Learning Japanese Language and Culture through Literature
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Abstract: In this paper, | will discuss my literature lectures for international
students at Doshisha University’s Center for Japanese Language and Culture. Most
students have already passed the N1 of the Japanese language proficiency test
(JLPT), which can be attributed to their reading ability, but I aim to have my
students gain a more thorough understanding of Japanese language and culture
through a literature focused curriculum. | will introduce the methods | use for
teaching Japanese literature to international students. The handouts | use in my
lectures are attached at the end of this paper.
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Introduction

In this paper, | will discuss my literature lectures for international students
at the Doshisha University Center for Japanese Language and Culture. Most of my
students have already passed the N1 of the JLPT, Japanese Language Proficiency
Test; however, there is still a challenging learning curve for students taking
advanced Japanese classes. There are common barriers students often face
despite having passed the N1 level of Japanese proficiency. Firstly, students often
lose their motivation through the study process, which is focused around passing
the N1 exam. Secondly, many students want to find employment or enter a
graduate program in Japan. | will discuss the approach | use in the classroom for
my literature classes at Doshisha University to cultivate a higher level of
understanding for Japanese language and culture among international students to
better achieve their goals. Through the use of Japanese literature texts and
fostering a collaborative learning curriculum with my students | am able to create an
effective teaching method for international students who desire to advance their
Japanese language abilities. According to the end of semester questionnaire, 95%
of the students were satisfied with my class, and answered that their knowledge
about Japanese literature had become deeper.

I will begin by introducing the curriculum we have at Doshisha University
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Center for Japanese Language and Culture. Then, | will describe my lectures on
Japanese literature. Instead of using a standard textbook, each semester | select
several literary works as the texts to be used in my classes. | will discuss the three
points in choosing a literary work as a classroom text. Next, | will describe how |
conduct my classes using the corresponding handouts that | design. | will conclude
with a discussion on the feedback | have received from students who have taken
my classes.

Doshisha University was founded in 1875 by Joseph Hardy Neesima. It is
one of the oldest private institutions of higher education in Japan and is located in
central Kyoto. Most international students have a strong interest in discovering
Japan and the culture; as a result, Kyoto provides a very appealing place to live and
study for them.

The Center for Japanese Language and Culture was originally opened in
1999; however, it was limited to a small number of students. In 2007, the center
made changes with the intention of offering Japanese language and culture
education for all international students studying at Doshisha University. Currently,
about 300-380 students from 50 different countries are studying in the center

Table 1

0O Beginner

I Elementary Level

II Upper Elementary Level

IIT Pre-Intermediate Level

IV Intermediate Level

V Upper Intermediate Level
VI Pre-Advanced Level

VII Advanced Level
VIII Upper Advanced Level

IX High Advanced Level

Before the start of each semester, students interested in taking classes
provided by the Center must take a placement examination, followed by an
interview. After this initial examination and interview process, the students are
divided into nine levels based on their Japanese ability, with level IX being the most
advanced. We also have a special Level Zero class for the students who have no
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prior experience with studying Japanese. The table above shows the levels
students are placed into.

There are two courses at our center: one is named “Japanese language
intensive course” and the other “Japanese language elective course”. The
Japanese language intensive course offers a subject called ‘General’. The goal of
this course is to help students acquire a well-balanced proficiency in listening,
speaking, reading and writing. The subject ‘General’ is for levels one, two and
three. There are two classes in one day conducted in rotation by five teachers
assigned from Monday to Friday. For students higher than level three, the subject
‘General’ is reduced to one class per day from Monday to Friday. It is also
conducted in rotation by five teachers.

In addition, we have subjects focused on developing only one skill. They
are named “Reading comprehension A, B”, “Oral Expression A, B”, and “Written
Expression”. The subject “Reading comprehension B” is a literature class. | teach
the advanced classes for levels VIII to IX. Most of my students are Chinese,
Taiwanese and Korean. Students in my level are able to read Japanese literature in
Japanese.

My area of study is focused on the literary works of Yukio Mishima. |
started my career as a Japanese teacher in junior high and high schools. | taught
literature to students whose native language is Japanese, and, as mentioned
above, currently, | teach advanced literature classes for international students.
Although most of my students have already passed the N1 JLPT, there are some
difficult points for teachers and students in advanced level classes: first, the
students have already reached their goal of passing N1 and have lost most of their
motivation, thinking their Japanese level is high enough. Second, most of them do
not mean to pursue academic careers that require advanced Japanese; they usually
want to find jobs, but some also enter graduate schools.

