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Freedom from Cultural Stereotypes:
a Micro-ethnography of a University Teacher
of Japanese as a Second Language
Akemi KURACHI*

Although teachers’ images and cultural stereotypes are likely to influence the way their overseas students
construct a view of their cultures, little research on the cultural stereotypes of teachers has been conducted in
Japan. Prior to this study, the author conducted a survey by questionnaire of teachers, combined with follow-
up interviews of 7 subjects who showed a high degree of awareness and self-control of their own cultural
stereotypes (Kurachi 2003, 2004, 2005). The results of this prior study indicated that nine factors are
significantly related to subjects’ awareness and self-control of their stereotypes.

The purpose of the present study is to build on this prior research by: (1) depicting the background and life-
history of a university teacher who showed the highest level of awareness and control of his own cultural
stereotypes and; (2) investigating how his case differs from those of the other 6 subjects.

The subject of this case study is a male part-time teacher in his late 30’s who has finished a doctoral course
and has lived in foreign countries for more than five years. The interviews revealed the following
characteristic and his life-experience that appear to have contributed to his self-awareness and self-control:
(1) a high quality and quantity of intercultural contacts, (2) higher education, (3) open-minded attitudes
toward child-rearing on the part of his parents, (4) relatively broad life experiences, (5) experiences of
difficulty in other cultures, (6) personal traits such as reflexivity, critical and flexible thinking, appreciation of
change and diversity, intercultural tolerance, and a positive attitude, (7) good interpersonal communication
skills, (8) presence of decent cultural informants when he was abroad.

Among these factors, both his experiences of meeting several groups of informants who helped him
develop a wider and relative perspective toward other cultures, and his personal traits, especially self-
monitoring, tolerance, reflexibity, critical and flexible thinking, seem to be most important in helping him
avoid falling into excessive partiality towards his own or other cultures.

The 8 factors found in this subject were, more or less, found in the 6 other subjects who showed toleration
and self-control. However experiences in other cultures were very much emphasized in the initial male
teacher’s interview. Furthermore the interesting finding was that all 7 subjects’ images of cultural groups and
their processes of gaining awareness of cultural stereotypes were varied/different, one from another, the
experiences of the male subject being especially unique. While many other subjects responded that (1) they

knew how awful it is to stereotype people based on their own painful experiences in the past, or (2) they
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learned about the diversity of people quite naturally through teaching overseas students from different cultural
backgrounds, he explained that he learned from the shock. In his case the shock was not due to his own
experiences of being treated in a biased or stereotypical way by others, but to realizing that his own prior
cultural stereotypes toward a host culture were not appropriate, something that he came to recognize from
interacting with a number of cultural informants. While many other subjects indicated their intention to
refrain from using cultural stereotypes, he mentioned that he does not intentionally control his use of cultural
stereotypes, but when asked to say something about any other cultural group, he imagines a number of
individual faces.

This subject’s behavior contrasted with the results of the prior questionnaire survey in which none of the
Japanese graduates or undergraduates who majored in Japanese as a Second Language were aware of their
cultural stereotypes or could refrain from exhibiting their cultural stereotypes in response to the questionnaire.
This suggests that such students may be affected by a climate of cultural essentialism in the field of Japanese
as a Second Language.

It is concluded that if one intends to release Japanese teachers from their cultural stereotypes, personal
traits such as reflexivity, tolerance, critical and flexible thinking must be deliberately developed, at least at the

college teacher training level.






