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Introducing Okinawan culture material in English classes
—Its significance and how and what to introduce—

Keiko Yonaha
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Abstract

The author often introduces materials on Okinawan culture or society in English classes.
Among several reasons for doing this, two main reasons that the author would like to take up in
this paper are expressed as the two key words such as "identity” and "authenticity." Establishing
an "identity” is the one which should be treasured in learning a foreign language and it is
considered to be one of the elements in what we call "Kokusai-jin" (an internationalized person)
The author also believes that "Authenticity” is an important element in good Teaching material.
In this paper, the author considers the appropriateness of these two reasons to support introducing
Okinawan culture in English classes. She also introduces how and what teaching materials can
be used in such classes by showing some materials as concrete examples in which these two

reasons are reflected.
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| . Introduction

I often introduce materials on Okinawan culture
in English classes in English classes for two main
reasons. One is to promote establishing an "identity"
while learning a foreign language, and the other is
to use authentic material.

In the first half of this paper, [ argue for the
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importance of establishing an "identity" while learn-
ing a foreign language. In the latter half of the
paper, the "authenticity” of teaching material is
discussed. Also, how and what kind of materials 1
introduced in my English classes at high school and
university levels is explained in the last part of this

paper.
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0. "ldentity” and language learning

With the terms of "globalization" or "interna-
tionalization" becoming more familiar to ordinary
people, efforts to learn English as a means of
communication, as an "international auxiliary lan-
guage" (2006, Muranoi) have taken a greater impor-
tance in the world. Following Korea and China,
Japan started introducing English education from
elementary school level by putting it in the curriculum
as a regular course. In such an educational envi-
ronment, more and more high school and university
students study in English-speaking countries to
improve their English abilities.

However, what they learn from such an expe-
rience of studying abroad is not only English. We
often hear or see students who have changed their
personalities after studying abroad. Many of them
become more positive and open, and do not hesitate
to speak up. Returnees change from shy, passive,
and quiet people into positive and talkative people
including the author. According to Nakai and
Yamaguchi (2000), such a personality change is
caused by the activation of another part of the
brain through contact with a culture different from
one's own. In short, it can be said that the culture
behind the language can have enough of an impact
on our behavior to change our personality.

Another important benefit that I experienced
from studying in the U.S. was the discovery of who
I am. It was also the experience of the different
culture behind the language that contributed to-
ward this discovery. The different culture made me
find myself because of the contrast with my own
culture. It was a precious gift that I acquired from
my stay in the U.S., even though it was a short
stay of only one year. The experience of finding
"who I am" can be said to be an experience of
establishing my own identity. According to the
Longman Advanced American Dictionary, (2000)
"identity" is defined as "the qualities and attitudes a
person or group of people have that make them
different from other peoples.”

Some researchers argue that "identity" is shaken
when learning a foreign language. For instance,
Kubota (1998) says that a focus on communication
skills re-enforces the dominance of English and

leads the Japanese to reject their own linguistic and

However, McCarty (1999) states
that, in the case of adults, learning a foreign or

cultural identity.

second language can have a positive effect on the
development of identity. This applies not only to
adults but also to young high school students.
Muranoi (2006) also commented on the establishment
of identity as a merit of studying foreign language by
calling it "enlightenment". He says that understand-
ing our language, culture, and ourselves through
learning a foreign language is one of the important
forms of enlightenment which enables us to see
invisible things. Judging from my 20 years' of experi-
ence as an English teacher in high school, I would
say that both Kubota's and McCarty's theories are
correct. Students with study abroad experience seem
to be divided into two types. One group prefers
everything related to English culture and likes to act
as if they were from an English-speaking country.
The other group realizes who they are and becomes
determined to learn about their own culture as well
as those of foreign languages. In other words, the
former is the student whose identity was shaken by
learning a foreign language, and the latter is the
student who has constructed his/her own identity
by learning a foreign language.

