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1.0 Introduction

Most experienced EFL teachers have well-articul ated beliefs about
what makes good teachi ng and good teachers. Richards and
Lockhart (1995), in commenting on this "culture of teaching" say:

"Teachers' belief systems are founded on the goals, values and beliefs teachers hold
inrelation to the content and process of teaching, and their understandi ng of the
systens in which they work and their roles within it. These beliefs and val ues
serve as the background to nuch of the teacher's decision making and action .

(p. 30).

However, few foreign teachers in Japan can speak w th equal

convi ction about our students' educational beliefs and goals.
From what background do they make their decisions? How do their
val ues differ fromteachers?

Thi s paper reports on the first stages of a cross-cultural

et hnographi c research project in the Niigata Prefecture. The
stated purpose of this part of the project was to di scover what
qualities Japanese coll ege students feel are inportant in good
t eachers.

2.0 Research Considerations

Before reporting on the actual project, it would be appropriate
to discuss the ethnographic research tradition, and where it fits
in the spectrum of other research disciplines. The reliability
and validity of this research both external and internal, wll be
di scussed.

Chaudron (1995:13) highlights four well-docunented traditions in
L2 research: Psychonetric, Interaction Analysis, D scourse

Anal ysi s, and Ethnographic. Wth regard to these traditions,
Nunan (1989) says, "each of these research nethodol ogi es has a
different focus and function, and it is not possible to say that
one is necessarily better than another w thout knowi ng what it is
that the researcher is trying to find out . . . " (p. 4). The



two main traditions comonly associated wth L2 research are the
psychonetric and et hnographic traditions.
Psychonmetric research is concerned with quantitative results. It
enpl oys experinents, statistical tests and control groups to "
collect facts and studies the relationship of one set of
facts to another. They nmeasure, using scientific techniques that
are likely to produce quantified and, if possible, generalizable
conclusions” (Bell, 1995:1). Psychonetric research is often used
to statistically neasure the inprovenent of students' test scores
after being exposed to a different teaching nmethod, technique or
teaching materi al s.

Et hnogr aphi c research deals with qualitative (or interpretive)
results. It uses surveys, systematic observation, and journals

to seek insight rather than statistical analysis" (Bell,

1995: 2). Ethnographi c research observes, describes and
interprets the classroomin ways simlar to those enpl oyed by
ant hr opol ogi sts when they study unfamliar cultures and

soci eties" (Nunan, 1989:4). Ethnographic research is often
applied in research on the classroom"culture" or sone other

aspect of the students' |earning experience.

Psychonetric research then, to use Long's (1983a) term nol ogy, is
a theory-then-research approach interested in data, while

et hnographic research is a research-then-theory approach
interested in know edge. Wiile there is sone debate about which
type of is nore valuable to L2 research, Nunan's (1989) advice is

to acknow edge that different projects wll have
di fferent purposes and audi ences, and that it is these purposes
and audi ences which should determ ne the research nethodol ogy and

design" (p. 10).

The division between these two traditions is essentially



i deological. As Gotjahn (1987) docunented in his eight research
par adi gns, nost research projects use a m xture of psychonetric
and et hnographi c research techniques. This research project used
an open-ended survey design which fits squarely in the

et hnographic tradition. Gotjahn (1987:60) would identify the
technique as a Paradigm 6 (Exploratory-Quantitative-Statistical)
or Paradigm 7 (Exploratory-Quantitative-Interpretive) research

i nstrunent, dependi ng upon how one interprets the data collected
fromthe survey. The open-ended survey design has a

non- experinmental design, and produce qualitative data that can be
anal yzed either statistically or interpretively.

2.1 Reliability and Validity
These concepts are central when considering a research
instrument. Bell (1995:64-65) defines reliability as " . . . the
extent to which a test or procedure produces simlar results

under constant conditions on all occasions”, and validity as

whet her an item nmeasures or describes what it is supposed to
measure or describe". The two are commonly separated into
internal reliability, external reliability, internal validity and
external validity. Nunan (1992) defines internal reliability as
"t he consistency of data collection, analysis and
interpretation”, and external reliability as "the extent to which
i ndependent researchers can reproduce a study and obtain results
simlar to those obtained in the original study" (p. 14). He
defines internal validity as "the interpretability of research",
and external validity as "the extent to which the results can be
generalized fromsanples to popul ations" (p. 15). If no
precautions are taken, any research is vulnerable to
unreliability, but ethnographic research often has a | arger
burden in protecting itself from such threats.

