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Abstract

This thesis examines the role of culture in English language learning for Japanese
students at the International School of Diisseldorf (ISD) and the effect this has on the
rate at which these students master English to the level required for academic
SUCCESS.

English 1s the language of instruction in international schools all over the world.
Many of multi-lingual multi-cultural students.only remain in the school for a tew
years before their parents are transferred to other assignments by their employers.
Non-native English speakers need to master English in order to study successfully
and are generally assisted in this by English as a Second Language (ESL)
departments.

At ISD Japanese students make up 25% of the high school population. It was
observed, over a period of time, that these students took longer to reach English
competence and exit ESL classes than their peers of other nationalities.

This ethnographic study is based on observation of classes in Japanese schools, both
in Japan and Germany, together with participant observation, Interviews,
questionnaires, student responses and case studies at ISD over a period of six years.
Data collection concentrated on three key areas the school, the family and
friendships. The research includes a close examination of teaching and learning as 1t
is understood in Japanese schools compared with the culture of teaching and
learning in an international school. Similarly the role of the family in the lives of
young adolescents and their attitudes to friendships 1s examined.

The results show that the culturally determined Japanese norms of teaching and
learning, together with the expectations of families and friendships contrast so
starkly with those of an international school that often neither the teachers nor the
students are able to communicate their needs successtully. The resulting lack of

progress is shown to be due to the cultural mis-match of understandings and
expectations and leads to a situation which can only be resolved through greater

knowledge and understanding of culture and its effects on learning.
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Chapter One

The Root of it all

1 Introduction

Like many ethnographic studies (Heath 1983, Cochran-Smith 1984, Peak 1991), my
research questions are rooted in my personal and professional experience. During my
teacher training in the sixties there was no mention of the issue of teaching students
from other linguistic or cultural backgrounds and consequently no preparation for it.
In my teaching experience in primary schools in England and in Germany, I was
mainly concerned with native speakers of English. This was particularly the case
during the four years I spent teaching the children of British military personnel in
Germany 1n the early seventies. During the following years I taught English as a
foreign language 1n Germany, mostly to adults who were learning English for a
variety of reasons, some of these were professional and others personal. As these
adults were almost all German nationals, I encountered only their culture which 1n
time became part of my own as I was married to a German and immersed in the
German culture. When my own children started German elementary school, the
differences in British and German attitudes, expectations and values especially those
concerned with education, became more evident. I think my children were often
disadvantaged 1in some ways by having a mother whose opinions were the result of
a different cultural background to the German teachers. An example of this 1s the

first dictation one of my sons brought home (he was eight at the time) where he had
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made fifteen mistakes. I suggested to him that it would be far more important to
count the words he had right rather than the mistakes, but this is not the German
way. In a German school, after each unit of learning the children are tested, the
grades are recorded and a new topic is begun. The deficiencies, which have become
apparent through the testing, are never dealt with and this seems to me to take the
emphasis away from the importance of content knowledge while affirming the
importance of test taking and grades. Through these and many other experiences, I

feel a certain affinity with my English as a Second Language (ESL) students as I also

regularly face culturally challenging situations.

When my children were old enough to deal with the vagaries of the German
education system, I returned to full-time school teaching at the International School
of Diisseldort (ISD). I had already taught there as a substitute teacher for music,
drama and English and enjoyed the varniety of students and colleagues, especially
after only having worked with native speakers or German students for so long.
However when I began as a full-time teacher in the English as a Second Language

department, I was confronted by a new type of student for whom I was woefully

unprepared.

