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terms, I will surely try to plan one. I also 
want to work as a research assistant. 

Knowing how research goes is important to 
me, and it is great to do such a job at 

Dartmouth.” 

What do you wish you would have have 
known earlier?

“I should have realized that life is not only 
becoming professional of one thing. Of 

course a primary objective of study abroad 
is our academic matters, but just itself never 

solves all the problems we encounter, nor 
makes all our dreams come true. We learn 

from the whole experience of being abroad, 
not just the classes.” 

Any other questions you want to ask 
yourself?

“This might be philosophical, but I will ask 
myself what I can do to make my life 
better. Ultimately, it means what is the 

meaning of life? The answer to this 
question, I believe, varies depending on 

the person. Also, how can I make my 
exchange program better? I know the 

answer, although some people state that 
the answer to the ultimate question is 

“42” (from the movie Hitchhiker’s Guide to 
the Galaxy), I think it is "loving what you 

do.” 

Learner View

My Duel With Daiki: 
One Classroom 
Narrative and a Brief 
Analysis using 
Concepts in Socio-
Cultural Theory
Danielle Lott 
Nagoya University of Foreign Studies

Part 1: Classroom Narrative

Daiki walked into class and grabbed a seating card. 
“B?” he said. “Ugh, I’m at her table. Give me 
another card,” he wheedled. 
The tutor handing out seating cards was firm.  
“Nope, you’ll be alright,” he said. I admired his 
resolve.
Daiki tossed his bags next to my table and walked 
right back out of class without a word.
I knew that Daiki was fluent in English from his time 
living abroad, but his attitude could be frustrating to 
the other students, not to mention the tutors.

In the Power-Up Tutorial (PUT) class, students had 
the chance to talk to five different native speakers 
and each other. You never knew what group of 
students would land at your table because seating 
was randomly assigned and changed over the 
course of the class. It was impossible to predict 
what kind of conversation would arise out of such a 
mixed dynamic. Last week, for example, I had 
witnessed an explosive combination of students in 
Daiki’s group of three. I saw one of his speaking 
partners, a student not-unskilled, but not fluent like 
Daiki, intimidated into silence. The other student 
was closer to Daiki’s speaking ability. She doggedly 
continued the conversation, almost by herself, as 
her stress became more and more visible. 
Eventually she demanded that he contribute before 
the whole conversation deteriorated into frustrated 
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silence.

However, Daiki’s attitude had not been directed at 
me in the past, and I was at a loss.  I thought of the 
advice other tutors in the class had given me.  
“He’s manipulative,” one tutor had said. “You have 
to prepare yourself for it. Don’t give him any 
leeway.” Conversely, another tutor had told me that 
Daiki had problems with authority, and any 
attempts to invoke it would close him up. “We 
should handle him with humor,” this tutor had 
advised. I tried to manage my frustration and 
continue focusing on the students in front of me. It 
was difficult.

Ten minutes later, Daiki noisily bustled back in with 
a drink that he had obviously just bought from the 
convenience store. He took out his phone and 
started to text. 

“If you don’t want to be here, you can leave,” I told 
him. I had had enough.
“No, I want to see you! NOT,” he snorted.

I did my best to ignore him and continued checking 
the students’ conversation cards. Before class, 
students were asked to write their opinions on that 
week’s topic, which was “What I Value.” 
Finally, it was time to talk to Daiki about his card. 
As usual he had written the bare minimum. I knew 
that for fluent kids like him, these cards could feel 
like a waste of time, so I wanted to give him the 
chance to elaborate.

“Would you mind explaining this to me? Why do 
you think this is important to you?” I asked gently.
“I can’t explain why because I just copied this from 
the example in the book,” he said with a bored 
yawn.
“Alright, if that’s all you want to say then you’re on 
your own for the conversation. Good luck.”   

It was getting harder and harder for me to keep my 
patience, but it was time for pair practice, and I was 
going to have to speak with him one on one. 
As soon as the other two students at the table 
turned their attention to each other, Daiki turned the 
tables on me.

“So, what’s so important to you?” he demanded.
“Hold on a second,” I said. 

Students didn’t usually ask me about myself, and I 
had little practice answering such big questions.

“See! Even you don’t know. It’s too hard to just 
come up with something on the spot.”

I wanted to remind him that he had had the entire 
week to prepare for these questions before class.

