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1Introduction


Why Teach about Gender Topics?


Since becoming an English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher at the university level, I have been asking myself what my responsibility as a university EFL teacher is and how I can prepare my students for their future. I believe that our job is not just to teach grammar, vocabulary and linguistic information, but also to promote equality, peace, justice, freedom and human rights among all people. The importance of the social responsibility of English as a second language (ESL) and EFL teachers has been highlighted by Cates (2002, 2004), who pointed out that one of our responsibilities as language teachers in ESL/EFL classes is to address global issues of ethnic conflict, social inequality and injustice, environmental destruction and to educate our language students to become socially responsible world citizens. Gender issues are also discussed in language education to promote social equality and justice (for a detailed discussion on ESL, see Benesch, 1998; Frye, 1999; Nelson, 1999, 2004, 2009; Rivera, 1999; Vandrick, 1994, 1995b, 1997b, 1998, 2000; for EFL, see Casanave & Yamashiro, 1996; McMahill, 1997, 2001; O’Mochain, 2006; Saft & Ohara, 2004; Simon-Maeda, 2004b; Summerhawk, 1998; Yoshihara, 2010, 2011).


However, when I argue that we should teach, not only about gender equality on wages and laws, but also about topics on violence against women, sexual harassment and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) issues in the language classroom in articles and conferences, hesitation and resistance from ESL/EFL teachers sometimes surfaces. Even accusations of indoctrination or brainwashing are leveled against feminist language teachers, including me. Nevertheless, as Vandrick (1995b) noted, addressing these difficult gender issues is important, because girls and women often are not taught about these issues and possible means to fight sexism. She concluded that this kind of teaching should not be criticized as indoctrination and that one of language teachers’ responsibilities is to help students raise their consciousness about issues of justice in order to end sexism.


Vandrick (1995a, 1997a, 1998, 2000, 2011) also pointed out that teaching about feminist or gender issues is important for ESL male students from privileged class backgrounds, immigrant and international women students with various cultural backgrounds, women students from the working classes and sexual minority students. Feminist pedagogy would provide the opportunity to raise awareness and consciousness toward gender equality and justice among privileged male ESL students, because they often take for granted gender segregation in their culture and tolerate gender inequality (Vandrick, 1995a, 2000, 2011). It would also benefit marginalized students, including immigrant and international women students from various cultural and working class backgrounds, and ESL students with hidden identities to give them more voice and help to empower them (Vandrick, 1997a, 1998, 2000). All students, whatever their gender, sexual, racial and class identities, should be treated equally and respectfully.


These concerns can refer to not only ESL settings in the USA, but also EFL settings in Japan and around the world. Increasingly, women learn English as a foreign language and go on to higher education in EFL settings, and women from various cultural and social backgrounds are appearing in EFL university classes in Japan and worldwide. Feminist teaching would give these women a voice and empower them. In particular, in Japan and some Asian countries, EFL teachers might find female students have internalized typical gender roles and fear being labeled odd or unfeminine, or being criticized by parents and peers (Hardy, 1996). Feminist teaching would give these female students the opportunity to express their own opinions and analyze gender inequality in their society. In my teaching experience in Japan, I often see male students who agree with women’s equal rights, but feel no particular connection to them. Feminist teaching might provide an opportunity to change these male students’ perceptions.


We as educators should teach gender equality and justice for a better world, even in the language classroom. In any educational institutions, progressive teachers do not tolerate discriminatory language and attitudes toward women or minority groups. Avoiding teaching about gender issues deprives students of an opportunity to learn about important topics for social equality and justice. These points are applied to language classrooms more broadly as Vandrick’s work and that of others confirm.


Readers might wonder how I became a feminist EFL university teacher in Japan and why I have such a strong feminist teaching belief. Becoming a feminist language educator was not straightforward. It was a very complex journey. I was born in a Tokyo suburban middle-class family in which typical gender roles, such as believing that a man should work outside the home and a woman should stay home and take care of children, were endorsed (see Fujimura-Fanselow, 2011; Fujimura-Fanselow & Kameda, 1995; Inoue, 2011; Koyama, 1991; Mackie, 2003; Sabatini, 2012). My parents expected me to be a good wife and wise mother (ryosai kenbo), so they sent me to a private girls’ high school and a women’s university. However, like many daughters who want to lead a different life than their mother, I did not want to be like my mother who devoted herself to her husband and children. I had known that women in my generation would have more possibilities and choices beyond being a full-time housewife. Therefore, against my parents’ wishes, I went to the USA to study abroad and escape from my ‘overprotective’ mother. While I was enrolled in American universities, I took a few women’s studies courses at the undergraduate level and majored in women’s studies in graduate school, which opened the door of feminism to me. Women’s studies taught me what to name my experiences as a woman and how to place them in social, cultural and political contexts. Feminism became my philosophy and one perspective through which to see things in the world.