The students at international schools come from many countries with different
languages and orthographies. The largest language group at ISD 1s English, spoken
by students from America, Great Britain, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa,
followed by German and then closely by Japanese. My students’ knowledge of

English can range from almost nothing, where even the alphabet 1s new, to relatively
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fluent speakers and writers. Students do not generally remain long in international
schools and our student population is subject to continual change. We estimate that
In each school year we have a turn-over of one third of the student population. As
the Japanese school year begins in April, we often receive new students at that time.
Other students may enter school at any time as a parent is transferred by their
employer. This often affects the students emotionally as they are unprepared for the
transter and have problems leaving their friends and familiar environment. It can be
difficult for families who are taken out of their own country to a foreign land where
one language 1s spoken by the surrounding world and another in school. For English
or German speaking families this does not present such a problem, but for families
where neither English nor German are spoken fluently, this can be incredibly
ditficult. The fathers often speak their native language at work or have colleagues to
help translate, but the mothers and children are confronted by numerous linguistic

and cultural challenges.

[ tried to find the best ways to work with such divergence by talking to experienced
colleagues, attending in-service training sessions and conferences on language
teaching but I found very little of practical use and even less research on teaching
and learning with respect to multilingual, multicultural classes. I decided to take an
M. A. in TESOL (Teacher of English to Speakers of Other Languages). However
this programme, although interesting, had little relevance to my situation and did not

support or inform my teaching in the context of an international school in any way.

I was frustrated to find that while all the theories of language learning (Chomsky
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1965), second language learning or acquisition (Krashen 1981), bilingualism and
multihingualism (Baker 1993), linguistic competence (Cummins, 1986, Collier,
1989) and teaching methodologies covered many areas of language learning and
teaching which were relevant in my situation, I could find very little written about
the role of cultural differences in language learning as I was experiencing it. Second
language learners are said to need between one and two years to acquire basic
interpersonal communication skills and between five and seven years to attain native
speaker competence in the area of cognitive academic language proficiency
(Cummins 1986, Collier 1989). The complex interplay between the development of
interpersonal communication skills and cognitive academic language proficiency,
whether they are separate or occur concurrently and how they occur for students
from different cultures still lacks detailed investigation. My experience at ISD has
shown that some students acquire both basic interpersonal communication skills and
cognitive academic language proficiency in a far shorter time than Cummins and

Collier maintain but others take a lot longer.

Students in an international school cannot afford to take up to seven years to reach
cognitive academic language competence, just as they cannot atford to lose years of
conceptual development and curriculum content while mastering English. It 1s of
vital importance that teachers are aware of possible cultural barriers to ettective

learning and are equipped with ways to deal with them.

In the English as a Second Language department at ISD, English language 1s taught

through the content of the mainstream English and Humanities classes as far as
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possible. The principle is that the ESL student entering the mainstream class will
have the same or a very similar background of content knowledge as the mainstream
student and be familiar with the relevant concepts, andvocabulary and able to work
ettectively with them. This of course assumes an extensive cultural understanding on

the part of the student which is generally not given, but often assumed by the

mainstream teacher. Until I read “Making Sense of a New World; learning to read in

a second language” by Eve Gregory (1996) I felt very much alone in my concerns

about this topic.

1.1 The Challenge - my new world

From the beginning I was fascinated by the Japanese students in my classes. I
watched as they carefully unpacked their pencil cases and lined the pencils up on
their desks, I observed their painstakingly neat handwriting with frequent but careful
use of an eraser to remove even the shadow of a mistake. I was amazed by their
constant ability to remain on task regardless ot what was happening around them
and was bemused by their reaction when their names were called of jumping up and
shouting “Hei” like foast popping out of a toaster as Feiler so aptly put it (Feiler,
1991:37). Their constant cheerfulness and high level of motivation, compared to that
of other students also surprised me. The contrast between the Japanese sense of
order and their way of doing things and that of many students from other countries
was apparent from the start. The Japanese students took every aspect of the lesson
very seriously; they were always worried about what the homework was, when work

was due and what would be the content of the next test. In contrast the students from
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other countries tended to be more relaxed about everything.