LeConpte and Goetz (1982) say the internal reliability of
et hnographi c research can be strengthened if nore than one



researcher works on the project, others are conducting the sane
research in simlar settings, and if the data is systematically
recorded in sone manner. The external reliability of rep grids
can be strengthened if the researcher carefully details the

subj ects, process, conditions, formof analysis, and formof data
collection. Nunan (1992) coments on LeConpte and Goetz, saying

that protections against threats to reliability can be
summarized in two words -- care and explicitness . . . if one is
careful in the collection and analysis of one's data, and if one
is explicit about the way the data were coll ected and anal ysed,
then one can reasonably claimreliability for one's

i nvestigation" (p. 62).

Nunan (1992:59) adds that if one is not |ooking for casual

rel ati onshi ps between vari ables and is not concerned with
generalizing the results to represent a | arger group, then
validity will not be a pressing issue. As long as there is no

bi as about which subjects were chosen for the research,

et hnographi c research by design can claimto have a high |evel of
internal validity.

Et hnogr aphi ¢ research such as an open-ended survey design can
make reasonable clains to external validity not through
generalization, but through conparability and translatability:

"Comparability requires that the ethnographer delineate the characteristics of the
group studies or constructs generated so clearly that they can serve as a basis for
conparison with other like and unlike groups . . . Translatability assunes that
research met hods, analytic categories, and characteristics of phenomena and groups
are identified so explicitly that conpari sons can be conducted confidently.
Assumi ng conparability and translatability provides the foundation upon which

conparisons are made" (Leconpte and Goetz, 1982:34).

That is to say, if other teachers identify simlarities in their

own students after reading the published report, then sone clains
to external validity can be made. Quardi ng agai nst these threats
is challenging, but if the appropriate care and rigor is applied,
hi gher clains to reliability and validity can be nade.



As many of these steps as possible were taken in an effort to
strengthen the internal/external validity and reliability of this
project. W will now proceed with a study of the subjects,
survey procedure and an analysis of the results.

3.0 Subjects
A total of 165 Japanese coll ege students (ninety-nine males and

si xty-six females) participated in the project. It was necessary
to limt the nunber of subjects because the nore conpl ex research
instrunments used in successive stages of the project required a
smal |l er sanple. The subjects included eighty-nine first year
students from Niigata University. Seventy-six third year
students canme from Keiwa Col |l ege, a private four-year |iberal
arts school

More than half the students cane from N igata Prefecture. The
rest were fromvarious prefectures in Honshu or from Hokkai do. A
total of six classes took part in the study, with student majors
representing one of the follow ng departnents: |nternational
Studies (Keiwa College), Pre-Medical, Agriculture, Elenentary
Education, and Econom cs (Niigata University). Al were enrolled
in the required English courses at their university. Each class
met once a week for ninety m nutes, and was conposed of disparate
nunbers of strong and weak | earners.

4.0 Method
The survey was designed to be open-ended, and give the students

as nmuch freedom as possible to express their views. Al answers
were anal yzed according to text frequency and descriptive
statistics. The research question was formulated as: "Wat is a
good teacher?"

To protect against threats to the reliability of this type of



survey, special attention was given to instruct each class the
sane way (LeConpte and Goetz, 1982). Every step of the procedure
was first explained in Japanese and then in English. Before
commencing, all instructions were verified with the stronger
students. These students would then double check with the weaker
students. The stronger student's explanations were carefully
checked to confirmthere were no m sunderstandi ngs. Students
started work on the survey only after everyone was confi dent
about what to do. The subjects' behavior was observed and
recorded in a journal for later reference.

