual families on their 

journeys, and so I was feeling satisfied 

that public school would work for us. 

As to be expected though, with 

my daughter the next year, it was a 

completely different story. We found out 

that my husband would need to be away 

for a very long work assignment, which 

would encompass at least my daughter’s 

entire first term of elementary school. On 

top of that, it was the last year of my five-

year contract, so I would be starting a 

new position as well. For me, that was 

the last straw. With my third child’s 

medical condition coming to light, I just 

couldn’t foresee how I could physically, 

not to mention mentally, handle all of this 

on my own. I had to give something up. 

Even though my mother-in-law could 

come for a short time to help, she still 

needed to take care of her own aging 

parent. And also, everyone in my family 

(me, my husband, and my MIL) was 

starting to feel frustrated that local 

educators would often disregard my 

primary role as the mother, and talk 

directly to my mother-in-law for certain 

issues because she is a native speaker. 

My husband and I were both starting to 

feel that this was abusive and was putting 

pressure on our relationship, because it 
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was more convenient for the school, and 

that once again, I, the mother, was being 

left out and feeling disrespected. 

When I found out in December 

of 2018 (two months before his 

departure) that my husband’s work 

assignment would be in my home 

country, I saw this as a window of 

opportunity. I decided to close my 

community school (at least temporarily), 

and go with my husband for the first two 

months, so that my older two children, 

who would be aged seven and six at the 

time, could have the experience of 

attending school in the United States. I 

also knew that according to U.S. law, as 

long as the child was living at an address 

in the school district, they would be able 

to attend the public school, even if it was 

only for a short time. Most importantly, I 

also saw this as a chance for me to get 

advice in my own language and culture 

about my youngest son, who would be 

one and a half years old, and for him to 

be evaluated by and enter the state’s early 

intervention program. I desperately 

needed help and advice from people in 

my native language within the framework 

of an established internationally-minded 

system.  

The positive effects for my 

family from that experience of my 

children attending an American public 

charter school (in south-central Texas) 

and our short time all together living life 

in my home country are limitless. From 

the healthcare and medical advice to the 

charter school curriculum (bilingual, 

project-based), to the field trips, and time 

with my extended family (my mother is 

originally from Texas, so we have many 

aunts, uncles, and cousins there) - we felt 

loved. My daughter even won a medal in 

the school bicycle rodeo – a very proud 

moment for her! (In a forthcoming 

article, I will write about that school in 

detail.) 

 

After two months (January – 

March 2019), though, our time was up, 

and I needed to return to Japan by myself 

with the kids for my daughter’s 

graduation from houikuen [nursery 

school] and her start of first grade. My 

mother-in-law came down for the 

occasion and to help. She is a blessing. 

Graduation went well. The tone was 

cooler than my son’s in terms of our 

relationships with the other families, but 

other than that, it was a proud moment 

and pleasing sense of accomplishment.  

The start of elementary school 

was a slightly different story. I’m not 

quite sure why, but I’ve always gotten the 

impression that people in our community, 

as well as administrators at the school, 

seem to think that if local families have 

more than one child, that after the first 

one, parents should know what they are 

doing and there is no reason to 

help/explain anything anymore. Maybe 

for local parents who are both Japanese 
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native speakers, this is true. This time, 

however, my husband wasn’t around, so I 

needed to do most of it on my own. In 

addition to this, while my son has 

somewhat of an idealistic, playful, and 

positive personality, and is not extremely 

bothered by my speaking broken 

Japanese or missing something for 

school, my daughter is the opposite. She 

loves the perfection and order in all 

things Japanese. I’ve come to the 

conclusion that while everything else in 

her world (having a foreign mother, 

speaking English at home) sometimes 

feels chaotic and unusual, these aspects 

make her feel safe and secure. She feels 

better when her father or my in-laws are 

reading the school paperwork and talking 

to school administrators rather than me. 

She gets extremely upset if we don’t read 

the calendar correctly and ends up 

forgetting some school supplies for the 

day. In short, she doesn’t want to draw 

attention to herself. She wants to fit in.  

That first term may have gone 

differently if I hadn’t been alone. It may 

have gone differently if she’d had the 

same teacher as my son the year before, 

who I was used to communicating with 

(but that teacher left). It may have been 

different if my Japanese was better. It 

also may have been different if people 

didn’t sidestep me and give information 

to my mother-in-law, who was then 

supposed to relay the information to me. 

It also may have gone differently if I’d 

still had the community school and could 

see the other mothers on a regular basis to 

chat, or if the international P.T.A. had 

some system to help international 

families. And finally, it might also have 

gone differently if I hadn’t been starting 

another new contract position for work.  

But it didn’t. I missed the 

entrance ceremony because it was on the 

first day of classes at my new job. My 

mother-in-law went (even though we 

might have been mistaken about her 

being allowed). I ended up in tears again 

because I missed the classroom 

observation day (realizing only after 

coming to pick up my children from the 

gakudo and seeing all the other parents 

standing around talking about it). Many 

other things were forgotten, or done 

wrong, resulting in many tears and 

disappointments. It was the start of the 

beginning of a very bumpy road. It was 

rough. And in a country that loves wa 

[peace/harmony], here we were, causing 

problems again. This, in turn, causes 

people to back away. Which for us is the 

opposite of what we need. We need 

people to offer help and be our friend.  