However, through the literature class | teach, my advanced students are
able to achieve a higher level of Japanese language and culture comprehension,
thus allowing them to grow beyond the standardized language test proficiency. The
vocabulary and expressions used in literature are much richer than those in
standard textbooks because the authors create their own worlds within literature. If
we are to understand literature, we have to understand the author’s world and way
of thinking. To achieve this, students must understand the differences of Japanese
language and culture on a deeper level. | also have found that by using literature as
the primary tool to engage learning Japanese my students become more motivated.
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My first class at university was for students whose native language was
Japanese. It started at 20:10 and ended at 21:30. From my experience, there are
mainly three kinds of students in my late classes. Some of them are very serious
about the classes, others try to balance work with school, and lastly there are those
who just need the class for a required credit they must fulfill. Based on this type of
experience, | always try to find ways to engage all the students who come to class,
regardless of their backgrounds.

In my lectures, | choose short stories. In order to keep class attendance
high, | do not distribute all texts and handouts in the first session. Students must
come to each class session to receive the relevant materials. At the end of each
class, | use attendance cards to collect the student questions related to the lecture
and text material. In the following week, | introduce the questions and opinions
written on the attendance cards and use them for class discussion. This is a way for
students to directly engage in the learning process and participate in creating the
lectures themselves. | think this method helps me as the instructor to better
understand my students’ learning needs and create a course that is collaborative
and tailored to those enrolled.

Next, | will explain my class on literature, which is titled, “Reading
Comprehension B”. Table 2 is an example of how | structure the course for one

semester:

Table 2

1 Orientation; appreciating waka which are fitting
for the current season

2 Thinking what seasons express in Japanese
literary works, and how

3~6 Modern literature 1

7~8 Classical literature

9 Modern poetry

10~14 |Modern literature 2

15 Conclusion of the class

I want my students to read and enjoy various types of literary works, so we
read both modern and classical literature. For modern literature, | teach the works
of Ogai Mori, Soseki Natsume, Ryunosuke Akutagawa, Kenji Miyazawa, Osamu
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Dazai, Yasunari Kawabata, Yukio Mishima, Shugoro Yamamoto, Amy Yamada, and
Machi Tawara. | also teach famous classical literature, which Japanese students
learn in junior high and high school. For example, The Tale of Taketori, Ise, Geniji,
Heike, The Diary of Kagero, Tosa, noh works, Basho and Wakashu. Furthermore, |
teach modern poetry by Saisei Muro, Kenji, Shuntaro Tanikawa, Hiroshi Yoshino,
and Kazue Shinkawa. | carefully select the literary works for each semester. There
are three main points | consider when selecting texts, connected to important
characteristics of Japanese culture.

What are the characteristics of Japanese culture? For me, the first one are the
seasons. | think the seasons are important in every culture. However, in Japan, it is
especially important that we feel and express seasons not only through traditional
culture, but also in present day life. For example, Tokyo Disneyland always holds
limited seasonal events. Before opening Tokyo Disneyland, the Walt Disney
Company researched Japanese life and decided to do this. Parades, shows,
decorations and souvenirs are in accordance to the changing seasons. Other
Disneyland parks all over the world do not usually hold seasonal events. Recently,
Universal Studio Japan also holds seasonal events. The characteristics of seasonal
events are very limited and events are very short term.

The following is a picture | have taken of the sweet called “Milky Way”, for July 7,
the Tanabata festival.

During the interview conducted by my Korean students with the president of this
sweets company, he said that Korean tourists bought it and posted photos of it on
social media. It became famous and many Koreans came to buy it, but it was sold
for only two months around the Tanabata Festival. They did not know that most
Japanese sweets are changed according to the seasonal events. Later, the
company started making new sweets for the other seasons so as not to disappoint
the tourists.® All my students were very surprised, for two main reasons. First, they

! Interview with Akira Kinoshita (president of Shichijo Kanshundo), October 201
6, at his main office.
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know the easiest way is selling the sweets for all seasons. Second, students know
how much effort the company makes to delight customers from foreign countries. |
do not want to disappoint my students either. | choose literary works which are
fitting for the current season. The students are feeling the seasons in Kyoto and
enjoying them in literary works.