I'm also a believer that establishing identity is
important in learning a foreign language and this
belief comes from my own experience while study-
ing in the U.S. By establishing my own identity, I
felt T could become confident in being myself, which
led to an attitude to be fair to others (other people,
other cultures, and other languages). I was able to
respect myself and at the same time respect others
as well. Such an attitude is an important element
in becoming an "internationalized person". To be an
"Internationalized person"is often given as an objec-
tive of English language education in Japan. Many
people might be surprised to find so many cases in
which cultivating an "internationalized person" is
mentioned as an objective of learning English. The
"Super English language High school" project (2005),
supported by the Ministry of Education; Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology, "Report of Chuo
Kyoiku Shingikai" (2005) and "Language education
of Kansai Gakuin University" (2006) are just a few
of them.

Watanabe (1995) defines an "internationalized

person” as one who can look at the world from view
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of his/her own, and try to think about the future
of the earth from this view. He adds that without
understanding your own culture, or your own way
of thinking, you cannot understand other cultures
and other views or think about the future of the
On the other hand, Muranoi

(2006) defines ethnocentrism as follows:

earth as a whole.

Ethnocentrism i1s an attitude that his/her
own people or culture is special and supe-
rior to others and such an attitude disturbs
cross-cultural communication. However, an
attitude which sees a certain cultures, for
example, American or British cultures, better
than others and despises his/her own culture
is also one of ethnocentrism.(p.160)
He insists on the importance of learning a foreign
language through the contrast between the foreign
culture and one's own culture in order not to be
ethnocentric. He also comments on the topics used
in foreign language education by saying that they
should not be limited to the culture of the target
language but should cover global issues, including
one's own country because without knowing their
own regional characteristics, (culture, history and
social issues), it is meaningless to turn their eyes on
global issues. Therefore, establishing one's "identity"
is helpful in facilitating one becoming an internation-
alized person as defined by Watanabe, and operates
against ethnocentrism as defined by Muranoi.

The Council of Europe (2001) also treasures a
"sense of identity" enough to make it an objective of
foreign language education:

In an International approach, it is a central
objective of language education to promote
the favorable development of the learner's
whole personality and sense of identity in
response to the enriching experience of other-
ness in language and culture. (p.1)

0. Authenticity in teaching materials

In the previous section one of the two main
reasons for introducing materials in English classes
related to one's own culture have been presented.
Such materials are also good as teaching material
because

(1) The topics are close to students and are

about the things around them; students

have an affinity for the materials.

(2) Students often have some background knowl-
edge, so the materials are easier for them
to understand.

(3) Topics often deal with real daily lives, what
is happening now, so materials are fresh
and timely.

Especially, (1) and (3) are concerned with authentic-
ity. A general definition of "authenticity" is found
in the Longman Dictionary of English Language
and Culture (1993) as "the quality of being true or
authentic". Following is the definition given by
Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and
Applied Linguistics (1992).
The degree to which language teaching mate-
rials have the qualities of natural speech or
writing. Texts which are taken from news-
papers, magazines, etc., and tapes of natural
speech taken from ordinary radio or televi-
sion programs, etc. (Richards, Platt, & Platt,
1992, p.27)
"Authentic materials" are defined as "the materials
made with the aim of communication" (Morrow
1977:13 and Peacoke 1997 cited in Taylor). Nunan
(1999) explains that "authenticity" as "spoken and
written texts used in language teaching are generally
deemed to be authentic if they were produced in the
first instance for the purpose of communication, not
for the purpose of language teaching." It is advan-
tageous to use authentic materials to motivate stu-
dents to learn a foreign language as Lepper &
Henderlong (2000) state: "Separating the learning
of academic skills from real world contexts can
entail motivational cost." From my observation in
teaching, students reacted more enthusiastically and
were more involved in their activities when I intro-
duced more authentic materials, such as real radio
news, or real news articles instead of using news
materials made for teaching English. Nunan (1999)
also comments on the advantage of authentic
materials;
The use of authentic sources leads to greater
interest and variety in the material that
learners deal with in the classroom.
Authentic material helps bring the content
to life, and ultimately makes learning and
using language more meaningful and, I be-

lieve, easier for students. (p.212)
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Regarding authenticity in listening materials, he
comments on its advantage by saying "non-authentic
listening texts differ in certain ways from authentic
texts.  They wusually contain linguistic features
more usually found in written rather than spoken
language. There are few of the overlaps, hesita-
tions, and false starts found in authentic texts, and
What