When all is said and done, my 

daughter has learned a lot from these 

(what I call traumatic) experiences. At 

only eight years old, she loves school and 

is driven and determined to take care of 

everything on her own. And she can. 

From first grade, she’s been reading the 

schedule on her own and uses my phone 
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to either call or message my husband or 

in-laws to confirm and double check 

things, such as homework and school 

supplies. She prepares everything the 

night before by herself, and sometimes 

for her older brother, too. She finishes all 

of her homework without anyone telling 

her to do it and is extremely motivated to 

keep up in Japanese. And while I often 

feel sad that these events have forced her 

to be more assertive and independent than 

other young girls her age in order to 

survive and fit in, and our relationship 

has also suffered because of it, I’m 

grateful that she likes school and wants to 

go there, because if she didn’t, things 

could be worse. And, over the course of 

the next two years, despite the fact that I 

had several confrontations in the school 

office about how certain situations were 

handled and/or the lack of information, 

the teachers and administrators seem to 

be figuring our cosmopolitan family out, 

and making adjustments to help us, now 

that they understand our personal 

situation a little better. The help is not 

great, nor up to my expectations based on 

what I know about the systems in the 

U.S. to help international families (family 

counselors, community rooms at school, 

etc.), but it’s getting better. I can see that 

they are using different strategies to 

communicate with my children directly 

so that M and R can learn and do what 

they need to get done. 

Affective Factor #2: Closing my 

Community School 

With the closing of the school, 

we were left without any English classes 

locally. Instead, we decided that it was 

better for us to focus on getting grounded 

and settled into the local elementary 

school. In addition, since we had been 

able to attend public school in the States 

for a short time, and also for my third 

child to see medical professionals and 

specialists in the U.S., we decided it was 

more valuable for us to continue to visit 

the U.S. for the next couple of years 

during my semester breaks (February to 

March and August to September). We 

could stay with family. Also, the charter 

school that they were attending had an 

elongated year-round school calendar, so 

the schedule matched up easily for us to 

attend. And even though I was taking 

them out for a few weeks longer than the 

Japanese summer and spring breaks, the 

principal and the teachers at our local 

Japanese school told me that attendance 

is not counted until middle school, 

anyway, so not to worry about it. In fact, 

they were actually attending more school 

than normal, just not in the same place as 

everyone else. 

This seemed like a nice balance. 

We weren’t making many waves in our 

local community anymore because we 

had slightly de-integrated. And, even 

though we didn’t really have any friends 

in our community to hang out with in the 
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same way, it was easier for other people. 

We didn’t bother them. I wasn’t able to 

form friendships in the International 

P.T.A. that were up to my expectations 

because it was mainly for returnee 

mothers, but when we went back to the 

U.S., I could make friends easily and talk 

to other parents to organize playdates 

naturally and socialize in the same way. 

The Facebook group for the P.T.A. at the 

American school was extremely active, 

so I could keep up and be engaged even 

during the down times when we were 

away, noting the activities and the local 

conversation. Most of all, my children 

could see me as a capable, empowered 

mother; someone who was friendly, 

likable, and competent, rather than 

someone who was struggling, angry, and 

alone a lot. 

Don’t get me wrong, there was 

still a cult following of students and 

families who loved our school and were 

heartbroken when we closed. We still 

keep in contact with many of them and 

occasionally run “pop-up classes” for 

community projects or film and 

discussion. In addition, M & R are 

constantly begging for me to reopen it 

because it was more like their private 

clubhouse and playground than anything. 

However, for everyone’s needs, in the 

end, the path that we are on now is in our 

best interests.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Within this three-year period, 

there are so many other ideas I could 

expand on - the gakudo,  the church, the 

P.T.A., the neighborhood, the use of 

technology, introducing more Japanese 

media, a close family friend’s divorce, 

bilingual education in the U.S., 

comparative international medical care 

and intercultural communication, baby 

signs for bilingual children with 

disabilities… the list goes on and on. 

Maybe someday I’ll find the time to write 

more about some of these. Maybe not. 

This is where I ended up then, and that’s 

enough. 

It is now the summer of 2021, 

and the world has been living with the 

COVID crisis for almost two years. Like 

everyone else out there, this was a turning 

point in the path that our family has 

taken. In my next article, I’ll write about 

how the pandemic changed our course 

and what direction we’re heading now.  

Like any good rollercoaster, my 

screams seem to alternate between 

AGHHHHHH and WEEEEEEE. It’s a 

little bit scary, but mostly exciting. And 

most importantly, we’re all still trying to 

have fun.  
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Resource Column 

An Interview with Takeshi (and his mom): A Japanese Correspondence School, Test 

Preparation, and other Advice- by Diane C. Obara Rikkyo University (FLER)

 

Once every couple of months, I 

have a chance to meet up for a cup of 

coffee to chat with a group of foreign 

mothers raising their children in Tokyo. 