Another important characteristic is yoin & ma. In Japanese culture there is a lot
of ambiguity as we do not show and tell everything directly. Instead, we must use
our imagination to make sense of the ambiguity presented before us. The picture is
of my ikebana work for the New Year. The pine tree, the chrysanthemum and the
branch with red fruits are very typical ikebana for the New Year. A unique
characteristic in my work is the tall flower. The name of the tallest flower is “the bird
of Paradise”. Through my ikebana, | am depicting my New Year's resolution of
taking flight into the future. In Japanese culture we have to use our imagination to
understand what the creators want to convey and how exactly they are doing it.

Lastly, another characteristic of Japanese culture is that it is shaped by
other cultures and literatures. Many works are based on previous literature; this

does not happen only in Japanese, but also in foreign countries. These are the
three points | refer to in choosing a literary work for use in the classroom.

I will now discuss how | conduct my university lectures and how | use my
handouts. In the first session | introduce waka that is fitting for the current season.
Then | give details about waka and haiku, using the corresponding handout
distributed during the first class session in the semester (See Appendix 1).

| ask the students to fill in the blanks as a quiz. The fourth line is one of
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the most famous waka which deals with twilight of late autumn in Shin Kokin Waka
Shu. It expresses the fact that there is nothing in late autumn. We should not pay
attention to the fact that there is nothing in late autumn. The season in literature is
shaped by historical context. Writers select the seasons to express something.

Next is yoin; this is the ending of “Takasebune” by Ogai Mori.

WHFIWZHE T TT RIS, TRBRO N “ ANE o Elrid, BUWkoms 3o
TAT-Tz,  (FREESS Tt )

One of the main themes of this work is the moral dilemmas regarding
euthanasia. In this story, an official guard named Shoubee escorts Kisuke, a
prisoner who killed his brother, to be exiled on an island. Shoubee notices that
Kisuke does not show sadness, instead he is untroubled and in a happy state.
Kisuke killed his brother to spare him from a slow and painful death. Shoubee
continues to contemplate the meaning of death, murder, and crime in the story. The
readers never know if Kisuke‘s actions were right or wrong. Instead, we are left with
an ambiguous ending.

As | mentioned before, most students in the advanced class are Chinese,
Taiwanese and Korean. According to them, if we talk about the literature of their
countries, writers express themselves more directly. The readers can understand
the thought of the writers. Going back to Japanese literature, the students are
surprised and often ask me “Is this the end”? | ask them, in return: “What do you
think about Kisuke? Do you think that he is a murderer? What do you want Shoubee
to do?” During discussion, students realize that they can imagine and provide their
own interpretation of what the ambiguous endings mean. | want them to understand
that there is no single answer in literature.

The third point is that the works are based on previous literature. These
are some of the works | am currently using in class and their sources of
“inspiration”:

Autumn semester, 2015

Osamu Dazai “Seihintan”—Chinese literature, “Kouei”.
Spring semester, 2016

Amy Yamada “Teibou”—Ryunosuke Akutagawa “Toshishun”— Chinese
story “Toshishunden”
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Autumn semester, 2016
Yukio Mishima “Modern Noh works”

After reading the literary work in class, | give students a handout with the
“original” story. We compare the two works and analyze their differences. | ask my
students, “Why did the writers portray certain aspects differently? How did the
works change? What are the themes in the works? What does the writer want to
convey to the readers through the changes?’” We can understand the writer's
thinking through these differences. | have four learning goals in my literature
lectures. The first one is to pay attention to the details of each word and phrase,
thus developing a sense for the Japanese perspective and the meaning behind the
words. To help us with that, there are the seasons, yoin (which we need to interpret
or imagine), and understanding the relationship to the previous literary works.

Japanese is not my students’ native language. So if they are beginners,
understanding Japanese language is the most important. However, in the literature
world, this type of understanding is only the start. Students must go through
different steps, from understanding to individual thought. To do that, | encourage
them to express and exchange opinions with classmates. There are two meanings
to this: one is that they have to express what they feel and consider which Japanese
is the best; second, they must realize that through literature they can better
understand themselves and the others.

| prepare four types of handouts. There are two types of reference
handouts. One is about the writers and the other is about the literary works. There
are texts, words and phrases list, and homework. Appendix 2 is the reference
handout about Natsume Soseki.

