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CONTEXT
The school is an independent, Anglican, co-educational college with students from K-12, situated in
Perth’s southern suburbs. The Junior School (K-6) is double-streamed, with approximately 400 students
in total. The students generally come from families with a fairly high socio-economic background.
The students in this Year 2 class all speak English as their first language, although two girls also speak
some Mandarin, which they learn at home and at a Saturday School (one girl), and one boy can speak
some Afrikaans, having spent the first few years of his life in South Africa. At least one third of the class
has had the opportunity to travel overseas, including one girl who lived in Japan with her family for three
months last year, while her father was employed there. For about half of the class, this is their fourth year
of learning Japanese, having started in kindergarten. The rest have had between one and three years of
instruction.
Japanese language study is compulsory in the Junior School, from Kindergarten to Year 6, with students
receiving one 55 minute lesson per week. This lesson is DOTT (Duties Other Than Teaching) time for
the classroom teachers, and while most classroom teachers are supportive of the Languages program,
lessons are often lost to excursions, incursions, rehearsals and other special events. After Year 6,
students may continue to study Japanese through to Year 12, or may elect to study either French or
Italian. Language study is compulsory at the College until the end of Year 9.
There is no “Japanese Room” in the Junior School, which means I have to travel from room-to-room,
transporting my teaching materials with me as I go. It also means that I am unable to create a learning
environment that I believe would be more conducive to Languages education, and particularly
intercultural teaching and learning. I believe the students should be in a stimulating, print-rich
environment, which would include pictures, maps, arts and crafts from Japan, as well as realia that they
can play with, such as Japanese play money in a classroom shop that “sells” Japanese food, or
traditional clothing such as kimono and yukata in the dress-up corner.
AREA OF INVESTIGATION
I planned to focus on encouraging my students to “notice” more for themselves, rather than me “telling”
them about Japanese culture. In the past, mainly due to time constraints, I would “tell” them about life in
Japan, and expect them to absorb and remember what they were told. Discussion and time for
comparison with their own cultural background was limited.
I planned to teach a lesson centred around Japanese Public Transport, as part of a term-long unit of
work on “Transport”, which encourages the students to notice what major kinds of transport exist in
Japan, and why some modes may be more popular than others, and how this may differ from their own
experience and life-style. It will also encourage them to look at linguistic differences, for example why
there are several different words for “train” in Japanese.

CLASSROOM PRACTICE
Usually, I begin a term’s programme by explaining to the students what we will be learning about. I think
it’s important for them to have an idea of what the end goal will be, so that they can see the “big picture”.
For example, if we are working on a unit of work to do with food, I might tell them that we are going to
learn how to order food in a Japanese restaurant. I try to make the focus on “useful” language, that is,
language that they could use if they met a Japanese person or travelled to Japan. I started doing this at
a previous school, where I would have a number of older students constantly asking, “Why are we
learning this?” I found that if I explained a real-life situation where the language might be useful, they
were far more motivated and happier to complete language practice tasks that might seem repetitive and
boring.
This time, without any preamble, I showed the Year 2 students a video clip on the SMARTBoard
(downloaded from YouTube) of a typical Tokyo street crowded with traffic. I didn’t want to influence their
discussion about what they could see by introducing a “topic”. I followed the clip up with photographs,
sourced from the internet, of bicycles parked outside a train station, the entry to an underground train
station and ticket machines, an electric train, a bullet train, and the Tokyo skyline at night. We also
watched a video clip of a crowded pedestrian crossing in the middle of the city, and looked at Tokyo
subway maps on the internet. I spent a lot of time finding up-to-date, authentic photographs and videos,
rather than some of the dated ones from books or posters in the library that I might previously have used.
The class was engaged from the start and eager to discuss what they could see. I let them offer
suggestions about what they thought the places might be. Of course, they answered the first question
about the video clip, “Where do you think this might be?”, with an emphatic, “Japan!” (“Because we’re
learning Japanese”, was one child’s response to what he thought was a very obvious question!)
I tried hard not to lead the questioning too much in the direction I wanted to go, and encouraged the
students to “notice” things in the photos and videos, but found due to the age of the children that it was
necessary to pose some key questions to keep them on task.
This lesson was conducted in English. I initially thought I would do an introductory lesson to teach some
transport vocabulary, but was worried that the nature of the words would “give away” one of the main
things I wanted the students to notice: that public transport is widely used in Japan, due to the large
population and lack of space, and that trains are particularly important. In Japanese, there are different
words for “steam train”, “electric train”, “underground train” and “bullet train”, among others. In the past, I
would have introduced the vocabulary and told the students why there are several words for “train”. This
time I wanted them to notice the different types of trains for themselves, and see the traffic jams and
busy streets that encourage Japanese people to use public transport.
DATA OR INFORMATION GATHERED
I video-taped part of the lesson so that I would have a record of the questions that I asked, the questions
the students asked and the general discussion that ensued. Unfortunately, the microphone on the video
camera did not always clearly pick up what the students were saying. Also, I didn’t plan carefully where I
set up the camera. I set it up behind the students, thinking it would be useful to see what they were
looking at on the SMARTBoard, but it meant that you couldn’t see most of their faces, and it is difficult to
tell who is talking. I transcribed key sections of this recording.
Although my investigation centred around one particular lesson, I wanted some concrete data about what
the students had gained from the unit of work, so I set a written/drawn assessment task. I asked the
students to draw a picture of how their parent/s travel to work in Australia, and beside it, a picture of how
their parent might travel if they were living in Japan. I also asked them to write about which method of
transport they chose for Japan, whether it was the same as or different from Australia, and why they
chose that particular form of transport. This task was carried out in English, at the end of the term’s
lessons.
It was not easy to analyse the data, as technically, all answers were correct. Although I wanted them to
get the idea that many Japanese people travel by public transport, it is true that some people do travel to
work by car, especially in regional areas. I was keen to avoid the lurking trap of stereotyping, which is
often easy to fall into when teaching about culture. I guess what I really wanted the students to
understand is that is it more likely that Japanese people will travel to work on public transport than by
car, compared with their own parents in Perth, who are more likely to travel to work by car than public
transport.

