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At the Crossroads of Feminism and TESL

— Creating a Feminist Classroom —

Reiko Yoshihara

Translated by Barbara Summerhawk

Why Study English?

“I guess I'd better take TOEIC” and “What kind of score should I get on
TOEIC?” are what we hear from university students recently. For several years
now, no one thinks it unusual that everyone from university students to older,
salaried workers are caught up in this “study for TOEIC” boom. Without much
of a purpose for studying English, people are taking it up for such reasons as
“It’ll help in the job hunt” or “Companies that use TOEIC scores for hiring and
promotion are increasing.” Further, classroom education has been strongly
influenced by market principles, especially pertaining to efficiency, management,
and accountability. As a result, there is pressure on us who are educators to
improve our abilities and increase test scores of our students, and this is behind
the TOEIC boom.

In reality, English is just a tool for communication. To use English as a
tool, we who teach English are not interested in just raising TOEIC scores or
passing examinations. What we are really encouraging is “change.”

As we teach about social problems and issues through various periods in
history, customs and knowledge that are different from our own, we come to
realize we are not white male, have not been raised in European culture, are not
working class, but instead, we are “other,” and through this awareness of our
being “other,” the classroom can become a place in which we can change ourselves
and our situations as we develop a strong critical consciousness with regard to
the imbalance in power and privilege in human relationships.

The genealogy of this critical pedagogy that encourages reform originates
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in the theory and practice of Brazilian Paulo Freire’s “Pedagogy of Liberation”
and “Pedagogy of Hope” developed in the 1960s out of his adult education that
pointed toward liberation for the poor and oppressed. Freire’s new educational
methods set off reform and encouraged a new radical educational theory by Henry
Giroux in multicultural America. Whereas Freire’s practice was centered in the
peasant villages of Brazil, Giroux wanted to create a suitable, original theory and
practice for a multiracial American society so it could face its problems. Giroux
was not the only person to be influenced by Freire. Black feminist bell hooks
was another. Borrowing from Freire and the “Socially Engaged Buddhism™ of
Thich Nhat Hanh, hooks integrated her unique feminist viewpoint with practice
and changed the appearance of the way present-day American education and
culture criticize, solve and reform various problems. Her distinctive mark is the
integration of anticolonialist pedagogy, critical pedagogy and feminist pedagogy,
unfolding a “practice of freedom” and “engaged pedagogy.” While chanting the
praises of hooks’ “engaged pedagogy,” I want to reconsider the question, “Why
learn English?”

As a feminist, an English teacher and educator, I would answer, “I learn
English to resist authority, and to build alliances through sisterhood.” In this
essay, I would like to introduce a feminist pedagogical method, starting with the
question, “Why study English?”, analyzing the connections to power and authority
that lurk in English, and empowerment, as a student and facilitator of an English
class for women, “The Colors of English.” 1 do not think that we can use the
same method of this feminist pedagogy in a university class where there are
more than 50 students. Nonetheless, I hope through a hint here and there that
things can change a little. Finally, perhaps this essay can be like a stone cast into
the waters where education reform is being encouraged, with its rippling effects
being given careful consideration.

Power and Empowerment

“Globalization™ is a frequently heard catchphrase. English is connected
to whether you can be a part of this globalization or not. It may be okay to speak
or to hear of “global standards,” but clearly, to everyone that means an “American
standard.” The people who can use that standard to perfection tend to be white,
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middle-class, heterosexual male Protestants. The words they use are what Audre
Lorde compared to the “master’s tools.” Power is concentrated in those people
who speak “standard English” with those people having a strong right to speak.
And when teaching English as a second language, don’t we have a silent
understanding that this “standard English” is actually “correct English”? American
white middle-class English is the correct English. That the English of African-
Americans, immigrants, Hispanics and Asians is “accented, unclear English,”
“incorrect English” becomes a secondary message of our teaching; we learn the
value of rank with Europeans and Americans as superior and non-Europeans and
non-Americans as inferior.
Standard English is not the speech of exile. It is the language of conquest
and domination; in the United States, it is the mask which hides the loss
of so many tongues, all those sounds of diverse, native communities we
will never hear, the speech of the Gullah, Yiddish, and so many other
unremembered tongues.'
We catch the meaning of hooks’ words that English is “the language of conquest
and domination™; it is not just that I have to speak English, we can understand
that powerless people are oppressed by having to conform their speech to “standard
English.” It is a weapon that English uses for control, shaming people who can’t
speak English, demonstrating this degrading effect.

I’m not saying “stop studying English.” Rather, I think I'd like to learn
English in order to resist this power. To resist not just the idea imposed by English-
language culture imperialism that only people who speak “standard English”
speak “correct English,” but also to aggressively oppose the idea that we are
supposed to accept its customs and culture as normal. English can be an effective
tool of resistance. As Adrienne Rich says in one of her poems, “Even though it is
the master’s language, I need this in order to speak to you,”?” women need English
to build political and personal solidarity among women. Using English as a tool,
it is possible for the women of this world to share their experiences, find their
commonality, and mutually empower each other. I don’t want to crush that kind

of opportunity.
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The Diversity of ‘“Colors of English’ Class for Women

The “Colors of English” class got its start in 1996 by Hwami Park. I've
participated in this class as a student, as a supervisor for “Feminism in Easy
English,” and as a facilitator. From this experience, 1'd like to introduce feminist
pedagogy, but before that 1’d like to talk a little about the purpose of this class
and the diversity in its classroom.

