Column: Teacher Reflections

What truly motivates a teacher to teach?
by Devon Arthurson

Have you been contemplating something about your teaching or classroom experiences? In this column, we
invite anyone to share their reflections with us. Please contact the editor if you would like to contribute an
installment or if you just have an idea you would like to run by her. We look forward to the next installment of

“Teacher Reflections.”

Nearly ten years ago, I became an English teacher for
a purely selfish reason: to escape being a social worker. At
the start of my last year studying for my bachelor’s of
social work in Winnipeg, Canada, I traveled to Japan for a
two-week holiday. How could I not be charmed by Tokyo,
a city technologically-advanced, pristine, incredibly safe
and full of incredibly cute products? The Japanese people |
met were so kind and obliging. Living in downtown
Winnipeg, life often seemed bleak as [ was surrounded by
social and systemic problems stemming from oppression
and manifesting themselves in poverty, addiction, and
violence, particularly for those of low-incomes and
belonging to indigenous groups. Also, I was always
concerned about my personal safety as the city has a high-
crime rate. The more involved in community development,
homelessness alleviation and policy change I became, the
more I realized that it was simply luck that prevented me
from living in poverty and experiencing other social
issues. Though I was incredibly grateful for my many
blessings, the realization that it was only grace that gave
me those blessings left me in continuous anxiety as my

fate could abruptly change at any given moment.

Upon returning from Japan, I applied to the Japan
Exchange Teaching Program and nine months later I was
working in Osaka City at two high schools. Life was fun,
safe, and seemingly free of the social problems I had so
often seen in Canada. In regard to teaching, in the over
five years I was in Osaka I worked with many incredible
Japanese English teachers who mentored me in the
Japanese educational system and EFL teaching. Their
experience and insight helped me to understand how to
teach Japanese students and, as I concurrently studied
Japanese, | was able to gain some understanding into the
challenges that the Japanese students may feel. In those
five and a half years, I learned to be a teacher.

Nearly four years have passed since my time as an
Assistant Language Teacher in Osaka. Now I am working
as an English language instructor at a university in Tokyo.
As aresult of using a unified curriculum, participating in
faculty development, having supportive program
managers, and working with enthusiastic colleagues, |
have more concretely developed my EFL teaching skills. I
have been able to further explore learner autonomy and
understand that in Osaka I was already experimenting with
it in my lessons. Guided by the ethic of social work study,
I always want to ameliorate power imbalances by sharing
the power I have as a teacher with my students through
giving them opportunities to make decisions related to

classroom management.

Soon after arriving in Tokyo, I started my Master of
Arts in Integrated Studies with a focus on community
studies and global change. As I kept learning, I began to
wonder if I should try to return to the field of social work
by perhaps working at a non-profit organization. At the
same time, I began volunteering at my church with

outreach for homeless people and at an organization that

The staff room
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spreads awareness about human trafficking. It became
more apparent to me that Japan also has social problems
but they just seem to be more hidden than in Canada. The
more | learned from my studies, specifically about global
education, the more I comprehended how powerful being a
teacher could be. I began to realize that the way I act and
think in the classroom was significant to my beliefs and
values outside of the classroom. I understood that teaching
and social work practice can be combined as one action if
one has the awareness of the possibility.

In October 2017, my co-worker and dear friend
asked me if I wanted to go to Uganda with his NPO to visit
his Ugandan friends’ community and possibly work with
schools in February 2018. I had never considered visiting
Africa but | knew immediately that my answer had to be
“Yes” as I wanted to learn more about life there. After
paying for my ticket, I did not give the trip a second
thought for a while, as I found myself with so many things
to do with my new-found freedom such as volunteering
and writing after completing my master’s. In January 2018
I got my visa, vaccination for yellow fever, malaria pills,
and planned a lesson for elementary school students about
Canadian animals. The next thing I knew I was in Uganda.
Uganda is a beautiful country rightly named the Pearl of
Africa with many incredibly kind people who welcomed
us into their community and homes with gracious
hospitality. However, economic problems and limited
government funding into services and infrastructure leave
many Ugandans facing numerous challenges such as high
unemployment, poverty, limited access to education and
health care.

Our Ugandan friend took us to his village elementary
school and high school that he attended, as well as the
elementary school he had worked at prior to moving to
Kanagawa. The staff and students welcomed us warmly.
The harshness of the lack that I observed in the schools
was overwhelming (forgive me for sounding like a
privileged Westerner full of prejudices). Each classroom
was a brick room with only an open doorway and
windows, cement floors, long wooden desks and benches,
and a chalkboard. There was no electricity, no computers,
no overhead projectors, no whiteboards, no ergonomically-
designed desks, no TVs, no DVD players, and no air
conditioners. Nevertheless, the students were full of
energy and the teachers had passion despite being paid a
meagre salary. (See the answer key to a test we found

nearby the staffroom on the next page.)
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It was at that moment, when I looked into that
classroom, that I realized what motivates a teacher to
teach: to sacrifice all you have for your students and to
expect nothing in return. It seems that the rest, the teaching
theories, philosophies, textbook materials, classroom
technology, bonuses and so on, are all extras. If you want
to give everything you have to your students, you will seek
out whatever you can do to help them and to make their
futures better despite the challenges of the current
situation. Instead of teaching to escape practicing social
work in Canada, I now want to fully commit to my role as
an English instructor providing my students with a positive
and empowering experience of learning English. As I
continue as a teacher, I hope that I can be true to this

motivation.

Bio: I have been living in Japan for nearly
ten years after graduating with a Bachelor
of Social Work completing practicums in
community development and research to
affect policy change in Winnipeg,

Canada. Recently I received a Master of
Arts in Integrated Studies with a focus on
global change and community studies.
Currently I am teaching at Rikkyo University in Tokyo
where I have the opportunity to explore and experiment
with fostering learning autonomy, developing inter-cultural
awareness and using shadowing in English discussion
classes. In my free time I enjoy volunteering to help the
homeless, studying Japanese and doing yoga, as well as
going to art museum and DJ parties.
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An answer key found nearby the staff room
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