5.0 Procedure

Each class was told they would participate in a research project,
the results of which would be read on a larger forum The
research question was witten in English on the bl ackboard.
Students were asked to brainstormon eight or nore attributes

t hat best described a good teacher. They were assured that no
part of this research was a test consisting of right or wong
answers.

Before starting, the subjects were advised not to m sinterpret
the question by witing: 1) what they personally thought of the
t eacher conducting the research, 2) answers which they perceive
the researchers mght like to read and 3) avoid witing down
qualities they felt applied only to good foreign teachers. They
were encouraged to wite about attributes that would apply to any
t eacher, Japanese or foreign

Due to the | arge nunmber of weak | earners in each class, the

subj ects were asked to express thenselves in Japanese. |If tine

allowed, they were free to translate their answers into English.
Only a fewin each class wished to work alone. The majority

asked to work in groups of close friends. | felt that insisting

on individual work would inplicitly create a test-1like



at nosphere, which woul d negatively influence the subjects
responses. It was also believed that responses produced by these
groups woul d represent the cooperative effort of |ike m nds.

The entire class period was given to fornmulate their responses.
Many students asked for exanples of what they should wite, but

no hints were given to avoid contam nating the survey results.

| ndi vi dual s and nenbers of different groups were asked not to

confer with each other on their answers during the survey

pr ocedure.
What is a Good Teacher?
Text Entry: Frequency Text Entry: Frequency
Kl ND 40 OPEN-M NDED 6
FRI ENDLY 27 UNI QUE
| MPARTI AL 25 6 CLEAN
UNDERSTANDABLE 18 6 SERI QUS
CHEERFUL 17 6 DOESN' T d VE TESTS
PUNCTUAL 6
13 G VES CREDI TS (EASY PASSER) 6
FUN 12 WON' T FORCE OMN OPI NI ON 5
ENTHUSI ASTI C 12 GOOD CHARACTER 5
HUMORQUS 11 RELI ABLE 5
NONVI CLENT 11 | NTERESTI NG LECTURES 5
KNON_EDGEABLE 10 TELLS STORIES FROM H S LIFE 5
VWRI TES I N BI G LETTERS ON BB 10 ACTI VE 5
SPEAKS IN A LOUD VA CE 10 CONSI DERATE
VWRI TES CLEARLY 9 4 SYMPATHETI C
SPEAKS CLEARLY 4 DOESN T TAKE CLASS ROLE
9 4
NOT TOO MUCH HOVEWORK 9 STRI CT 4
G VES EASY TESTS 9 EXPERI ENCED 4
HUMBLE 9 CLEAR EXPLANATI ONS 4
| NTERESTI NG 9 HAS A SENSE OF HUMOR 4
GOOD STORYTELLER 9 LI KED BY STUDENTS 3
GOOD TEACHI NG METHODS 8 FAI R
TELLS | NTERESTI NG STORIES 8 3 EASY EXPLANATI ONS
| NTELLI GENT 3 TALKS ABOUT EXPERI ENCES
8 3 TEACH NG HAS VARI ETY
HONEST 7 3
CAQV TN TAI K \WWTH I NITEDEQTI N2 1| ECCNMhiIc

Due to the newness and challenge of the task, nbst subjects took



bet ween seventy and eighty m nutes to decide upon their el enents.

Most stated having neither the tinme nor the linguistic ability
to translate their responses into English. Al the responses
were collected, translated into English, and textually anal yzed
for response frequency. The nost frequent responses can be found
in Table One. As with nost ethnographic work, this research is
data rich. It is not possible to list all the responses that
occurred once or twice. However, nost of the unlisted responses
represented different aspects of the elenents listed in the
tabl e.

Despite the cognitive strain of the task, students were observed
to be very upbeat and enthusi astic about expressing their

opi nions. The opportunity to express thenselves in a

nont hr eat eni ng at nosphere was observed to be very enpowering for
them An unexpected result was that sone classes whose previous
at nosphere coul d best be described as "chilly" becane very warm
cooperative and responsive after participating in the survey.