However when it came to oral participation I was frustrated. It seemed impossible to

get a straight answer from any of my Japanese students. If I was prepared to wait for
hurried whispers and a joint answer, I usually was given one but the idea of an
independent, snap answer to a simple question seemed to be beyond any of the
students. I could not understand why they could apparently express themselves
reasonably well in writing, but were incapable of simple spontaneous speech. The
Japanese students worked particularly well on learning vocabulary and repeating it
faultlessly 1n tests, in completing grammar questions or other exercises and short
pieces of guided writing but as soon as the books were away and anything different
or spontancous was required, these students had problems. They tended to become
uncooperative and silent to the point that I was often tempted to give up betore
losing too much time. I thought that this pattern of behaviour was specific to this

particular class and planned a different approach beginning with the next new class.

1.2.i  Pilot Study - A Practical Example

This activity was not planned as part of a Pilot Study and only as i1t developed did I
begin to see the relevance of it to my work. The content, my teaching goals, the how
and why of the activities and the students’ reactions to them, all combined to point
towardsa series of questions which at that point were vague and difficult to

formulate, and the answers, if there were any, were even more ¢elusive.
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I began to teach a new class of ESL students in a course entitled Communicative

Competence. The class met on alternate days for forty-minutes and took place during
a time alloted to elective classes. They were called elective because the students
were allowed, at least in theory, to choose their courses which were intended to
extend the students’ experiences in ways not covered by the curriculum. The
offerings depended on the teachers’ expertise but included topics such as pottery,
gardening, cooking, choir, drama, weaving and so on. The Communicative
Competence elective class was offered to students in the English as a Second
Language programme only. These students were from grades 6 to 8, aged eleven to
fourteen. There were twelve students, German, Russian, Korean, Finnish and
Japanese. From the start some students were more active and involved than others,
so I tried to introduce a wide variety of activities in an attempt to interest and
stimulate each one. As the aim of the course was to improve the students’
communication skills, I concentrated for some time on building trust and good

relationships within the group.

At the beginning of each class we moved the desks and chairs to the edge of the
room giving enough space to move around. I started the course with non-threatening
activities where we all sat in a circle to introduce ourselves and play a number of
games. This then extended into more active, drama-based activities, using pairs,
threes or groups of four which changed often so that the students got to know each
other. Nearly all of these activities were teacher directed. The students were all
beginners with very limited spoken English, although I found as the course went on

that in fact some of them could write quite fluently but were reluctant to speak. I was
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confused by the apparent lack of success that some of the “fun” activities produced.
In fact some things I had expected would be fun turned out to be disastrous for some

of the students and came close to destroying the trusting atmosphere which I had

tried so hard to create.

An example of this was the Line Dance, the final activity in a long series of lessons.
We had learnt parts of the body, through games like “Simon Says” and other teacher
directed activities, and had gone on to learn verbs of movement, run, walk, skip etc.
Next we worked on asking and giving directions. We had walked around the school
In pairs with one person blindfolded and the other not touching but giving spoken
Instructions, go right, left, stop, walk straight on and so on. We had written
Instructions to a specific place in the school and sent a partner off to find and
1dentify it. These activities had surprised some of the students but they had generally

been willing to try them.

The culmination of this series of lessons was for the students 1n groups to create a
dance, either a line dance or an MTV-style backing group dance, with a set of
written instructions for others to learn the dance later. The 1dea was that they could
use all their newly learnt vocabulary of movement, direction and body parts to create
something original with appeal for teenagers which would be fun too. Betore
introducing this idea we had done some formation type movements with my
instructions and then set them to music. That was relatively comfortable for most ot
the students. I then said how unoriginal I was and I was sure they could do much

better as they always have such great ideas and turned it over to them. I have used
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this activity with other classes and had some really good work come out of it; in fact
one class was so exciting that I video-recorded it and have used it in presentations to
teachers on using drama style activities to teach English. The students have been
creative, original and used their English extensively. The other classes had also been
mixed nationalities and I had not allowed the students to choose their own working
groups but deliberately formed mixed nationality groups. This time I decided to
experiment and allow single nationality groupings to see if this had any effect on the

students’ creativity, spontaneity and willingness to take a chance and have a go.