Before reading the literary works we study the background of the writer. |
prepare a chronological list of events in the writer’s life which focuses on the works
that I teach in class. In the photo featured in the handout, my students can see me
with Soseki, at his house in Kumamoto (which was unfortunately destroyed in an
earthquake last year). Students asked me about the photos and were interested in
it.

| prepare my own texts, adding furigana next to the Kanji. When |
distribute the texts, some of my students are surprised. Do you know why? My texts
are written in sentences that are presented vertically. According to my students,
they are used to reading texts horizontally. | am also surprised because | have
taught Japanese literature to students whose native language is Japanese, and
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have never used horizontal text. In spite of the students being in the most advanced
class, for some it is their first time to read texts presented vertically.

Appendix 3 is a list of words and phrases for “Hinata” by Yasunari
Kawabata. In “Hinata”, Kawabata used three kinds of onomatopoeic adverbs:
jirojiro, jitto and shigeshige, to refer to the main character's looks. These
onomatopoeia are necessary for understanding this novel. | tell students that each
word used by the writer conveys a meaning and that they can read and understand
the charm of Japanese literature since they have already passed N1. | make the list
not only on words and phrases. | also include pictures of kimono patterns to help the
students better understand the true personality of the characters in the story.
Appendix 4 shows my reference handout. In the story “Hinata”, the word tamoto,
which refers to a part of kimono, appears in the second line. When discussing the
word tamoto | show a picture of a kimono, labeling its different parts. This way, the
students are able to picture the words and meanings in their minds. | also introduce
the phrases, sayings, and words about kimono that are still used today.

As you know, there are many onomatopoeia in Japanese. If | say to my
students that they have to remember the names of the different parts of a kimono,
the phrases and sayings about kimono, and many different onomatopoeia, they
begin to think that they do not want to study Japanese any more. However, through
literature, understanding these things makes the works more interesting. If we do
not know what jirojiro or tamoto mean, we will not be able to understand “Hinata”. |
think the rich expressions used in literature help motivate students to study the
difficult parts of the Japanese language and this will help them achieve a new level
of Japanese understanding and thought.

At the end of the class, | distribute the homework which is named “check
sheet” (See Appendix 5). It has two main goals: first, to check the students’
understanding of the literary works, and second, to understand what kind of
opinions they have. Many students are not used to presenting orally what they think.
If I ask, “Please tell me your opinions”, they say a few words, but in writing they
write a lot and very fluently. | ask the students to read each other’s check sheets
because | want them to know there is no single answer in literature. Through this,
they can know the feelings of their classmates and better understand one another.

If the literature is based on previous literature, | introduce the previous
one. (See Appendix 6) During this year’s spring semester, | taught Amy Yamada'’s
“Teibo”. The characters in the book talk about the works “Kumo no Ito” and
“Toshishun” by Ryunosuke Akutagawa. So, next we study “Toshishun”, based on
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the Chinese story, “Toshishunden”. After that, we read “Toshishunden”, too. At the
end, we compare the two works, “Toshishun” and “Toshishunden”, and | point out
the differences and make sheets accordingly.

For example, in the first line of “Toshishun”, Akutagawa writes “It is a
spring nightfall”. In the sourcebook “Toshishunden”, it is written “it is a cold winter
nightfall” on the third line. When we started to read “Toshishun” | asked the
students, “What do you imagine will happen in the spring nightfall?” They had
already learned how spring is described in Japanese literature in the first class. The
answer was that they expect a happy ending. After comparing it with the source
book, they noticed the season was changed by Akutagawa. They realized that
writers select the seasons to express something. The students then answer
questions about what is different and how the differences have meanings. Through
this, they were able to understand what the writers wanted to convey.

Lastly, | take note of the impressions of my students. | asked my students,
“Please tell me your opinions about the planning and content of my classes”. All
students answered they enjoyed my class and were satisfied with my method. Here
are some of their opinions:

- “I know now that Japanese literature stems from its relationship with previous
literature. | am surprised because the writers are influenced by elements from the
Chinese literature.”

- “| appreciate the sensitive language of Amy Yamada. | have begun reading her
novels because of this class.”

- “The teacher and student’s efforts, abilities, and passion are reflected in the class.
We work together with the teacher to facilitate class discussions and other activities.
It was an enjoyable class for the students and teacher. | hope you will continue to
convey the charm of Japanese literature and culture to your future students.”

Unfortunately, some students say they have never taken classes on
literature before because the main goal during their time in university is to pass N1.
As a result, they do not have the experience of enjoying Japanese literature.
However, | believe students can enjoy and learn many things through
understanding literature. Therefore, the main goal for me is to open up my students
to a new world and perspective through literature.
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