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“Out Of The Blue”: 
An Autoethnography
Emiko Hirosawa 

In a high school staffroom.

“English education in Japan is helpless,” I was 
thinking as I was thinking about my next class. 
What I needed to prepare for was to have an 
explanation for why a certain blank in a sentence 
had to be filled with the word “blue”. “People can 
just live without ever knowing or using this 
phrase… I mean, I’ve never used it myself,” I 
mutter. The phrase went, “The man visited her out 
of the (     )”.

There were multiple reasons I could give in a flash 
for complaining about teaching a trillion of these 
phrases. Most of all, if the students were at the 
level of using this phrase, they would probably be 
able to guess the meaning by context and just learn 
that the word that fits in the bracket would mean 
nothing to them anyway.

They would need to have the awareness to imagine 
what “blue” was. They would need to know the 
background culture that “blue” connects to big and 
immense bodies of space, just like Japanese will 
link the same color to immatureness or veracity. 
English, like any language, has taste, smell, 
temperature. Why am I telling them what an apple 
tastes like, when all they need is just a bite?

I look around and Mr. Kamoda is right in front of me 
busily drinking water to help his gout. The other 
English teacher sitting next to me looking at the 
‘red book’ with so much zeal that he could burn a 
hole in it. The ‘red book’ is a book series sold at 
regular bookstores usually taking up significant 
amount of space in the bookshelves. They are 
usually about two to three centimeters thick and 
they really stand out because of their coercive 
bright red cover. Every book has a name of a 
university on the cover in bold gothic font, 
announcing which university’s past entrance exams 
test questions it holds. Casting another glance at 
my neighbors I sigh and start walking to my next 
English class. OC, oral communication classes 
were never oral at three of the high schools I have 
worked at. MEXT apparently wanted oral 
communication going on in high school classes, so 
it became a required course. But in three out of 
three high schools I’ve worked at, they called it by 

its assigned name and made it a non-oral no-
communication class. 

C a r r y i n g a d i c t i o n a r y - l i k e ‘ b u n p o -
sankosho’ (reference book of English grammar) 
and a ‘book of 3000 most frequent phrases 
appearing on university entrance exams’, I sigh 
again. I step into the classroom. Senior 2 students. 
Not even looking up. Diligent and skillful teenagers, 
who just sit there lifeless. Some seemed as if they 
were stone made statues never moving an inch or 
their line of sight fixed to the floor. Some constantly 
moving their red pens to mark their answers. Some 
hiding behind a pile of books on their desks with a 
clear intent to not show what they are doing. I am a 
living sound recorder, saying the answers and 
explaining the dead, tasteless, reason of why some 
word was the correct word to fill in the gap. Gap-
filling. I came to number 35, “out of the (     ),” and 
announced the answer and thought I needed to 
explain what was behind the word blue. And I stop. 
I look at the class. And I could just see that they 
had no interest, more precisely, they didn’t care 
who was there to talk to them, except their ever-
beloved homeroom teacher, Mr. Nezu, also an 
English teacher and head of department. I had 
heard that this specific class had a very bad 
relationship with their previous homeroom teacher 
and Mr. Nezu was the only teacher that got through 
to them. In other classes, the older teachers had 
told me, that they were pretty much spiritless but if 
you tried to go near them, they would suddenly 
come to life to bite at you.  

The school, several years ago, was a school that 
nobody chose to go to. They had rough students 
with no intention of studying. Some heroic teacher 
had revived the school, giving up his own life to 
karoshi. The school had changed into a ‘shingaku-
ko’, a school to prepare as many students as 
possible to enter high stakes universities, and the 
whole school was about it. The students were 
separated into their homerooms according to their 
supposed ability level. The higher you were up the 
ladder the more powerful they thought you were. 
Students looked down on other students based on 
supposed ability level. And the whole school cared 
and shared the same goal, ‘work, memorize and 
get higher scores!!!’ 

I leave the classroom and sigh for the third time. 
There was not enough air to breathe. When a 
teacher like me does not get energy from classes, 
she hears the crumpling of her heart as it dies 
everyday. Without constructive relationships and 
interaction with students and other staff members, I 
die. Just like a plant given no sunlight. It dries up 
and you slowly feel yourself shrinking and dying, 
especially in social situations where you have no 
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one as a role model to keep you thinking “I’m 
learning!”