When I returned to Japan, I wanted to teach women’s studies in a Japa­nese university; however, there were very few opportunities to teach women’s studies courses in Japan. I was naive about the academic world in Japan. I had no job in Japan. One professor in my Japanese university introduced me to an English teaching job in the university, because I was able to speak English and had graduated from an American graduate school. I accidentally became a university EFL teacher. Although many people told me that I was lucky to have a teaching job in a university in my late 20s, I was not happy to teach only English, especially with assigned textbooks that focused on grammar, vocabulary, linguistic information and superficial topics. The assigned textbooks did not include gender-related topics and other socio­political topics at all.


However, even though I found that I had freedom to use any kinds of materials later, I did not teach about gender issues in my language classroom. Like many other ESL/EFL teachers, I worried about the inappropriateness of using gender and other sociopolitical issues in the language classroom. For a long time, I separated my feminist identity from my classroom practice in EFL classes. Yet, I have met several feminist and critical pedagogical language teachers and feminist activists in Japan. Through interactions with them, I changed my perspective toward teaching English and started to incorporate gender and other sociopolitical issues in my EFL classroom. Nevertheless, I was still worried about the appropriateness of teaching about these issues in EFL university classes. Such anxiety, as well as curiosity about teaching of English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) made me decide to go to a graduate school of an American university located in Japan and study TESOL officially. One course I took at the graduate school, on the topic of controversies in second language education, taught by Dr Christine Pearson Casanave, was eye-opening for me. I found and learned that there were controversial debates on teaching about sociopolitical issues in the TESOL field. I have been strongly attached to feminist and critical pedagogues in the TESOL field and assured myself that it is important to teach about gender and other sociopolitical issues even in language classrooms, though this view is not universal.


Thus, the process of becoming a feminist language teacher was a struggle and it took time to unite my feminist identity, teaching beliefs and teaching practices. Not only I, but also many language teachers, take different paths in becoming feminist EFL university teachers in Japan and elsewhere in the world. Each has different perceptions of feminism, teaching beliefs and teaching practices. Several studies showed that there were interconnections among identities, beliefs and practices even though they did not focus on feminist identities (Varghese et al., 2005; see also Ajayi, 2011; Duff & Uchida, 1997; Ellis, 2004; Morgan, 2004; Nagatomo, 2012; Tsui, 2007). In On Becoming a Language Educator, the editors, Casanave and Schecter (1997), collected stories told by well-known language educators and researchers and showed the complexity, diversity and transformation of authors’ professional identities, teaching beliefs and teaching practices. However, research on feminist ESL/EFL teachers’ identities, beliefs and practices in TESOL, or stories about the professional lives and development told by feminist ESL/EFL educators, particularly in Japanese higher education contexts, is not sufficiently widespread or scrutinized. Like other ESL/EFL teachers, feminist ESL/EFL teachers construct and reconstruct complex, diverse and shifting identities, beliefs and practices. They can bring the value of feminist teaching into the TESOL field.


Purposes of the Book


The main purpose of this book is to explore feminist pedagogy in TESOL through a study of several feminist EFL university teachers in Japan. I focus on feminist EFL educators’ teaching practices in Japanese universities, because I am particularly interested in EFL in my home country; however, many aspects of the study also relate to language teaching elsewhere. To understand feminist language teachers’ practices deeply, it is important to explore them in connection with teachers’ feminist identities and teaching beliefs. As Vandrick (2017) noted, one’s feminist language teacher identity affects one’s teaching beliefs, language teaching, research, career, the relationship with students, colleagues and administrators, and the academic world. Therefore, I first explore their feminist teacher identities; what feminism meant to participants in my study and how they became feminists and developed their feminist teacher identities. I then examine what teaching beliefs the teachers have in relation to their feminist identities and how they have reflected their teaching beliefs in their practices. My final analysis explores how they relate their feminist identities, teaching beliefs and teaching practices. The multiple in-depth interviews of eight feminist EFL university teachers in Japan have helped me answer these what- and how-questions about their feminist identities, teaching beliefs and teaching practices. To understand more deeply what is going on in the feminist EFL classroom in Japanese universities, I also observed their classrooms and was given access to their teaching journals, if they were available. I explore feminist teaching in major and minor ways.


Another purpose of this book is to investigate the incompatibility between teachers’ beliefs and classroom practices. Even though not directly concerned with feminist issues, much of the literature has reported that teachers’ beliefs are sometimes incompatible with teachers’ classroom practices because of contextual factors (see Johnson, 1994; Nishino, 2008, 2009; Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004). In my study, I wondered if my participants who identified themselves as feminists applied their feminist teaching beliefs to their teaching practices and how they actually taught in their EFL classes. If they did not reflect their teaching beliefs in their classroom practices, what would prevent them from practicing feminist teaching? A qualitative and interpretive investigation enabled me to more deeply understand the complex and diverse factors concerning the incompatibility of teachers’ beliefs and practices.