They’re friends who I wish lived closer, 

but I’ll take what I can get! With most of 

our children under ten, the conversations 

generally center around after-school 

activities and options for enhanced 

English or Japanese support, rather than 

entrance exam test preparation.  With 

that said, though, time flies and 

applications begin to creep up fast, so it’s 

always a good idea to plan a little bit 

ahead for the future and continuously 

keep asking around about other options 

currently out there. Mamma tomo? 

Senpai? Mentors? Call it what you want.  

 We’re fortunate enough to have 

one American mother in the group 

(Japanese husband) who has a son in his 

first year of private high school, so this 

fits the bill. He’s sixteen now. Before 

high school, he attended the local public 

schools for elementary and junior high. I 

asked if I could do a Zoom session with 

him to talk about what kinds of after-

school programs he’s currently enrolled 

in. It just so happened to be a national 

holiday when I texted his mother, so he 

unusually had a few extra hours available 

in the morning. She said, “Great! This 

will give him something to do.”  

 Takeshi wanted to talk about a 

correspondence school he’s started using 

called Z-Kai. Basically, it consists of a 

thin booklet that gets delivered to the 

house in an envelope every month 

between the 20th - 22nd. Students can 

choose the courses to take, but the 

defaults are Japanese and math. Takeshi 

is also taking basic physics. Students can 

change their courses at any time, but he 

said he usually works on the booklet 

about once a week, for about an hour. Not 

every day. The work mostly consists of 

filling in the blanks. For math, there are 

spaces to show the work for calculations, 

and for Japanese, short answers. For 

physics, there is room to draw graphs and 

write calculations. The feedback comes in 

two forms, some handwritten and some 

typed. There is also an answer key in a 

different leaflet. On Wednesdays, he also 

meets with a separate tutor for two hours 

in a separate class to talk. In addition to 

this, there’s digital feedback that comes 

as percentages/points, which corresponds 

to the theme of the material, such as “The 

Laws of Motion” for physics. As for cost, 

it depends on the number of courses 

taken, but for his curriculum, it’s about 

12,000 yen per month.  

 When I asked him what the goal 

was of doing a course like this, rather 
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than a traditional face-to-face after school 

program, he said “I can do this alone and 

focus on myself. The goal is to 

understand my weak points and try to 

strengthen them.” In fact, before starting 

this program, he had been attending 

traditional juku, as well as seeing another 

tutor. Similar to many others, however, 

because of the health pandemic, it 

became difficult for those people to meet, 

and so he started this in March of 2021. 

The COVID-19 pandemic had already 

been going on for a year, and they 

weren’t sure how much longer it would 

continue, so his family found this option. 

It seems to be working well so far for 

him. “At high school, he’s currently third 

in his class,” his mother chimed in, 

although Takeshi shrugged his shoulders 

and let out a sigh as if it wasn’t good 

enough. 

 When he was younger and 

preparing for junior high school, he 

studied at a cram school twice a week 

with a group of about twelve other 

students for a couple of years. Then from 

5th grade, he switched to a small study 

group with multiple ages and levels, as 

well as a private tutor. For his younger 

brother though, who is only six, and has 

only just started 1st grade in the midst of 

this global health pandemic, his mother 

went ahead and began Z-Kai’s 

correspondence program, since it was 

available. Maybe later, they’ll try 

something else. 

 For first graders, she said it 

involves creative thinking. Every month, 

they have to send in a paragraph. It’s 

scaffolded writing, about topics such as 

“writing about their teacher’s favorite 

food.” With this, her son also needs to ask 

and listen to his teacher’s answers, so 

there are other skills involved as well, 

such as speaking and listening. They then 

get feedback from a tutor about their 

writing they’ve sent in. She said this has 

helped to fill in the gaps of vocabulary 

that bilingual children might be missing 

in Japanese if their families use the 

ML@H (English at home). There’s also a 

craft every month, which they then have 

to answer questions about, so it involves 

active learning. 

 For elementary-age children in 

their area of Tokyo, Smile Zemi is a 

program that is offered to them and that 

we’ve heard other families reference in 

previous articles for our publications. For 

her son though, similar to what others 

have mentioned, it just didn’t work well 

for them. It was too easy to cheat, 

especially on the writing. With this 

correspondence course, however, the 

topics are interesting to him, and ones 

that he is currently experiencing, such as 

undokai [sports festival]. And since it’s 

paper-based, he can’t cheat on the written 

section. For feedback, he also gets a 

written paper with comments on it, which 

he can read together with his father to 

confirm the Japanese comments, or by 
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himself. 

 The last piece of advice that 

came up at the end of the conversation 

was about test preparation. For her older 

son, they didn’t start preparing with the 

sample tests for the private schools until 

too late. She said that they should have 

started a couple of years ahead of time, 

rather than a couple of months. There are 

sample tests available online and on 

social media, so families should have a 

look at those as soon as possible to get an 

overview of what direction they are 

headed. 

 Ultimately, his family has plans 

for him to attend college in the U.S., so 

that’s always in the back of their minds 

too. The day after our conversation, his 

results of the Eiken test came back. As a 

freshman in high school, Takeshi had 

successfully passed Level 1.  

Another Box. 

Checked.
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