If we translate “Colors of English,” it may become the various tints and
hues of English, but it probably doesn’t stop there. Within the discourse of
feminism is the term “women of color.” Angela Davis distinguishes between
“women of color,” which defines more simply biology, or a ractal identity, but
unites women who share common political agendas as a political identity; and
“colored women,” who are women of a race or color.? “Colors of English” also
has two political agendas. One is that there is no one kind of English. We don’t
want to fall into thinking that the English of white middle-class Anglo-Saxons is
the “legitimate English” and that nonwhite people’s English is “illegitimate.”
Consequently, “Colors of English” has entertained guest speakers, women from
America (Anglo-Saxon, African-, Chinese-, Korean-, Japanese-), English,
Canadian, Iranian, Filipino, and Dominican women as well. We’ve asked women
who cannot only teach something on race, ethnicity and nationality, but also
have a wider understanding of class and gender issues. One more ideal we have
is to provide a space for women to share what Davis calls “political identity.”
We want to create a place where women can integrate their personal experience,
subjectively connecting it with the complexity of social problems such as race,
class and ethnicity.

Not just the facilitators reflect the diversity of “Colors of English,” the
students do also. Among the students who have participated so far, there have
been not just ethnic diversity such as Japanese-born Koreans, Japanese and
Iranians, there has been a great deal of diversity in sexuality, class, educational
levels (high school, university, graduate school) and age. There are also various
linguistic levels represented, from highly competent women who have studied
overseas to beginners. We do not, however, divide ourselves by those who can
and cannot speak English; we have gathered women who believe that we should
not discriminate or create hierarchies but be able to discuss social problems

136

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



The Engaged Pedagogy Associ ation

surrounded by women; we personify a community in which we do not divide or
rank women.

The next few pedagogical methods I want to introduce are not really
applicable to university English education, partially because the class size, the
diversity of facilitators and students, student motivation, and student linguistic
ability are all different from university class situations. Nevertheless, through
several hints I’d like to suggest possible methods that may be applicable. I hope
they will be of help.

Case 1: Making a safe place.

In our discussion of women’s problems we talk about our personal
experiences as “woman.” Thus we absolutely cannot ignore the importance of a
feminist facilitator in the creation of a safe space. How can we create a safe
space in which we can discuss feminism? One way is sharing power and another
is understanding silence.

Just as there 1s not equality in society, there is not equality in the classroom.
We feminist facilitators must be aware of who has power in soctety and we must
be sensitive to this in the classroom. In the ordinary classroom, who has power
and authority? They are the teachers and heterosexual Japanese men from middle-
class backgrounds (the majority of students). People without power are students,
and students who differ from the mainstream and are minorities in terms of sexual
orientation, gender, ethnicity, race, class, age, and physical ability.

In order to break down the teacher vs. student relationship, the “Colors of
English” class stopped referring to the teacher as Sensei and instead called her
“facilitator.” And to break up the traditional classroom, everyone sits in a circle.
These are all superficial changes, but it is thought that the experience of the
facilitator and students sitting together in a circle helps raise consciousness about
equality for women who have only received an education in the traditional
classroom (the teacher stands at the podium and the students sit in rows in front
of him or her). Again, the facilitators who have participated in “Colors of English”
have been people who understand themselves as feminist educators, so they have
been successful in taking the initiative and reducing risk in creating a safe space.
Since facilitators tell of their own experiences in terms of sexual orientation,
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ethnicity/race, class, students feel as less threatened in taking a risk. To help this
process, each session begins with adequate time for self-introductions. There
was even one facilitator who brought varied-colored plastic balls to class and
each person tossed a ball to a classmate while calling her name to make for a
relaxed atmosphere. Then there was the time we tried having M&M chocolates
and however many you drew, you had to speak for that many minutes about
yourself. Whatever method, we were successful in challenging the top-down
relationship between “teacher” and “student.”

At the same time, however, there are women who want to protect their
silence in the classroom. Mini Orner, in her essay “Interrupting the Calls for
Student Voice in ‘Liberatory’ Education: A Feminist Poststructuralist Perspective,”
has this to say:

There are times when it is not safe for students to speak: when one student’s

socially constructed body language threatens another; when the teacher is

not perceived as an ally.*
The facilitator should understand and respect a woman’s silence. There was a
facilitator who taught us that it is not just in speech that a woman’s silence can be
violated. She brought big sheets of butcher paper to class and called on students
at random to write a theme for the day’s discussion. Students who until then had
understood they could remain silent took colored felt-tip pens and began to write
on the paper. Another facilitator encouraged students to keep journals. What
students wrote in their journals was then to be shared with the others, and other
students could write comments. Through this trial by writing, I learned that
speaking ability isn’t necessarily superior to other abilities, and one’s silence can
be violated not just through the spoken word.