I hope my study adds to, and expands our knowledge of, feminist pedagogy. Focusing on the narratives of feminist EFL university teachers in Japan can expand research on the exploration of feminist language teachers’ identities, teaching beliefs and teaching practices in the TESOL field. Before turning to my study, I present some background of poststructural feminist pedagogical theory in education. I also illustrate empirical studies in feminist pedagogy in ESL and EFL contexts. This review of theoretical and empirical work in feminist pedagogy demonstrates the relevance of the issues beyond the context of my own study.


Poststructural Contributions to Feminist Pedagogy


Feminist pedagogy made significant progress through the influence of poststructural feminist theory. According to Tisdell (1998), elements of poststructural feminist theory were relevant to four themes of poststructural feminist pedagogy, such as knowledge construction, voice, authority and positionality. Before I explain about these four themes of poststructural feminist pedagogy, I briefly present structural feminist pedagogy.


Because of the influence of the second-wave feminism, feminist pedagogy was originally discussed in women’s studies courses in the USA (Bright, 1987). The words ‘feminist pedagogy’ first appeared in Fisher’s (1981) ‘What is feminist pedagogy?’ in The Radical Teacher. Fisher focused on incorporating the common experience of oppression felt by women, their awareness of feelings, consciousness-raising and all central features of the women’s movement into women’s studies in higher education. She defined feminist pedagogy as ‘teaching which is anti-sexist, and anti-hierarchical, and which stresses women’s experience, both the suffering our oppression has caused us and the strengths we have developed to resist it’ (Fisher, 1981: 20). She stressed that feminist pedagogy was teaching for the purposes of ending sexism and asking for social change to resist sexism.


Shrewsbury (1987) developed ideas about feminist pedagogy and explored not only the teaching aspects, but also the learning aspects of feminist pedagogy, by focusing on empowerment, community and leadership. She regarded empowerment as a way ‘to find their (female learners’) own voices’ and ‘to discover the power of authenticity’ (Shrewsbury, 1987: 9). Not only Shrewsbury, but also many earlier feminist pedagogues, valued women’s voice as the awakening and ability of women to speak for themselves through their personal experiences (Belenky et al., 1986; Briskin & Coulter, 1992).


Shrewsbury (1987) also advocated ‘a re-imaging of the classroom as a community of learners’ (Shrewsbury, 1987: 10). For her, a classroom is a community of learners where students develop autonomy of self and a sense of mutuality. In the feminist classroom, students can find connections with themselves and their classmates and with their studies and the world. Then they can develop the quality of networking and support of others. This networking and support extends to solidarity and sisterhood and even a community for action and social change.


To empower others and make feminist communities, Shrewsbury (1987) encouraged learners to develop leadership. She urged them to learn the leadership skills for accomplishing goals and objectives, understanding a sense of shared purpose, connecting between their needs and the needs of others and developing a community. She also suggested that the feminist teacher should be the role model of a leader. For her, the skills of leadership should be exhibited in the broader environment, as well as within the classroom.


Although Fisher’s (1981) and Shrewsbury’s (1987) assertions were important and are still effective in many ways of feminist pedagogy, they must be critically scrutinized. Structural feminist pedagogy was supported by the viewpoints of white, middle-class and heterosexual women in North America and Western Europe. Structural feminist pedagogues have typically believed that women share similar experiences such as unfair and unequal treatment under a patriarchal system, stress the need for women’s rights and that women should be emancipated and liberated from oppression (Fisher, 1981; Schniedewind, 1981). Structural feminist pedagogues categorized ‘woman’ as a unified concept and focused on women’s experience as unitary and universal.


However, poststructural feminist pedagogues questioned a unitary identity of women and the knowledge based on women’s experience as universal, that earlier structural feminist pedagogues highlighted. Rather than focusing on a unitary identity of women, poststructural feminist pedagogues stressed women’s experiences as diverse and multiple and argued for multiple and diverse identities of women (Tisdell, 1998; see also Maher & Tetreault, 2001). Therefore, they were concerned with multiple and diverse voices in the classroom (Maher & Tetreault, 2001). They also drew attention to ‘silenced’ and ‘marginalized’ voices in the curriculum and in the classroom and sought out ways to include these voices in the classroom (Tisdell, 1998).


Poststructural feminist pedagogues also argued for a deeper appreciation of the intersections of gender with other structural systems of privilege and oppression such as race, class and sexual orientation to construct knowledge (Tisdell, 1998; see also Nicholson, 1990; Weedon, 1997). They argued that postulating a dual structure of domination (man–woman) is problematic and asserted that feminist educators should understand an oppressive system as a complex and conflicting structure with connections between gender, race, class and sexual orientation. Because of this idea, poststructural feminist pedagogues attempt to construct knowledge with connections between gender, race, class and sexual orientation in their classrooms (hooks, 1994; Tisdell, 1998). Tisdell (1998) shared the story of her teaching practice in her paper. Her teaching partner and she provided the theoretical and rational materials in the course, and included activities such as watching films, writing and sharing of each student’s cultural story of their gender, race, ableness and sexual orientation, which were likely means of access to students’ emotions. The teachers encouraged students to express their personal experiences and emotions, made everyone visible and gave them more intellectual energy to deal with the theoretical material in the course. The significance of their teaching practice is that the teachers incorporated each student’s cultural aspects into the theoretical materials and tried to construct knowledge with the connection between gender, race, sexual orientation and ableness.