Their assignment was to choose their own groups, their own music and work out a
simple dance routine. For the following class each group brought their music and we
borrowed CD players from the library. Each little group spent the entire period
listening, discussing and choosing their music. The next class was the first chance
for the students to start working on the dance. Between classes I had already heard

from a number of students that they did not like to dance and did not want to make

a dance.

For the next lesson when they had to work on their dance routines I moved away and
tidied my desk while quietly observing the groups. During the previous class, while
they were listening to their music and discussing, the atmosphere had been quite
animated. As I had allowed free choice of groups the language used had not always

been English but I was unconcerned as I was more interested in the final result and

the activity itself rather than the language use, which 1s my usual focus.
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The “European Group” was made up of four boys, two Germans, a Finn and a
Russian. The two German boys both had behavioural problems so that it was often
a point of discussion among the teachers whether they actually needed English as a
second language or Learning Development (LD). Since little can be done in LD until
they understand English sufficiently, they were with me. They disliked each other
intensely and would each do any thing to make the other look foolish. The Finnish
boy was sweet, kind cooperative, and a follower rather than a leader. The Russian
boy had spent seven years in German schools so was able to converse with the

German boys easily in German but tried very hard only to use English.

This group worked but there was so much friction that it was hard to see where it
was going and by the end of class they had agreed that each student should have
their own solo. It was a real disadvantage having the two German boys, who were

both very opinionated and wanted to lead, in one group.

The two Korean boys were really enthusiastic when told they could, of course, use
Korean music, but they spent so long listening that they had no 1deas about what to

do for the dance. They were enthusiastic when they told me about Korean pop

singers and their dancers.

The Japanese boys and girls categorically refused to work together, so formed two
groups. The five Japanese girls had brought about ten CDs and loved listening,
talking and giggling but nothing constructive came out of it. When encouraged to get

up and start working they dissolved into embarrassed laughter but made no move, I
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assumed no one wanted to be the first. I am sure if one had started they might all

have joined in but there was no catalyst.

The two Japanese boys were enthusiastic about the music but not prepared to move
on it. They wrote me notes in their journals that they did not want to dance. The
students kept regular personal journals which were like daily diaries of their life at
ISD and could include personal problems, learning difficulties, successes and
anything the student wanted to share with me. I collected the journals regularly,

corrected the main mistakes and always wrote responses to them. This was the first

activity 1n this class which had resulted in spontaneous writing.

1.2.ii The Follow-up Discussion

During the following session I asked them about the dance. For the first time 1n any
class the Japanese became quite vocal in expressing how unwilling they were to
continue. The German boys’ group had disintegrated as they were all bickering

again. I decided a change of activity would be the best solution to the general feeling

of dissatisfaction.

In contrast to the dance activity this was a highly structured activity in which four
students played the parts of hoteliers and sat in the four corners of the room,
equipped with their room lists and price lists. The others each received an
assignment card which told them exactly what kind of room they were looking for;

for example a twin room with shower, overlooking the sea etc. They then had to go
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to each hotel to get the prices and then go back and book the cheapest, if it was still
available. This activity is always a success, in fact we have to do it several times as
all of the students want to be the hoteliers. It produces plenty of predictable,

structured dialogue, is totally safe, requires no imagination and every one is working

within his or her comfort zone.

In the next class I gave each student a piece of paper and reminded them of the two

activities, the dance and the hotel, and asked them to write about what they thought

of each one and why.

The Japanese Comments (direct quotes)

. I like to move my body. But I don’t like dancing. I like to do hotel
more.

. [ don’t like dance. Thank you. And I never dance. I like hotel best.
It’s not so interesting but it’s better than dancing. Thanks!

. [ like dance. But it’s dismeful. Everybody shy. So we can’t decide
dance but I like dance. Hotel game is best. Because we can learn the
words. We can learn the math and it’s profitable game.