Nunan stated here is not only about the conversa-

there is very little negotiation of meaning."

tion texts but that can be applied to the materials
which taken from real news programs for example.
When real news taken from a radio program is
compared with the news written for teaching Eng-
lish, one can understand what Nunan meant. In a
real news, a reporter sometimes hesitates, falters,

and repeats.

0. How and what to introduce
Below appear examples of teaching materials
related to Okinawan culture.

(1) Comics serialized in a local paper (material O)
A weekly comic strip that describes Okina-
wan culture, history and daily life in an inter-
esting way. It can be used as teaching material
by having students substitute Japanese lines for
English ones in the story. One stories describes
a strong Okinawan "obaa" (grandmother/older
woman), a survivor of the devastating Battle of
Okinawa, as strong enough to slap and kill a
big cockroach instantly on a hot summer night,
which amazed her grandson. In another story,
the "obaa" talks to her grandson about her late
husband, "ojii", who used to love singing and
dancing with his samisen and had displayed the
samisen in an alcove as his most precious treas-
ure. In a story dealing with Okinawan history,
a boy who doesn't know anything about the
Battle of Okinawa tries to imagine what it was
like on June 23, Okinawa's war memorial day,
commemorating the ending of hostilities in
Okinawa.
(2) English version of local newspapers or news from
radio program (material 0O)
The English language in local newspapers
can be used for students to recognize information
focusing on 5W-1H (When, Who, Where, What,

Why, and How). News articles are good for

®)

®

®)
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students to get to know what is happening
around them and consider the problems society
faces. Such materials may also be used as pre-
paratory material for debate classes. Regarding
listening material, T used real news (CNN) in
which an anchor talks about Okinawan issues.
Okinawan events as topics for "small talk" or
other assignments (material )

For small talk topics where an English
speaking atmosphere can be made, one can use
seasonal or annual events held in Okinawa.
For example, class begins with the teacher's
question, "So, this month is what season?" The
teacher responds to the students' answers, such
as "That's right. Now is the season of Shiimii.
Our ALT Mr O asked me 'What is Shiimii?’
Anybody?"

Small talk is just a five or eight-minute com-

How do we explain it to him?

munication between teachers and students in
English, but it works to motivate students to
speak English if a given topic is interesting
enough.

Magazines and books (material 0)

Articles and news on Okinawa found in
magazines or books on sale can also be used. For
example, an article on "Longevity in Okinawa"
from Newsweek or a speech by an Asian youth
talking about Okinawa from Non stop English
are available. Students were delighted to know
that other people in the world were interested
in their culture, and it was a good chance to
view themselves through the eyes of others.
Mr. Allen Nelson's speech on CD is a precious
message seeking world peace. It is the view of a
person who was stationed on a U.S. military
base in Okinawa and who fought in the Vietnam
War, resulting in long-term mental suffering
On the CD is

recorded his lecture which was given at schools

from that shocking experience.

in various places in Japan including Okinawa.
People from other countries who live in Okinawa
(material O)

In order to have students understand the
role of English as a means of communication
with other people in the world, as an "interna-
tional auxiliary language", it is best to have
them communicate with people from other coun-

tries in English. Since "authentic materials" are



defined as "the material made with the aim of
communication" (Morrow 1977:13 and Peacock
1997 cited in Taylor), we can say that people
from other countries are really authentic sources
in a way. It is also a good chance for students
to learn about different cultures directly from
Therefore, I think it is useful

to take students to places where they can meet

foreign people.

people from foreign countries, such as OIC
(Okinawa International Center) or to invite
American students to Okinawan schools. It some-
times gives students a chance not only to get to
know people from other countries but also to
get to know themselves. On one occasion, high
school students went to a street in Okinawa
City and interviewed American people walking
from a nearby base. The students were sur-
prised at the result of the interviews. In
answer to the question "What do you like about
Okinawa?", most answered "the people." and to
"What do you dislike
Okinawa?", most answered "the traffic jams".

the question about
One male student was also surprised by the
answer "emperor" to the question "What image
do you have of Japan?' The boy had never
thought the emperor was an image or symbol
of Japan. As can be seen in these examples, it
was a good chance for students to view them-

selves through the eyes of others.