In order to construct knowledge, poststructural feminist pedagogues first focused on the deconstruction of a dichotomy. For example, hooks (1989) and Kishimoto and Mwangi (2009) argued that feminist educators should be directive in creating activities and facilitating the class, while also deconstructing dichotomies. They brought up the safe–unsafe issue in the feminist classroom. Structural feminist pedagogues were concerned about creating a safe environment in the classroom for a long time (Belenky et al., 1986; Briskin & Coulter, 1992). However, hooks (1989) argued that students could be empowered, not only in a safe environment, but also by means of ‘a rigorous, critical discussion’ (hooks, 1989: 53). She asserted that although students feel empowered in an atmosphere of safety and nurture, they could also feel empowered in an atmosphere where differences, difficulty, conflict and contradictions are confronted to make students aware of the issues of racism and sexism.


Similarly, Kishimoto and Mwangi (2009) argued that feminist learning could occur in ‘threatening situations’ and ‘nervous conditions’ by confronting differences among students (Kishimoto & Mwangi, 2009: 89). They explained that although confessional narratives, books or discussions proposed by women of color might bring discomfort among white students, white students could learn about differences among women and become aware of the interrelated issues of racism and sexism from the stories by women of color. Feminist learning could happen not only in a mutual and safe environment, but also in a tense situation.


From a poststructural feminist view, this is an important point for feminist educators to deconstruct a dichotomy of the safe–unsafe learning environment. Like hooks (1989) and Kishimoto and Mwangi (2009), poststructural feminist pedagogues focus on the safe and conflicting learning environment in order to develop awareness and consciousness about inequality and injustice, and empower marginalized students (Tisdell, 1998). They situate feminist teachings in the safe–unsafe environment as the particular situation happens and the need arises.


Other poststructural contributions to feminist pedagogy are the concerns of teachers’ authority and positionality. Both structural and poststructural feminist pedagogues acknowledged teachers’ power and privilege. Structural feminist pedagogues thought that as teachers acknowledged teacher power and privilege, they should confront unequal power relations (Bright, 1987; Briskin & Coulter, 1992). However, as Tisdell (1998) noted, poststructural feminist pedagogues believed that it was not enough to confront unequal power relations between teachers and students; rather ‘poststructural feminist educators maintain directive roles as challengers of unequal power relations and are proactive in working for social change’ (Tisdell, 1998: 151). Tisdell suggested that ‘poststructural feminist educators more directly seek out and validate the contributions of those who have been marginalized by more systems of oppression (female, people of color, working class, homosexual)’ (Tisdell, 1998: 151–152).


In relation to power, poststructural feminist pedagogues are concerned about a teacher’s positionality. Orner (1992) criticized the view that some feminist educators assumed that they were already emancipated and able to empower students. Structural feminist pedagogues focused on the role of a feminist educator to help female students to find their own voices, discover autonomous subjectivities and empower them, and assumed that they are empowerers (Shrewsbury, 1987); however, they did not question that they might be oppressors. Orner’s argument is important for feminist educators in thinking of their own position and teaching practices, including interactive strategies and classroom management. When students perceive their teacher as an oppressor, they do not find their voice or speak up. Silence occurs when oppressed groups meet authority, even when that authority supports emancipatory politics (Orner, 1992). Feminist educators must be willing to learn from their positions.


Thus, poststructural feminist pedagogues focus on bringing out ‘silenced’ and ‘marginalized’ voices in the classroom, constructing knowledge with connections between gender, race, class and sexual orientation, deconstructing dichotomies in teaching and being concerned with teachers’ authority and positionality. These educators directly discuss who is more recognized or given more status and who is more marginalized by the system of oppression, construct knowledge with multiple connections and through deconstructing dichotomies, and seek out emancipatory possibilities.


Feminist Pedagogy in TESOL


Focusing on feminist pedagogy in the field of TESOL, Jane Sunderland’s (1994) edited book, Exploring Gender, is pioneering. She pointed out that women and girls were effectively excluded by the use of generics such as ‘humans’ and suggested that alternatives such as ‘people’, ‘he or she’, ‘s/he’ and ‘singular they’ (e.g. ‘Everyone will get their homework back tomorrow’), should be substituted, especially in spoken English. She proposed from her home base in Britain that non-sexist language should be included when teaching English grammars.