understand is that is it more likely that Japanese people will travel to work on public transport than by
car, compared with their own parents in Perth, who are more likely to travel to work by car than public
transport.
FINDINGS
Students
The students were fully engaged in the lesson, eager to share their ideas and very keen to see each new
picture as I revealed it. By making guesses about the images they saw, they were constantly comparing
and contrasting with things in their known world. One of my favourite examples of this was the boy who
said, “Half-ironman”, when shown the photograph of hundreds of bicycles parked in a special bike
parking lot. His mother competes in triathlons (including a recent “Half-ironman” event), so to him, all
those bikes looked like they were ready for a change-over after the swim leg in his Mum’s race! There
were also lots of students who thought the train ticket vending machine (which we don’t really have in
Perth) was an ATM, and that the train station might be an airport.
There was also a big focus by this class on the environmental issues associated with large amounts of
car traffic. They had recently had discussions about this topic in class with their own classroom teacher,
and some of them were quite knowledgeable about pollution, trees and the ozone layer. I had not
expected seven year olds to be quite that aware about environmental issues. Once again they were able
to use this knowledge of their own beliefs about the importance of caring for the environment to
speculate that Japanese people might feel the same way (and hence frequently use bicycles and public
transport).
After the assessment activity, I collated the results:
“Draw a picture of your Mum or dad travelling to work in Australia.”
Car (16)
Bus (0)
Train (1)
Walk (0)
Bike (3)

Plane (2)

“Draw a picture of how they might travel if you lived in Japan.”
Car (0)
Bus (0)
Train (12)
Walk (1)

Plane (0)

Bike (9)