. But it’s boring. I don'’t like it maybe ...

. I don’t want to dance. Because dance is boring and dance is
ashamed.
. I don'’t like dance activity best because I never dance, we need to

make dance action and we need to choose music so I think hotel is

better than dance. I like hotel activity because hotel activity is just

answering the questions.
. I don'’t like dance because it’s dismeful and I never play dance. I like

watch dance very much Hotel activity I like this is relation money.
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So, this game is profit, but this game is boring, I like it

German boys’ answers

. I liked the dance more. Because Maximilian was trying to dance he

had some problems so it was more fun. I didn’t like the hotel game

because it wasn'’t fun.

. I liked more the hotel game I didn’t like the dance it was something

Jor girls. It was stubieded. I only want to dance when I big.

Finnish boy
' I like dance because I try dance. I like dance because I like type. I

like hotel because it is easy.

Korean boys

' I like dance because it’s funny, it is good, it is nice, my tape is good,
because I like H O.T. (Tepe’s people gurp) I don’t like hotel because
I just don'’t like it.

It seemed that the Japanese students did not enjoy the dance to the point that they did
not want to do it at all. Afterwards we talked about the kind of activity they enjoy.
They found it difficult to describe but from working with them so far it appears that

they have more enjoyment and success in activities which are teacher directed,
require little or no individual initiative and are low risk. My questions after the

activity were: Did this reflect some aspects of their attitudes to learning? And 1f so,

were these culturally determined?

Six of these students were also in my regular ESL class. At that time we were

reading a murder story together and any suggestion of acting out a scene from the
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story sent them into fits of embarrassment. It could be fun since there were six of
them and just six characters in the story. However when I suggested we make
models of the house where the murder takes place they were really enthusiastic and
did very well. It seems that making models might be an acceptable low-risk activity.

Even doing comprehension questions about the story is more acceptable than acting.

1.3 Japanese Students - A World Apart?

Japan has the second largest number of second language students in our school after
Germany so it would seem to me that the question of how these students’ cultural
backgrounds affect their learning styles in an international school is one of great
relevance which to my knowledge has not been researched before. This is certainly

not an area which 1s given consideration in our curriculum or in the appointment of

teaching staff.

Whilst a great deal of research has been done on the Japanese education system,
practices in Japanese schools and other related topics (White 1987, Peak 1991,
Smith 1994, Rohlen 1983, Shields, 1989), the problems involved when Japanese
families are sent overseas and their children taken out of the Japanese system have
generally only been given passing mention. The years which parents spend overseas
with children of school age are of vital importance for each individual. According to
the Japanese Ministry of Education figures in 1997 over 50,000 Japanese children of
school age were studying outside of Japan (Yamada-Yamamoto & Richards,

1998:1). There 1s a network of Japanese schools throughout the world but where
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none 1s available the choice is between a local state school, which involves learning

the language of the country they are in, which of course may not be English, or if

possible attending an international school. This situation would appear to offer a

very worthwhile area of research.

1.4

My Research Questions and Problems

This led to my main question "Why do some second language students progress so

rapidly and others need far more time?"

Although "successful" students come from a variety of backgrounds, for example
Norwegian, Spanish, Brazilian, French, Korean, Russian, noticeably few in fact are
Japanese. These "successful" students have all exited the ESL programme and are
now making excellent progress in mainstream classes while other students linger
longer in ESL, and are often frustrated and lack motivation. It seemed to be that the
students who were spontancous 1n their speech, who were willing to try even if the
situation was challenging and who were not afraid of making mistakes succeeded
most while the students who worked really hard on book-based exercises, learnt lists
of vocabulary and scored full marks on every test were not the students who

mastered English rapidly or successfully.