Stephanie Vandrick was one of feminist TESOL scholars who were influenced by Sunderland. Since she read Sunderland’s (1994) book, she has written, published and spoken about gender, feminism and feminist pedagogy in TESOL from her home base in the USA (see Vandrick 1994, 1995b, 1997b, 1998, 2000, 2017). In her 1994 paper, she put forth the principles of feminist pedagogy, such as equality, ethics and social justice provided by numerous feminist pedagogues’ works (e.g. Ellsworth, 1992; Luke, 1992; Shrewsbury, 1987; Weiler, 1988, 1992). Vandrick (1994) stated:


Feminist pedagogy is not a specific set of practices; each classroom, each teacher, each group of students, is different. Teaching that has been informed by feminist pedagogy can and does take many forms, as such a consciousness infuses the teaching in many major and minor ways. (Vandrick, 1994: 84)


Schenke (1996) similarly noted, ‘feminism, like antiracism, is … not simply one more social issue in ESL but a way of thinking, a way of teaching, and most importantly, a way of learning’ (Schenke, 1996: 158). As both of these feminist TESOL scholars noted, feminist pedagogy is not simply teaching about gender-related topics, but also teaching a way of feminist thinking.


Vandrick (1995b, 1997b) concretely suggested that ESL educators should not only use readings and discussions on women’s issues including lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) issues in classes, but also teach according to feminist principles, such as using gender-neutral language and expressions, paying equal attention to female students and introducing extracurricular activities related to women’s issues. She noted that feminist ESL teachers avoid gender stereotyping, false generics such as ‘he’ and gendered job titles from a perspective of gender equality. She also urged feminist ESL educators to call on female students as often as male students, because one feminist practice is to give female students more voice and raise their self-esteem. She argued that this kind of feminist teaching benefits female students from non-Western countries and sexual minority students, because it gives them more opportunities to have their voices heard and raise their self-esteem (1997a, 1997b).


Furthermore, Vandrick (1995b) advised that feminist teachers can provide students with information about women’s studies programs, lectures and films on and off campus, about women’s issues or women’s lives, to raise feminist awareness and consciousness and work for social change. Thus, even though feminist ESL teachers do not teach about gender topics specifically, they can use many forms of feminist teaching in major and minor ways to raise consciousness about gender equality and justice.


There are some important empirical studies that looked at the use of a women’s issue as a topic in an ESL course. Benesch (1998) used a women’s issue, anorexia, as one of the topics in an ESL course, linking it to a psychology course taught at the same university in the USA. As a teacher-researcher, she conducted this study with 25 students (11 men and 14 women) in two ESL classes and taught about anorexia. To introduce the topic, she assigned a fictional case history of an adolescent girl with anorexia, along with supplemental reading and held discussions on the topic using student-generated questions. The students were required to write their responses (journals) to the reading, the topic and the class discussion to produce a research assignment on anorexia. Through students’ journals, Benesch found that most of the female students empathized with the girl in the fictional case history and a few women shared their own experiences about eating disorders. She could see that some female students looked deeply at the causes of anorexia and examined anorexia, not only as a private problem of self-esteem or family dysfunction, but also as being related to cultural constructions of femininity. Benesch concluded that women’s issues were rich and important topics for ESL classes, because feminist ESL classes made room for women’s voices that were often ignored in classrooms and gave women students a greater sense of entitlement.


Frye (1999) and Rivera (1999) explored ESL classes for immigrant women in a community education setting. Frye discussed an immigrant women’s ESL class in the USA in which 17 working-class Latina women participated. She used a feminist pedagogical approach and instructed immigrant women in her role as a teacher-researcher. A goal of her class was to offer the opportunity to think critically about, and to affect change, in immigrant women’s lives. She referred to this approach as ‘critical literacy work’ (Frye, 1999: 501). To promote critical literacy work, she attempted to create a safe, non-threatening environment in which students could express personal experiences, emotions and feelings. In class, by reflecting on students’ lives and her own personal life, she was a facilitator who promoted discussion of differences among women, multiple oppressions and marginalization, and oppressive social, cultural and political forces in their lives. Throughout the class, she found many successes in using a feminist pedagogical approach. For example, the women developed solidarity, increased their sense of identity, explored woman-centered issues and empowered themselves and others. In particular, Frye emphasized a community for empowerment, and illustrated what the class was like: ‘the participants began to offer one another rides to class and share child care. They also shared in bringing food and materials to class’ (Frye, 1999: 507). The community for learning English nurtured sisterhood and grew into a small, mutual and supportive community.


Rivera (1999), as a teacher-researcher, also illustrated the practices of a community-based adult education program in New York City. Like Frye’s (1999) study, the students in Rivera’s study were Latina women, who were mothers with children and received some kind of welfare benefits. They had experienced work as garment workers, had grown up poor, had received little formal schooling, had begun to work at an early age and had faced unfair social policies by being unemployed immigrants. Rivera stated that the intention behind the curriculum was to link literacy education with the development of the ability to organize and combat the women’s problems. In the program, students were encouraged to share their personal experiences, examine their social reality and the forces that had shaped their lives, and complete some kind of social action for a better life. As a final project, the students made a video that collected women’s garment workers’ voices to contest, reclaim and change reality. They also raised funds for educational supplies and met with funders and politicians to help their ESL program survive when they faced budget cuts resulting from welfare reform. Rivera concluded that feminist ESL classes raised feminist consciousness among the students and led them to take social actions.