Instead, I said, “Well, I think nostalgia is really 
important to me.”
“Why’s that?” he asked, looking like he didn’t really 
care about the answer.
“I think it’s because, well, I live really far away from 
home. I’ve lived in Japan for over 8 years now, ever 
since I got out of college… in fact I can’t say that I 
really have a home, because when I’m in America I 
don’t feel American, and when I’m in Japan, like, I’ll 
never be Japanese, so…I think remembering good 
things from my past, from my childhood, has 
become really important to me.”

“Yeah…me too. I lived in Europe, so I don’t feel 
Japanese, but I’m not European… I don’t want to 
live there, but yeah…I know how you feel.”

His conversation card was terrible. He had been 
late on purpose. He had deliberately made every 
minute of class difficult. Even at that moment, he 
was doing his best to look disengaged, turning his 
body away from me, staring at the floor. 

There was nowhere else I wanted to be.

Part 2: Brief Analysis through 
Concepts in Socio-Cultural Theory

As Daiki’s teacher I can only make conjectures 
about his (ontogenetic) history; a better way to 
ascertain that would be an interview, in which he 
willingly describes his experiences living abroad 
and their impact. I don’t have that option. This is 
due to the fact that this moment of shared 
understanding with Daiki was just that- a moment.  
He never became forthcoming about himself, or 
particularly respectful. However, what I can do is 
attempt to interpret Daiki’s actions in that moment 
in the terms of sociocultural theory in order to come 
to grips with them and, if possible, share my 
understanding, which I hope to be helpful to other 
educators who have been in a similar position.

Daiki’s identity and role in the class are at the 
center of this narrative. Through his behavior I get 
a picture of an identity in flux. Perhaps as he came 
to adulthood in the different contexts of Europe 
and Japan, he learned how to conduct himself in 
ways that are sometimes viewed as “un- 
Japanese.” For example, showing disrespect to 
someone just a few months older than you, much 
less a teacher, is not unheard of but culturally 
anathema. And while Daiki was reluctant to share 
information about himself, he was never shy about 
expressing negative emotions or unpopular 
opinions, also unusual in a society where group 
harmony is so valued.  
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In other words, in Europe he was a foreigner, but 
went to an American school; due to hardships he 
may have experienced, or cultural norms that he 
had internalized, he expressed on this (and other) 
occasions that he also felt like a foreigner in his 
native country. I imagine that in the midst of the 
vulnerability of internal conflict, he may have 
learned to share less of his true self around others. 
Perhaps he wasn’t sure of who that true self was. 
To cope with this vulnerability, perhaps Daiki 
learned to mediate his surroundings, rather than 
be mediated by uncertainty, fear, or others. He 
often tried to command the space of the classroom 
by being noisy, throwing around his possessions, 
and flouting the rules at every chance. 

In these ways and others the context of the 
classroom and each conversation group was 
shifted by Daiki’s identity. Unlike most of the other 
students in this (honors) class, he didn’t gain his 
fluency in English through hard work and study. He 
became fluent through assimilation into a foreign 
culture, and socialization. This mediated his view 
of PUT class in that he had already interacted 
much with native speakers. He probably viewed 
this kind of practice as a waste of time. In other 
instances, he also seemed to view interaction with 
less fluent classmates as boring or irrelevant, which 
would naturally alter the quality of group interaction.
We throw this volatile cocktail of experience and 
feeling into PUT’s class structure, which serves as 
a petri dish for the bounding and rebounding effects 
of sociocultural interaction. We never knew what 
kind of conversations would occur because the 
conditions were always changing. Each 
conversation was co-constructed between the 
randomly chosen speakers in (potentially) 
collaborative dialogue. This is because as 
learners attempt to communicate with near-peers of 
differing language ability and opinions, there is 
tremendous scope for language production and 
growth.

This makes the PUT environment itself a 
community of practice, totally dependent on its 
members to shape interaction, and therefore, 
language production. Daiki, as a prominent 
member, affected and was affected by the other 
students in both negative and positive ways. He 
would often snag a couple of his buddies to show 
up late as a group, but when he was partnered with 
them during conversation, he was observed 
speaking English almost happily. In such a case we 
might say that his Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD) opened up, where interaction can result in 
increased language production and development is 
more likely to take place.  However, as shown in 
the narrative, some students were afraid of him, 
preventing a ZPD from taking place. Some fought 
back but gave up in frustration, which would briefly 

increase language production before extinguishing 
it completely.  