Case 2: To understand others, to learn of resources for resistance.

Role playing has long been one of the TESL methods used by many teachers.
The purpose of one established practice is to assign some hypothetical dialogue
and do role-plays to be able to personally deal with the assigned problem. The
“Colors of English,” however, does role-plays in order to understand viewpoints
of women from diverse backgrounds so that we might learn ways of resisting
authority.
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For example, when discussing “Should different surnames be allowed for
married couples?”, group one opposes the idea while group two supports it.
Through this kind of role-play, we learn not only how we can best answer those
people opposed to different surnames, but also how to analyze the opposition’s
way of thinking and the structure of its discrimination. After the role-play, all of
us in one group discuss what kind of women want to use different surnames from
their husbands, and analyze the Japanese income tax system and welfare in
connection with this.

Another method to build understanding of diverse backgrounds of women
is to break into four or five groups. Then, for example, when discussing
“Pornography, right or wrong?” one group takes an American Catholic woman’s
point of view, group two a lesbian’s, group three a Japanese heterosexual woman'’s,
group four a former sex-worker’s, group five a Thai woman’s, and then we do a
role play. Doing this kind of role-play allows us to imagine as well as understand
the standpoints of women different than ourselves. We also may learn the way

we stereotype others.

Case 3: To forge empowerment.

Being able to assert ourselves empowers us. Empowerment is being able
to draw on an “inner strength” that many women have. Midori Hotta, in her
essay “Women and Power,” defines inner strength as being the strength to sustain
oneself longer than first thought, the strength to draw out courage from within.
As a result, while not only just being able to influence and move others, we have
the strength “for ourselves.” If we inquire about this further, certainly we may
conclude that this selfish strength is part of our humanity, perhaps even the
sparkling energy of life itself.’

How can we forge this “inner strength” for TESL? One facilitator gave an
assignment for the next week to give a speech on any topic. The way of giving
the speech need not conform to European and American ways of giving speeches,
but we were to speak as we wished, and reading a poem or a quotation was also
acceptable. The next week, we heard about many different kinds of topics such
as Japanese women going out to work, single mothers, women’s problems as
foreign resident women, and favorite artists (painters, musicians, actors). Women
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who were not thrilled about giving speeches read poems or paragraphs from
books. From giving speeches, we students learned that we had an inner strength
to draw on and we could influence others. We were elated to find that we were
listened to. We can liberate our potential and change. Public speaking is one way

of becoming empowered.

Case 4: To move beyond our own prejudice and discriminatory thinking.

There are certainly many myths about the various problems surrounding
women such as rape, sexual harassment, domestic violence, sexuality, and
menopause. For example, if we take rape, there are the following myths: “Most
rapes occur on the street, and are done by strangers” or “Women ask for rape
because of the clothes they wear or the way they walk.” In the classroom, we can
become aware of our own prejudices by talking over the reality of these myths.
Discovering that prejudice and discriminatory ways of thinking lurk inside us
isn’t easy to take, but if we don’t become aware of them, we won’t be able to
understand others.

When I was in graduate school, I participated in an antiracist demonstration
in America. The only black man participant told the demonstrators, “We all
discriminate against others because of race. Me, too. But we must start from
there.” For myself, who had never thought about my own hidden prejudices, it
was quite a shock. Ilearned, however, that by recognizing my own prejudicial
ways of thinking, I was able to change and grow. From this change in my own
consciousness I was able to cooperate with oppressed groups I do not belong to.
Like feminist Chicana Gloria Anzaldua says, “We are not all oppressed in the
same way, but we can sympathize with others who are oppressed.®” Even though
there is not just one way we are all oppressed, we learn that we can act together
with other groups on political issues.

What Can I Do for You?

I’m sure you’ve heard the scream of the “you” who “went to an international
conference but wasn’t able to have any meaningful exchange” or “If only I had
been able to explain the situation of women in Japan to the foreigner I met before.”
What can I do for “you™?
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I happened to have a chance to go to America as an exchange student. [
studied English as a tool to live in the United States and majored in Women’s
Studies, and now I’ve found a job teaching English. Women’s Studies taught me
to see things I wasn’t able to see before. I also learned that it is important to start
from myself. A feminism supportive of many women embraces new ideas and
talks of our diversity in plural form. “Feminism” becomes “Feminisms.” We
have difficulty working together because we are not just “women.” There are
many differences among women, for example First World vs. Third World, career
women vs. full-time housewives, women who can/can’t speak English, and so
on, and these create a hierarchy and divide us. Nonetheless, on the one hand as
we recognize our differences, we can create non-hierarchical, non-divisive
relationships, and then work toward the possibility of global solidarity with people
of all oppressed groups.

To become the protector of the “I” of the oppressed group I’'m a member of
and the ally of the “you” of the oppressed groups I’m not a member of, I want to
teach and learn English as a resource for building solidarity and resistance.
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