Nelson (2009) did not analyze sexual identities in ESL programs from a feminist viewpoint; instead, she examined them from a queer theorist viewpoint. However, it is important to illustrate her study about sexual identities in English language education, because many feminist teachers are concerned about LGBT issues in their language classrooms (see Vandrick, 1997a, 2009). In her book, Nelson examined teachers’ perspectives toward LGBT issues and their experiences of teaching about LGBT issues in their language classrooms, and she also looked at actual classroom conversations in three ESL classes in the USA. To explore teachers’ perspectives toward LGBT issues and their experiences of teaching about LGBT issues in their ESL classrooms, she conducted a study through group discussions at conferences and outside class time, in-depth interviews and classroom observations with six ESL teachers from a qualitative research approach and analyzed the data from the viewpoint of queer theory. In total, 44 ESL teachers (31 women, 13 men) voluntarily participated in her study. The teachers in her study who brought lesbian/gay themes into their classrooms believed that teaching about lesbian/gay issues raises the question of heteronormativity among students and leads to the understanding of cultural diversity and tolerant attitudes for sexual diversity among students. At the same time, the teachers wanted to support LGBT students.


Although Nelson (2009) described case studies with three ESL teachers, her description of Roxanne’s (a pseudonym) classroom practice helped me understand my own study better. Roxanne taught a grammar-based ESL class at a community college in the USA. Roxanne was teaching 26 students (13 male and 13 female) from 13 countries and who ranged in age from their early 20s to early 70s. Roxanne incorporated a gay/lesbian topic in a unit of work on modal auxiliary verbs in her class. Roxanne put the sentence ‘Those two women are walking arm in arm’ in the worksheet and asked students to think of three or four different possibilities to explain what was occurring. In a small-group work and a follow-up class discussion, students expressed their cultural meanings and perspectives about same-sex affection. Through class discussion, they learned that in some cultures, it is common to walk arm and arm in same-sex pairs. They also learned that each student had different perceptions toward gays/lesbians within themselves, not only just between cultures. Roxanne took a risk in using the lesbian topic in her classroom, respected students’ privacy, framed sexual identities as culturally situated and foregrounded the ambiguity of sexual identity, which led to a successful lesson (Nelson, 2009).


Roxanne’s classroom practice showed the possibility of incorporating sociopolitical issues such as LGBT issues into a grammar lesson. As there were no such sentences or topics featured in their textbook, she brought the language and topic into the classroom and directed the discussion on LGBT issues. This practice stimulated her students to learn about LGBT issues along with language learning, and some students even wrote about LGBT issues on their own initiative in their assigned journals. In this sense, there are various ways to teach about sociopolitical issues, including LGBT issues and gender issues; it involves not only teaching about these issues directly and explicitly, but also entails incorporating these issues into the lesson more subtly.


These empirical studies on teaching about gender-related topics showed that feminist teaching in ESL contexts made room for women’s voices that were often ignored in classrooms, explored woman-centered issues and empowered women and others. Additionally, it sometimes nurtured sisterly solidarity and led to social actions. Vandrick (1997a, 2009) and Nelson (2009) also argued for the importance of teaching about LGBT issues in the English language classroom. This kind of teaching helps students to understand cultural diversity and tolerant attitudes for sexual diversity among students. The empirical studies showed that incorporating gender-related issues into the English language classroom was important and useful in order to teach about gender equality, tolerance and social justice.


Feminist Pedagogy in TEFL in Japan


Case studies in EFL also offer an array of approaches to feminist language education in Japan. Casanave and Yamashiro (1996) edited Gender Issues in Language Education, which is a collection of papers on gender issues and topics in foreign language education in Japan, including critical thinking and pedagogy, feminist teaching, feminist analysis in research and authored narratives. In this collection, one interesting paper that looked at a feminist teacher’s practice was written by Beebe (1996). She believed that language itself is biased and political, and that sexist language is an appropriate topic to import into language classrooms to raise students’ awareness of sexist features of English. By mentioning that teachers do not have to search for an interesting gender topic to bring into language classrooms, she presented one lesson to raise awareness of sexist language and discourse with a worksheet on avoiding sexist language. She discovered that this lesson provided students an opportunity to learn about gender-neutral language and expressions, as well as gender-biased language. She also found that the lesson made teacher authority less salient by sharing knowledge and exploring language with teachers and students together.


