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The Role of a Foreigner at a Japanese University
(or “Just what does Mr, Dias do?”)

When I tell people outside Kitasato Uni-
versity that I am a lecturer here, their next
question is usually “Are you a doctor?”
After informing them that I am an English
teacher they relax, smile knowingly, as if
they understand everything about what I
am and what I do. Some assumptions that
they seem to hold are that .

1) teaching English must come naturally to
me since English is my native tongue

2)1 merely teach, but do not conduct
research

3)1 teach English conversation

4)1 will only stay at the university, and in
Japan, for at most, a few years
Unfortunately, all four assumptions are
wrong. Since some of these views are held
by individuals within the university as well,
I would like to respond to each of them in
turn . 1) The ability to teach English in a
principled way while maintaining an atmo-
sphere of expectation and enthusiasm
among students takes many years of study
and practice to cultivate and I am still in
the process of developing it; 2) I do conduct
research and will go on to describe some of
it below; 3) I teach all four of the tradition-
ally recognized language skills . reading,
writing, listening and speaking. In fact, I
will be concentrating increasingly on writ-
ing (especially computer aided writing) in
the future, 4) I have no plans to return
permanently to the country of my birth
although I have nothing against it and
enjoy visiting from time to time.

My background is in developmental psy-
chology, which I studied as an undergradu-
ate at the University of California at Ber-
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keley, and in applied linguistics, in which I
was awarded a Master’s degree from
Teachers College Columbia University,
New York. I consider applied linguistics to
be my filed. As this is a relatively young
area of study, it warrants some explana-
tion. Although it has ‘linguistics’ in its
name, applied linguistics does not directly
apply the findings of formal linguistics to
the outside-the-academic world. It is con-
cerned rather with how language, particu-
larly second (or additional) languages, are
acquired and what circumstances can lead
to their more efficent acquisition. It has
both theoretical and practical components.
Some of the research questions that have
sprung from this discipline include :

Is there a common sequence in which gram-
matical features of a language are learned?

Can this sequence be influenced by instruc-
tion?

Do children learn languages faster or bet-
ter than adults?

Are languages learned through habit for-
mation or through the use of higher level

cognitive processing?

Does instruction have any positive effect at
all on language development?

How can one become bilingual?

Does error correction have any positive
effects?



What role does motivation play in lan-
guage learning?

Some of these questions have, to some
extent, been answered. For example, inves-
tigations have shown us that students pass
through roughly the same stages in acquir-
ing grammatical structures, no matter
what order the constructions are presented
by textbooks or taught by teachers. We
have also come to know that areas of
similarity between one’s first and second
languages often cause confusion for
stuedents--not just areas of great differ-
ence, as was formally thought. In addition,
we know that the types of errors learners
make are the same, 4regardless of what
their first language might be.

On the other hand, there are still many
holes in our knowledge. Very little is
known, for instance, about the process by
which people become balanced bilinguals,
i. e. equally proficient in two languages,
80, no authoritative advice can be given to
people who wish to raise children bilingual-
ly (This is personally frustrating to me as
I hope to raise my children bilingually).

So, you can see that the scope of applied
linguistics is very wide and two people who
consider themselves applied linguists may
actually study quite different things using
tools that have little in common. Some may
use empirical methods that rely on statisti-
cal procedures to uncover interesting fea-
tures of their data, while others may collect
naturally occurring language data through
ethnographic techniques and describe it in
all its richness, without putting it through
statistical manipulations.

Just as in the physical and biological
sciences, applied linguistics has both basic
and applied research. Basic research is

inquiry that has no direct practical applica-
tion but which may help to clarify our
understanding of the issues fundamental to
one’s field. In the case of AIDS research,
for example,studies into the mechanisms
by which the virus changes from one form
to another could be considered basic
research. Investigations into what drug
works best to combat the virus would be an
example of applied research. Without the
former the latter would be a shot in the
dark. Conversely, without applied research,
the findings of basic research would remain
esoteric and without relevance.

Seeing the necessity for both types, my
own research tends to cross back and forth
from basic to applied. One area of basic
research which I am particularly interested
in is that of Discourse Analysis. Discourse
Analysts take a text--possibly a marital
argument, an interview between a doctor
and his patient, a D-J’s patter, etc.--and try
to describe the social processes that are at
work in these situations. They attempt to
find out, for example, what it is about an
‘argument’ that makes it perceived as an
argument by the parties involved, or what
qualities of a job interview make it dis-
advantageous for someone from a minority
culture, or what role silences play in
teacher/sutdent classroom interactions, or
even, what it is about doctors’ examination
procedures that make it difficult for
patients to clearly report their symptoms.

My first Discourse Analysis was a study
of the interruptions that took place in a
conversation between an American radio
talk-show host and a caller. I was able to
document and describe different types of
interruptions, but the most remarkable
finding was that despite the abundant
instances of interruptions and a lengthy,
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compounded misunderstanding, the two
participants began and ended their conver-
sation in a cordial manner. As I could not
imagine such a tolerant attitude toward
interruptions by Japanese, I speculated that
the incidence and level of tolerance of
interruptions may be culturally relative. In
fact, a sociolinguist whose work I respect
very much, Deborah Tannen, found that
even among the different regions in Amer-
ica interruptions occur more or less fre-
. quently and are tolerated to different
degrees. She noted that a native New
Yorker tends to start speaking before his
interlocutor has finished his utterance. If
the interlocutor is another New Yorker it
is not perceived as an interruption but as a
sign that the person is interested in what he
has to say. However, if the interlocutor is
from the West Coast or the Midwest he
will think that the New Yorker is being
rude and pushy. These differences in con-
versational style can lead to serious mis-
understandings. You can imagine the frus-
tration that may accumulate if a Califor-
nian marries a New Yorker and they do
not realize that their ‘misunderstandings’
are due to cultural differences in ways of
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communicating. Many people understood
the source of their marital problems only
after reading about Tannen’s research.

I also have an interest in research that is
more directly relevant to my teaching. Last
year I tried to isolate the qualities of listen-
ing comprehension materials and proce-
dures that motivate as well as educate. My
results were published in this year’s collec-
tion of the Kyoyobu faculty’s academic
papers. The development of unconven-
tional teaching technique is also one of my
informal research pursuits. I have exper-
imented, for example, with how pantomime
and juggling can be used in the teaching of
English. My next study, which I will carry
out in the context of a seminar on writing
using a computer-based word processor, is
going to look at how computers influence
interpersonal communication. In this study
basic and applied research will intersect
and will, hopefully, have some future bene-
fit for my students here at Kitasato. I
believe that, ideally, research should ulti-
mately be beneficial for students or for
humanity at large-whether it be basic or
applied. (FEFD)
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