My initial hypothesis 1s that there must be some aspects of their cultural background
which influence these students and their language learning more strongly than their

successful peers. My original interest led to reading more about other cultures,
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talking more to the students, listening to them talking and observing their behaviour
out of the classroom. During this process I found that there seem to be common
features which need to be considered, defined and investigated if we are going to
make the time spent at an international school academically and personally

beneficial, worthwhile and profitable.

1.5 Summary

Living in a bilingual, bicultural world within my own family, I am very aware of
potential cultural, but also linguistic differences which can lead to
misunderstandings and miscommunication. As an English as a Second Language
teacher, I am one of the first teachers to work closely with non-proficient English
speakers from many different backgrounds. Clearly successful mastery of the
English language 1s a pre-requisite for academic success in our school. This needs to
be achieved quickly as the students’ academic learning can and should not be
delayed. My observations have shown that some students succeed rapidly and go on
to do well, whereas other students face greater difficulties and take far longer betore
they are ready to succeed in the mainstream programme. These students seem to fall
into two main linguistic and cultural groups, althought there are of course

exceptions, those from western cultures and languages and those from the east.

My big questions are:
Why do some students progress so well and succeed so quickly?

Which aspects of a student’s cultural and linguistic background might facilitate or

hinder his/her learning progress?
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Chapter Two

The Fascination of an International School

2 Introduction

In this chapter I examine the nature of international schools, in particular that of the
International School of Diisseldorf, and consider the three main groups of students
and their parents. I also examine the exit test which was used to determine a second
language learner’s readiness to leave the English as a second language programme
and enter a mainstream course of studies and which clearly showed a difference
between some cultural groups with regard to how long the students spent in English

as a Second Language (ESL) classes.

2.1 International Schools

In the last decades of the twentieth century increasingly more people have left their
home countries to live and work elsewhere. Appleyard (in Pang, 1995) lists the
following categories: permanent settlers, temporary contract workers, temporary
professional transients, clandestine or 1llegal workers, asylum seekers and refugees.
One of the many problems facing all of these groups 1s the education of their
children in a new country with, most often, a new language. For those whom
Appleyard terms “temporary professional transients” it 1s not always desirable or

necessary for the children to have to learn a new language as their stay abroad is
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often limited to two or three years. For these citizens and also for the children of

diplomats and in some cases military personal, International Schools, where the
language of instruction is generally English, have been set up all over the world.
They are steadily increasing in number as internationalisation of companies becomes
more important. In the former East Germany since reunification schools have been
quickly established in Potsdam, Dresden and Leipzig to join the growing number in
Europe. These schools operate under an institution called the Council of
International Schools (CIS) with headquarters in England. At present there are
approximately five hundred international schools either accredited by CIS or
affihated throughout the world. Although each school is self-funding and managed
by a Board of Directors, usually elected from the parent body and local community;,
CIS mspects each school regularly in order to give and confirm accreditation. This
accreditation process 1s carried out by experienced teachers working under strict
guidelines who examine every aspect of a school’s operation. The accreditation visit
takes place every ten years, with a five year visit and frequently additional one year
visits to confirm that recommendations have been acted upon. In addition some

schools are affiliated to school boards in America and undergo a similar

accreditation process.

2.2 The International School of Diisseldorf

The International School of Diisseldorf (ISD) was established in 1968 for the
children of predominantly American citizens. It was called the American School of

Diisseldorf at that time and started with a handful of children 1n a building lent to
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them by the British Military forces. Since then it has grown to a thriving school of
over eight hundred students aged from three to eighteen years. The curriculum is
permanently under review and development and recently the school has received full
International Baccalaureate status with the implementation of the Primary Years and
the Middle Years Programme, in addition to the Diploma Programme which has
been in place for almost twenty years. There is emphasis on articulation between the
three school areas and department heads have been appointed to facilitate this. The
curriculum i1s still predominantly American/British and the final qualification, the
International Baccaluareat, is recognised by universities all over the world. The
school provides a high standard of education. This was recently confirmed when the
German Ministry of Education (Kultusministerium) officially granted the school the
status of an alternative school within the German school system from grades one to
ten (Ersatzschulstatus). Most recently, in March 2000, the German Ministry of
Education officially gave recognition to the International Baccalaureat diploma
gained 1n international schools in Germany as an equivalent qualification to the
Abitur which 1s the German qualification required for university application. This
recognition makes the International School of Diisseldort even more interesting for
German parents who seck an international education for their children but

additionally welcome the recognition of the final qualification. As the school 1s self-

supporting the parents are required to pay fees.