The homework for PUT class, conversation cards, 
also mediated the experience of Daiki as well as 
his speaking partners. Students produce these 
cards based on their own opinions and feelings 
a b o u t a p a r t i c u l a r t o p i c ( a i m i n g a t 
intersubjectivity). These cards are meant to 
scaffold conversation. However, Daiki already 
possessed a high degree of fluency, so he didn’t 
seem to regard this scaffolding as necessary.  In 
addition, the topic for that week, “What I Value,” 
provided another affective barrier to his 
experience and therefore his language production. 
Daiki was uncomfortable talking about himself or 
anything private, so he preferred copying an 
example card to sharing his true feelings. This in 
turn prevented a ZPD from occurring. It would take 
a willing student or tutor to try different methods 
and create a Zone of Proximal Adjusting (ZPA) to 
meet Daiki where he was, but considering his 
behavior, the chances of this happening were 
becoming more and more slim.

One only has to glance at the narrative to see that 
the interplay between emotions, experience and 
identity within tutors plays no small part in the PUT 
environment, as well. My own educational 
background, in which disrespectful students could 
be removed from the classroom, conflicted with the 
values of many Japanese schools, which seem to 
view public education as a right for even the “worst” 
of students.  

However, I’m sure many teachers regardless of 
background would experience frustration. Daiki 
challenged my identity because I felt that as a 
teacher and person, I merited more respect. I 
feared that it reflected on me poorly as a leader to 
tolerate his behavior, and that other students would 
“catch” his disrespect. My ability to think clearly and 
adjust my ZPA to the other individuals at the table 
was affected by my frustration. In this case I 
employed languaging or private speech to deal 
with the situation, by recalling the advice of my co-
workers. 

In the end, I was ready to give up. Because I had 
no options left (or because I had to talk to him one 
on one in pair practice!) I had to share my own 
values and experiences. Forced pair practice 
became an affordance, where I had the chance to 
open up about myself to continue the conversation. 
As he realized that he and I shared a facet of our 
identity, his ZPD opened up, if only momentarily. 
This experience could have been a moment of 
sociocognitive conflict for Daiki, where his 
preconceptions gave way as he learned more 
about where I was coming from. What I do know is 
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that, for me, it was a moment of sociocognitive 
conflict and resolution, when I saw that treating 
him as a person and instead of a problem, could 
result in connection.

Bio:

Danielle Lott is an MA TESOL student at Nagoya 
University of ForeignStudies, where she also 
serves as Materials Coordinator for the Power-Up 
Tutorial Program in the Department of English and 
Contemporary Society.

Activities to Share

Free Italian! Spread 
the Fun!
Tania Convertini  
Italian Professor at Dartmouth University

After hearing Tim Murphey talk about 
the power of "Students Teaching What 
They Learn" on March 4th at Dartmouth 
college, Tania came up with a cool 

project for her Italian 3 class to use in 
spring 2015:

Dear students,
You have learned Italian. Now it’s time to spread 
the fun and teach it to someone on campus. First 
identify a potential Italian learning partner for your 
project: a friend, an administrator, a custodian, a 
professor, a librarian, a dean, you name it. You can 
even dare to approach the President if you like; to 
my knowledge, he does not speak Italian. Explain 
your project and your goals (we will discuss it 
together in class) and make arrangements to teach 
them something in Italian. Make sure you ask about 
them and what they might like to learn in Italian. Be 
a good teacher and listen! Would they like to learn 
a song, a few survival sentences for traveling such 
as ordering in a restaurant or getting directions or 
maybe a beautiful Italian poem?

After you have agreed with your learning partner on 
what they want to learn, research the necessary 
material (since you will have to teach it). Then 
prepare your lesson and meet with your partner for 
the teaching session. Remember that teaching 
must be fun and engaging, otherwise the learning 
is boring. Give your learning partner some material 
to study and maybe a little test so that s/he can 
retrieve what s/he learned. You will then meet one 
more time to see if s/he can remember and use the 
lesson you taught.
We will invite all the Italian 3 learning partners for a 
final “Free Italian Spread the Fun” celebration that 
we will all be hosting at the end of the semester!

One last note: I know this might seem impossible 
because everyone is in love with Italian. However, if 
you can find learning partners who show very little 
interest in learning Italian, it will be even better. It 
might be more challenging to teach them but 
eventually it will be more rewarding because you 
will win them over with our beautiful language. Are 
you ready to spread the fun of Italian? I am!
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