0. Conclusion

As an English teacher, I had enjoyed the mate-
rials on our culture in English and have had the
impression that my students were also enjoying
them. However, it is a conjecture drawn only from
empirical support and not from the results of a
survey or experiment. [ would like to verify the
results in a future study. Though it is just a teacher's
observation of students' reactions, I believe that the
teaching materials on our own culture were attrac-
tive to our students and motivated them to study
English.
they had felt ashamed when they were not able to

I remember many students who said that

answer questions about their own culture or society
when asked by people during their stay in foreign
countries. In the present high school curriculum,

there is no room for students to study their own

regional culture and society, and it is surprising
that students have so little knowledge about them-
selves their regional culture, history or people. It may
be a little easier in colleges, but in high schools, it
is hard for busy teachers to look for their own
teaching materials on their culture and society and
use them while utilizing the presented textbook as
well. Though I enjoyed looking for materials and
making my own handouts, using them was hard
because 1 was also busy finishing the required
textbook material.
effort for that.

no chance to learn about themselves at school now,

Therefore, I had to make extra

However, given that students have

I realize how important it is for us, teachers, to
make time for such teaching, especially given the two
main reasons, as mentioned previously, for using

our materials related to our own culture.
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Appendlx 2
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A slm:of

e tongue-a shift in defense policy

Norota : Po-TAY-to Obuchl rom:o

*1

~The Government of Japan is unclear

ties with the U.S. at the same time it is

Okinawa may be. the most affected.in

Japan because .of the. concentrated U

military presence :on; th

about the strengthening .of its defense’

consolidating U.S. military bases. on is sti
Okinawa, ;‘)efense Secretary *:Housei : tas
Norota: corimented 'in parliament that

case of a contingency occurring around‘ Cor
A defense guxdehnes In conmderatlon
’was a revmon to strengthen defense

Pume Minister . Keizo: ‘:Obuchl took " ¢

Shlmnbukum Let’s call the whole thing offl

back Norotas comment in the next
~day’ 5 parhamentary session, saymg
that “the solunon of Okinawan issues
abmct s most i.unportant

v an 1ssues were discussed last -
the Upper House

=f

‘for instance, the

3
-operning of air and sea ports in Japan t

“concentration "of .UiS. mili

- question put by Souko Shimabukuro of

. comments ,

-day’s committee meeting was totally

tied and jncorrect,” and he apologized.

* seventy percent of U.S. bases in Japan,

Support ~ U.S, " military _movements.
Secretary .. Norota - commented "with
respect to both ‘geography . and "the
bases,
Okinawa would be entdngled in. any
contingency,” in_a response to a

the Okinawa Socialist Masses Party.

Director of Defense Policy Ken
Sato, trying to tone .down Norota’s
“explained  that the
relationship’ between military activities
around Japan that would involve
Okinawa supporting the U.S. military

would depend on the specific case, that
it would be 1mpossxble to predict the
influence on a certain area.

" The government’s stance in the next

reversed. Norota said, 71 was tongue-

It was merely a general idea that U.S.
Forces in Japan may use Okinawan
bases if needed. I did not mean that
Okinawa would be forced to bear a
heavier burden in case of military
‘cooperation w1th the U.S.,” he added.
Prime - Ministet Obuchi came to the
rescue commenting :that Okinawa, with

should have its burden hghtened
Okinawan Representatives
Shimabukuro 'and -Social Democrat
“Kantoku' Teruya take the view that
Norota’s _ first remarks -are the
governmentstrue color .
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