“Is it the same as Australia?”
No (22)
Yes (0)
“Why did you choose this type of transport?”
Common replies included, “It’s much quicker”, “So you don’t get stuck in a traffic jam”, and “It’s
good for the environment”.
Teacher
By watching back the video, I actually surprised myself at the way I questioned the students. That is, I
asked a lot of, “What do you see?”, “Where do you think…?” and “Why do you think…?” questions, in
stark contrast to my usual rush to tell the students about the picture or video we are watching. I noticed
that I constantly paraphrased the students’ responses. I think this is a good thing, especially with young
students, to help them clarify what they are thinking and to make sure everyone has heard the student
who has made a comment, however I did find it slightly annoying when I watched myself on the video! It
made me think about whether the students might find this annoying, too!
INTERPRETING THE INFORMATION
Looking at the students’ responses in the assessment activity, it is easy to see that the students did, in
fact, notice many things about transport in Japan (specifically Tokyo). Every child thought that their
parent would probably travel to work via a different method of transport if they lived in Japan (22 out of
22 students). 12 students thought their parent would catch a train, while nine said they would probably
ride a bike, very different responses compared with how their parents travel in Australia.
The illustrations the students drew also showed me how much they had noticed about trains in Japan.
Some drew electric trains, while others drew quite accurate pictures of shinkansen (bullet trains). One
child also drew a great picture of the ticket gates at a train station, just like we had discussed during the
videoed lesson.
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The discussion part of the lesson took far longer than I had planned, as the children had lots of
comments to share with the class. This created some behaviour problems, and student concentration
levels began to wane towards the end of the lesson. In a normal class situation I would have stopped the
discussion much earlier, but in this case I felt like I had to finish what I had planned, as the video was
running, and my investigation centred on this one lesson.
I had prepared quite a simple investigation: my focus was to change my teaching practice to use
appropriate questioning techniques to encourage my students to “notice” things for themselves. The
results of the assessment task have certainly convinced me that this method is far more successful at
encouraging the students to have a real understanding about Japan and its culture than simply “telling”
them. I ended up expanding slightly beyond that lesson, by including in this investigation the results of
the assessment activity done later in the unit. I felt that if I had just focused on my questioning technique
as originally intended, without data I would not have known about the success or otherwise of what I had
done.
In hindsight, perhaps I should have focused less on one lesson, and instead written series of lessons or
a unit of work.
My other concern about my investigation is that it was conducted entirely in English. While the students
are only beginning learners of the language, they could easily cope with simple questioning words such
as ______________ (what, where, who, when, why), if they were taught in context and were
a regular feature of lessons. Although I explained my reasoning in the “Classroom Practice” of this report,
I also believe that it might have been more effective to have an introductory lesson on new vocabulary
(perhaps brainstorming a list of what types of transport they thought might be found in Japan) so that
they could then have used this during the discussion.
It was also very time-consuming to find a range of relevant, up-to-date resources that I could use during
my lesson. I don’t know whether I could find the time to do this every term with every class (across all
eight year levels that I teach). While it is possible that I could build up a bank of useful resources over
time, one of the key criteria, I think, is that they need to be up-to-date and interesting for the students,
meaning a constant revision is required to ensure this is maintained.
MATERIALS AND EXEMPLARS
A transcript of key sections of the video of the lesson was prepared.
Samples of the assessment activity are attached.
EVALUATION
I feel that my investigation, although simple and brief, was successful. It has proved to me that my
students, although young, are capable of some higher order thinking and that I may have been
underestimating them.
It was valuable for me as a teacher because it really made me question the way I had been integrating
culture (or thought I was integrating culture) into my lessons. By telling students about Japan, I was
unconsciously putting my own intercultural “spin” on things, and not allowing the students to bring their
own experiences, beliefs and values into the lesson. I was probably also guilty at times of using
stereotypes when discussing Japanese culture, and can now see the value of sharing with the students a
wide range of resources and letting them make up their own minds.
As mentioned above, if I was to modify this investigation, it would be to take it further and develop a unit
of work, of which this one lesson would be a part, but not the first lesson in the unit (as it was in this
investigation). I would also spend time teaching and encouraging students to use Japanese language
appropriate for this kind of discussion. (The questioning words mentioned above, and also phrases such
as “I think/I believe”.)
In 2008, I would like to try to modify one unit of work per year level to include more intercultural teaching
and learning.

REFLECTION
I have found the whole project to be thought provoking and very interesting. It has also taken much
longer than I anticipated (transcribing 30 minutes of lesson from the video took at least six hours) and
although it was interesting and informative to watch myself on the video, I would probably choose
another method of data collection in the future.
My investigation was quite simple, but successful, although I have two key concerns about integrating it
into my teaching. First, the use of English rather than Japanese. Even if I teach a few key questioning
words, I feel that most primary-age students are not capable of expressing the thoughts and ideas we
are hoping to elicit in anything other than English. When you only have one lesson a week, ten lessons
per term (assuming none are lost to other school events), it is hard to justify spending so much time
conversing in English. While of course I believe intercultural competence is extremely important, and it is
impossible to separate language from culture, my primary objective is still to teach students to
communicate in Japanese. We need to find a workable balance.
Second, the availability of appropriate teaching materials and resources also poses a problem. To do this
well, teachers need to collect a wide range of resources, preferably authentic. While the internet is a
great resource, it can also be very time-consuming to find what you are looking for, to suit the age of your
students. Trips to the country of the target language would be ideal, but of course we don’t all have that
luxury, and buying authentic objects can be expensive.
I will certainly make changes to my teaching practice as a result of this investigation. The depth and
breadth of those changes remains to be seen, and will be determined to a large degree by the two
factors mentioned above.
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