6.0 Analysis
The subjects' general portrait of a good teacher is that of a

ki nd- hearted, friendly individual who is open-m nded, synpathetic
but inpartial in student relations and cl ass decisions. He never
resorts to physical violence or forces his opinion on an issue.
She is punctual for class and is fun to be with. He should not
only be very understandabl e but understandi ng. She focuses on

t he needs of her students, not on tests or homework. The good
teacher is know edgeabl e and experienced, but hunble. Whatever
ot her teaching nmethods that he uses, the good teacher is a
storyteller who shares real-life anecdotes of interest to his
students. Her enthusiasmfor teaching, sense of hunor and
cheerful ness wll encourage students to participate with her in
class. The good teacher is one whomthe students | ook up to,
believe in, and depend on.



Thi s depiction of a good teacher conplenents the Japanese senpai
approach to | eadership. The bond between senpai, literally
meani ng "conpani on ahead and k_hai, neani ng "conpani on behind" is

an inportant one in Japan. This nodel for "up-down"
relationships is essential to successful cooperation in Japanese
conpani es, organi zations or institutions. It is natural to
expect therefore, that Japanese students woul d seek out these
ideals in their teachers. Rohlen (1974) describes the

relationship in this way:

"Ideally, the senpai will represent, advise, console, teach and discipline their
k_hai. Khai, inreturn, will confide in, listen to, depend upon, follow and
respect their senpai . . . there is an inplication that |eadership should be as

synpat hetic, protective and unselfish as good senpai" (p. 23).

This may be one of the reasons why students nentioned
storytelling as one practice of a good teacher. Wight (1995)
says that storytelling involves a cl oseness between the speaker
and |istener. The subjects in this sanple seemto support
Wight's plea for teachers in Japan to give the techni que of
storytelling nore of a place in their classes.

However, the issue of nonviolence as one of the top ten responses
canme as a surprise to us. W have personally encountered only a
few teachers who openly speak about striking coll ege students
during class. Bullying fromteachers has had a long history in
Japan (Murakam , 1985 and Horio, 1988). This sanple inplies that
much nore viol ence goes on than we as teachers may be aware of.

The responses in this survey show a striking simlarity to other
"good teacher" studies conducted wth Japanese col | ege students
(e.g., Shimzu, 1995). W feel this strengthens the validity of
this and related studies. The results seemto suggest that
Japanese students are not concerned so nmuch about what their



teacher can do; they are nore interested in who the teacher is.
Character issues far outweigh any skills or abilities the ideal
teacher m ght have.

7.0 Inplications for Teachers

This study does not necessarily suggest that foreign teachers
should sinmply conformto all the student expectations of a good
teacher. The research also indicates that students are | ooking
for sonething unique in their teachers. For that reason, a major
advant age of being a foreign teacher is to give Japanese students
t hat uni que opportunity to interact wwth a representative of the
target |anguage. Possibly some will then be challenged to nmake
al l omances for good teachers that do not easily fit into the
senpai catagory.

However, it is hoped that the information in this paper wll give
interested teachers sone help in how to adjust their approach
(when necessary) to facilitate |learning. For exanple, we now
keep the results in table one wwth us while we teach. Before we
make certain teaching decisions, it has been hel pful to | ook over
the list and consider how our actions mght be interpreted by our
| earners. Especially on those days when students, for one reason
or another, will not respond at all, keeping this |list close at
hand has saved us from pedagogi ¢ di saster.

8.0 Concl usion

More research whi ch enhances our appreciation for the Japanese

"culture of learning"” is needed. A variety of approaches, using
different research instrunents, should be taken in an effort to
deepen our insight into the our |learners' affective filters. In
anticipation of this need, the second part of this project wll
use the personal construct repertory grid procedure as a neans to
further grasp the nmental constructs supporting Japanese student
attitudes towards teachers. Research on the val ues that



teachers, both foreign and national, adhere to should be
i nvestigated as well.

Thi s research encourages increased awareness for foreign
teachers, as they consider the issues which concern their
students. Tenpering our teaching strategies with this know edge
is not only personally enriching; doing so will also enable us to
bridge cross-cultural boundaries. The added rapport will aid us
in facilitating better |earning opportunities for our students.
And in the long run, students will take our efforts to aid in
their |earning experience nuch nore seriously.
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