Simon-Maeda (2004b), as a teacher-researcher, taught a course about language and gender to women’s junior college students in Japan. The classes met once a week for 90 minutes for a 15-week semester. She introduced 11 topics related to the linguistic aspects of gender inequality with examples from English and Japanese and two topics about eating disorders and domestic violence. She began with microlevel examples of gender-based differences in conversational patterns, titles and forms of address, proverbs and textbooks to macrolevel examples of gendered linguistic and non-linguistic differences in advertisements, newspapers, television, and movies. Throughout the course, she examined 60 students’ journals and explored students’ perceptions and perspectives toward given gender topics from a poststructuralist feminist position. In journals, she encouraged students to reflect on the relationship between the lecture topic and their personal experiences. Through the students’ journals, she found that her students developed awareness of gender inequality in linguistic, cultural and social contexts. She noted that in emerging feminist identities, some of her students imagined how they might change inequitable social conditions for all women.


Saft and Ohara (2004) conducted a study on the effect of teaching about gender topics in a Japanese university, illustrating the example of teaching about gender topics as one of the modules. They developed a four-day module on gender and language, including gender roles in the USA and Japan. The classes met once a week for 75 minutes and the module was implemented for weeks 25–28 of the course. The researchers had 116 student participants (64 men and 52 women) in three first-year EFL classes in a large Japanese national university. One of the researchers taught these classes and facilitated discussions of reading materials on the topic. The data from the audiotapes and the questionnaires were collected and revealed that this module had a great impact on female students. As the module continued, female students expressed their opinions with their experiences and critical reflection in response to the reading material. They also expressed critical ideas about gender in Japanese society. The researchers concluded that teaching about gender topics promoted critical consciousness about gender issues in Japanese society.


As a teacher-researcher, I also conducted a study on teaching about domestic violence in my two EFL university classrooms by using theme-based language instruction (Yoshihara, 2010). I developed a four-week unit on the topic and conducted a study with 55 students (29 men and 26 women) in a large private university in Japan. The class met once a week for 90 minutes for 24 weeks during the academic year and the four-week unit was implemented for weeks 5–8. In the four-week unit, my students were required to read an article, watch a short film and a news clip, discuss the topic in a group and write a final essay about the topic. I examined the data provided from pre- and post-questionnaires about domestic violence, students’ final written products and open-ended questionnaires about the module. As a result of teaching this unit, I found that students’ perceptions of domestic violence changed and that they gained new knowledge about domestic violence from the unit. They corrected their misconceptions and stereotypes toward domestic violence, understood the causes of domestic violence and finally expressed their own opinions to solve the problem. As a teacher, I felt that students were curious about difficult and controversial gender issues, even in a language classroom where they are usually expected to learn grammar, vocabulary and rhetorical forms.


Aoki (2016) employed an autobiographical narrative approach to illustrate the relationship between her feminist beliefs and classroom practice. She was teaching an English content-based discussion class subtitled ‘Introduction to Gender Studies’ in a Japanese university. There were 25 female undergraduate third-year students in the class. One student suddenly asked, ‘What do feminists actually do?’ After being asked this question, Aoki as a teacher was compelled to put her beliefs into words and used her personal essay about feminists and feminism. Describing the experience as an epiphany, she explained how this question led her to explore commonalities in teaching practices between feminist pedagogy and communicative language teaching (CLT) approaches, and how this further helped her deliver a lecture on feminist principles and behaviors for her students. She found that sharing her personal experience and feminist beliefs with her students can encourage students to find their own voice and express their opinions in the classroom.


Although O’Mochain (2006) did not focus on gender issues, he discussed sexuality issues with EFL students at a women’s junior college in Japan by using life-history narratives as a pedagogical strategy. O’Mochain taught seven women students in a seminar course ‘Introduction to Cultural Studies’, which focused on cultural constructions of sexuality in people’s lived experiences. During the final 10-class periods out of 30, he used autobiographical stories from Queer Japan edited by Summerhawk et al. (1998) as reading materials and had students conduct face-to-face interviews or do text-based research. After that, students were required to report to the class on their work and initiate class discussions and activities with their own text. The data from audiotaped class discussions and students’ written products demonstrated that the narrative-based pedagogy was an effective way of exploring issues of sexuality and language. Illustrating three narratives, O’Mochain found that narratives held the interest of the students and stimulated a lively discussion on sexuality. He also discovered that the narrative-based pedagogy provided an opportunity to present differences among gay people and explore the role of social norms and mass-media representations of gays and lesbians in Japan.


Gender topics can be productively discussed, not only in EFL classes at university level, but also in women’s groups. McMahill (1997, 2001) undertook a case study of two feminist English conversation study groups in Japan. One group was led by a Japanese feminist who facilitated discussions of women’s and environmental issues and another group was led by a Japan-born Korean feminist. McMahill (1997) attended discussion sessions as a guest speaker and analyzed the open-ended questionnaires filled out by 14 adult female participants. The participants included homemakers, freelance writers, an elementary school teacher, an office worker, a university student, an assertiveness trainer and a hair designer. McMahill (1997) found that these feminist language classes were a site for disclosure of personal experience and self-reflection from the point of view of gender. Using women’s issues as a topic for language practice encouraged learners to reflect more critically on their own gender socialization and raise their feminist consciousness. She also found that the acquisition of English as an internationally hegemonic language could be considered by learners as empowering and as a weapon to counter hegemony.