To be honest, until then I wasn’t aware of my 
thoughts toward English. I had always loved 
Japanese. I have a Japanese teaching license and 
an English one. I wanted to be a Japanese teacher 
or a PE teacher at first. Moving further back in time, 
when I was a high school student. Slowly pulling 
my thread of thought, I recalled an event in life 
which very gently shook every bone inside me. It 
was a moment of enlightenment that my not-so-
close friend had given me, that education and 
excitement to learn could change a person’s course 
of life. I suddenly became aware that I became a 
teacher because I believed in the positive powers 
of education, and working for anything else meant 
contradicting myself. My power was the love of 
language, I got strength by interaction and 
establishing rapport with my students, and seeing 
smiles with a sense of empowerment they get from 
being educated. If I wasn’t doing that, I was dead 
as a teacher. I had to find another way to earn a 
living. It was for the survival of the teacher inside 
me that I decided to change schools. I placed my 
loyalty in myself, not the school. If the schools’ 
“good” intentions made it impossible to sustain my 
image of myself, there was no argument. I had to 
leave. (According to Merton’s strain theory (1957), I 
count myself as one of the “rebellers”, I had 
different goals and so I needed to act in different 
ways.)

I had already decided to leave the school by May 
and I was angry. Angry because no one really 
cared about students’ future learning. Angry 
because the English teachers didn’t care about 
English. Angry because it was unfair that they 
called themselves “English teachers” when all they 
did was read answer books aloud and check and 
do English to Japanese translations. Most of all, 
angry because the school was going to survive for 
another twenty or more years, each year accepting 
nearly a thousand students, innocent students, and 
transforming them into point-getting zombies or 
nerve racking nerds that were confident to look 
down on peers just because they got higher marks, 
with hardly any teachers showing them how to love 
learning and improving.

The next school was located pretty far from where I 
lived, so I decided to live alone. It was an exciting 
challenge because it was my first time teaching 
elementary school children and the younger junior 
high students. The school had given me a 
temporary teachers license that allowed me to 
teach elementary school children. The school was 
in their second year, and it was more exciting that 
the school was founded on providing alternative 
education and installing innovative teaching 

methods that might not be mainstream but were 
proven by neuroscience to be effective and 
teachers had the agency and autonomy to 
determine course material and methods or pretty 
much anything if it didn’t cost much and was a 
powerful way to learn. The school boasted that its 
concern was how the students would be when they 
became 30, not short term goals, such as entrance 
exams. 

The first year was chaos but good. Faculty and 
students were all about knowing how to grow. The 
English department was only the head of the 
department and me. And she was a great teacher 
and a great role model for the students. She had a 
very warm heart and showed genuine interest in 
how the students were improving. She had never 
lived abroad, she was educated in the old 
seemingly-never-ending translation method and still 
managed to keep her spirits up about the language 
and loved interacting in English with the students. A 
very tough woman she was and I admired her. She 
would always give me an hour long ride to the 
biggest train station, but we could never finish our 
conversations about our classes, our students’ 
progress, and problems and how we could provide 
quality English to them. We had a textbook, which 
we never followed. We referred to it every once in a 
while, but even the students forgot about it because 
they knew that it didn’t contain excitement or 
intelligence. They knew intelligence resided within 
and they were the ones responsible to nurture it. 

It had been like that for a while, all exciting and 
building confidence as a teacher who could create 
effective teaching/learning material tailored to the 
students. Most of the material was made by hand, 
and the students loved it. I had fully regained 
happiness and efficacy as a teacher and felt 
powerful with the support from my favorite head of 
the department.

Every now and then, the owner of the school 
decided to send annoying people as administrators, 
but the faculty had good teamwork. It was annoying 
and bothering like a fly above your head, but once 
at the work you loved, it didn’t bother you that 
much, even if you noticed that you had more flies 
buzzing over my head than others. Then came a 
time when the owner of the school started 
interfering, a little too much. His daughter had 
enrolled and nobody knows if that was why he was 
interfering so much, but he had used so much to 
force his own way that it caused all the dynamics to 
change. We started to have a significant number of 
teachers leaving the school mid-year due to mental 
breakdown. The students, if you couldn’t establish 
good rapport with them, were actually quite taxing 
to handle. We had a few mental breakdowns in the 
first year, more in the second year. The owner had 
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decided that he was not going to make a high 
school which he had promised to for the students in 
the junior-high school to move on to, providing the 
same kind of unique education that the students 
and teachers had been building. The new decision 
was that they were to join another junior-high, high 
school run by the same owner that focused on 
passing the university entrance exams. 

All of a sudden, Eden fell to earth. Secondary 
school (grade 5 to 8), where I was teaching, was 
suddenly demanded to change the curriculum to 
suit the other junior-high and high school. We had 
to become a prep-school for a prep-school. Our 
principal, who was a dreamy man, seemed good at 
making grand statements about the school’s future 
but not a warrior. A lot of back-bone-breaking 
changes fell from the sky like toxic rays from the 
sun, burning our skin badly and the ozone layer 
that was supposed to soften the crash turned out to 
be a complete decoy. It was time to leave again.

I hadn’t recognized at that time, but I had built a lot 
of continuously palpable efficacy as a teacher 
around me. I knew what I wanted. A place where I 
could innovate education powerful enough to allow 
students to decide and explore their own destinies 
in practice. At such a place I knew I could improve 
and stay as a teacher, grow as a teacher. There 
was no fear. No one takes a path to a determined 
death. If there was a way out, even if changing 
paths involved a few risks, I was looking.

A book by Dweck recently told me that I seemed to 
have a growth mindset. I value the sense of 
improvement more than achievement. The book 
described people who did the opposite. They 
judged themselves as lacking ability to develop and 
committed themselves to a certain level for life. 
They had a fixed mindset. I fear a lot of Japanese 
teachers and adults become permanently fixed by 
their own mindsets. They obsess over points and 
tangible material aspects of human behavior, 
scores and test results.

People are different and I do not intend to tell them 
they are wrong but I have seen more than enough 
people who are unhappy and in pain with their own 
mindset. Whenever the unhappy people with a 
fixed mindset and I had conversations about how 
frustrated they were with the school system or the 
administrators, they would say, “Oh well, this is life. 
There’s no way out. I mean, I can’t ask for more 
when there are other teachers who should be more 
frustrated than I am.” And then sadly go back to 
their seats to do their never ending paperwork at 
nine o’clock in the evening. Usually, they are 
surprised at my resume. The way I change schools 
whenever I felt the need to and building myself up 
on the experience. But usually the conversation 

ends with “Well I’m not as gifted as you are. I wish I 
could do the same,” and a deep sigh. 

Dweck says mindsets can be changed. If a certain 
mindset is making teachers unhappy and stagnant, 
I thought it might be a good idea to tell my story. 

Learning for me always seemed to happen 
whenever my expectations were reversed and I 
was surprised. Whenever I had no doubt of 
something working out perfectly, it didn’t. It 
happened at the age of four, when I was intending 
to tell my mother that my shoes were too small by 
telling her, “Oka-san my shoes are cute.” I kept 
repeating the word cute. I hadn’t recognized that I 
was mistakenly using it for the word “kyu-kutsu” /
kju:ktzu/. As a four-year-old child, first time living 
abroad, both were new words to me. It wasn’t until 
my mother finally got my message and said, “Ah-
huh! You mean “kyu-kutsu”! The word you’re saying 
is “cute”!” Then I realized that I was using the 
wrong word and somehow living in two intertwining 
worlds.

Another little mistake/learning story that was an ah-
ha moment in my language learning was when I 
asked a boy sitting next to me to pass me the 
“hocchikis”. I clearly remember his puzzled look, 
and him hesitantly asking me “You want a hot 
kiss??” I was startled! I could guess he was too. I 
had asked for the stapler. The Japanese word for it 
is “hocchikis”. I never doubted it had another name 
in English because it is written in “katakana”, a set 
of letters we use to express imported language, in 
Japanese. That was the moment that I became 
aware that I was using two different languages and 
t h e t w o l a n g u a g e s w e r e n o t a l w a y s 
interchangeable and I was somehow mixing the 
two languages depending on the context around 
me.  

Learning was almost always accompanied by 
mistakes and misunderstandings. They came hand 
in hand. And usually a generous smile or a few 
times of commenting on the incident was enough to 
make me realize and learn that mistakes were 
nothing to be ashamed of, but a learning 
experience that formed an important part of my 
mindset and developed my character.

Bio:
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<<Emiko Hirosawa just finished her MA TESOL 
degree at Kanda University of International Studies 
(February, 2017). This auto-ethnography was an 
explanatory appendix to her thesis on the need for 
teachers to see student mistakes as “treasures” to 
guide learners to better learning and teachers to 
better teaching.
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Hands on Tokyo 

Hands on Tokyo is a dedicated 
portal for bilingual volunteering 
devoted to connecting individuals 
and groups with meaningful 
volunteer service opportunities in 
and around Tokyo. Once you 
register on their site, you can 
sign up for a variety of service 
projects coordinated by Hands on 
Tokyo through the website. This 
includes various disaster relief 
projects, serving in children's and 
senior homes, teaching English 
classes, running sports camps 
for people with disabilities, 
making rice balls, making balloon 
art to decorate children's homes, 
and various other opportunities. 
All projects are run by volunteer 
leaders who recruit volunteers, 
p r o v i d e o r i e n t a t i o n , a n d 
coordinate all projects so you 
never have to worry about a 
project falling apart due to lack of 
leadership.

Nature Conservation Society of 
Japan 

The Nature Conservation Society 
of Japan is an independent NPO 
focused on conservation and 
advocacy. The organization has 
been around since 1949 in one 
form or another and they work 
through a variety of programs to 
contribute to the conservation of 
n a t u r a l e c o s y s t e m s a n d 
biodiversity around Japan. Their 
"Way to Biodiversity" project 
focuses on connecting people 
with nature through field trips and 
various other activities that seek 
to support biodiversity.

http://www.nacsj.or.jp/english/index.html
http://www.nacsj.or.jp/english/index.html
http://www.handsontokyo.org/en/home
http://www.nacsj.or.jp/english/index.html
http://www.nacsj.or.jp/english/index.html
http://www.handsontokyo.org/en/home