These empirical studies focused on developing awareness of gender equality in linguistic, cultural and social contexts among Japanese women. Although I illustrated several different types of feminist teaching in Japanese contexts, there might be more diverse teaching practices according to feminist beliefs in many major and minor ways. Also, I suspect that even if some teachers are self-identified feminists and support gender equality and justice, they might not practice feminist teaching in their classrooms. What factors prevent them from practicing feminist teaching? I investigate this question as well as diverse feminist pedagogies using narrative inquiry.


Relevance Outside Japan


Since the mid-1990s, feminist or gender perspectives have influenced a broad range of research in applied linguistics. Several researchers focus on gender and language or discourse (see Cameron, 1990; Litosseliti, 2006; Litosseliti & Sunderland, 2002; Tannen, 1993, 1996) and gender and second language acquisition (SLA), toward embracing social and cultural perspectives in understanding language teaching and learning (see Casanave & Yamashiro, 1996; Norton, 2000; Norton & Pavlenko, 2004; Pavlenko et al., 2001). TESOL Quarterly did a special feature on Gender in English Language Teaching in 2004 (see Chapelle, 2004). Feminist teaching and feminist pedagogy have been widely noticed in TESOL.


In this book, I have focused on feminist EFL teachers in Japanese universities; however, their perspectives on identities, beliefs and practices are relevant to feminist ESL teachers worldwide and feminist researchers in the TESOL field. Feminist ESL/EFL teachers might experience being questioned about whether teaching gender issues is indoctrination or brainwashing. They might hear people argue that English teaching should focus on linguistic goals over sociopolitical concerns. Although they might have positive responses from students about learning about gender issues, they might also have negative and challenging comments from students (Benesch, 1998), or indifferent comments from students (Saft & Ohara, 2004; Yoshihara, 2010). Readers who are feminist ESL/EFL teachers might forge a link between stories told here and their own stories and find the commonalities and differences between them. Narratives told in this book are intended to support and encourage feminist ESL/EFL teachers outside Japan as well as within.


My intention extends even to researchers and educators who hesitate to describe themselves as feminists or might even be anti-feminists. A lack of confidence, a sense of inappropriateness, anxiety or ignorance about feminist teaching among these educators might be caused by a lack of training, knowledge and resources for teaching about gender issues (Yoshihara, 2011). I found in my previous work that even though EFL university teachers acknowledged the importance of feminist teaching, they did not know what to teach and how to teach in their EFL classrooms (Yoshihara, 2011). The problem is not with them, but with their insufficient information about feminist teaching.


It is important to make feminist pedagogy progress further in TESOL and to add to the academic literature on feminist pedagogy in ESL/EFL. I hope my book contributes to furthering research on feminist pedagogy in TESOL. At the same time, I hope my book inspires ESL/EFL teachers inside and outside Japan to practice some form of feminist teaching in many major or minor ways.


Feminist EFL Teachers in Japanese Universities


I began this research aiming to explore feminist EFL university teachers’ identities, beliefs and practices. For my research, eight feminist teachers (three American women, one American man, one British woman, two Japanese women and one Japan-born Korean woman) participated in this study. Table 1.1 is a summary of some basic information about the participants in alphabetical order according to their first names (pseudonyms), and a detailed description of each participant is provided in Chapter 2.




	

Table 1.1 Basic data about the participants





	

	

Akiko




	

Jennifer




	

Kathy




	

Linda





	

Gender




	

Female




	

Female




	

Female




	

Female





	

Degree




	

MA in English Literature




	

MA TESOL




	

MEd in TESOL




	

PhD in Linguistics





	

Nationality




	

Japan




	

USA




	

UK




	

USA





	

Age




	

50s




	

40s




	

50s




	

50s





	

Position




	

Part-time lecturer




	

Part-time lecturer




	

Part-time lecturer




	

Associate professor





	

University teaching experience (years)




	

22




	

12




	

16




	

27





	

	

Mika




	

Sarah




	

Tom




	

Yu Ri





	

Gender




	

Female




	

Female




	

Male




	

Female





	

Degree




	

MA in Education




	

MS TESOL and MBA




	

MA TESOL




	

MEd in TESOL





	

Nationality




	

Japan




	

USA




	

USA




	

Korea





	

Age




	

50s




	

50s




	

30s




	

60s





	

Position




	

Part-time lecturer




	

Full-time lecturer




	

Full-time lecturer




	

Part-time lecturer





	

University teaching experience (years)




	

18




	

13




	

8




	

6
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