The school is now situated on 1ts own site in a suburb of Diisseldorf, Kaiserswerth,
and has relatively new purpose-built high, middle and elementary school buildings.

The grounds are limited in recreational space for middle and high school students
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but still adequate. The students and teachers at ISD are truly international, at present
thirty-nine nationalities are represented and the student body 1s eight hundred and

thirty-five. (Statistics from 11.10.04) Thirty-three per cent of these students are

native English speakers, coming from America, Canada, South Africa, New
Zealand, Australia, Great Britain and Ireland. The largest group of students is still
American, twenty-one per cent, closely followed by an increasing number of
Germans, twenty per cent, since the granting of Ersatzschulstatus (the official
recognition by the German Ministry of Education of the International School of
Disseldort as an alternative school) and the third largest group is Japanese, fifteen
per cent. These three groups represent about sixty percent of the student body. There
are over eighty full-time teachers from eleven different nationalities, the majority of
whom possess higher degrees. Teachers are initially employed for a two-year period.
Extended contracts are offered to teachers whose work 1s satisfactory and who wish
to stay. Many of our teachers are young Americans, Australians and Britons who are
practising their profession but also seeing the world and these are usually not
interested in staying for more than a couple of years. Other teachers, especially 1n the
high school, choose to stay on and make a career in Diisseldort. The constant turn-
over of young, relatively inexperienced but enthusiastic teachers working alongside
a group of stable, committed, slightly older faculty has both advantages and
disadvantages but results in an interesting, lively faculty. ISD offers the teachers n-
service training in many areas; outside experts are frequently brought in, teachers are
actively encouraged to attend professional conferences and keep up to date on
professional developments. The school was involved in Project Zero (a research

project led by the education faculty of Harvard University into more effective
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teaching and learning which involved six European international schools) but this
was dropped due to the new commitment to the Primary and Middle Years
programmes of the International Baccalaureate which also involve considerable in-
service training both on site and at other centres. Each teacher has a generous yearly
budget for professional development and time for this is allowed away from school

as deemed necessary by the administration. In fact professional development is

actively encouraged by the administration.

As the majority of students are in Diisseldorf because of their parents’ employment,
the population tluctuates continually. Companies rarely think of children’s school
careers when sending their employees overseas or transferring them. Consequently,
students arrive and leave throughout the year, often not knowing long in advance of
a forthcoming move. There 1s a turnover of approximately one-third of the student
population each year. This is, of course, difficult for the children and their tamilies
but it also makes budgeting or planning difficult for the school as numbers cannot be
predicted with accuracy until the children actually arrive. Often betfore the autumn
terms starts, there is uncertainty until the last minute as to how many classes will be
in each grade. This makes classroom allocation, the number of teachers and their
assignments, scheduling and purchasing supplies challenging. In addition there are
now a number of competing international schools in the vicinity so that parents have

a choice and do not automatically send their children to ISD.

Clearly, if the school suffers trom this type of uncertainty, it must also be a factor in

the lives of families. Often they are uprooted at short notice to go to an unfamiliar

30



country with little regard for the effects this may have on the family and especially
on the children who leave friends, teachers and home. Ezra (2003) takes Dorothy in
the Wizard of Oz as an extended metaphor for these students. Just as Dorothy 1s
suddenly taken from her own home and familiar surroundings and lands in a strange
place, so too the students and their parents find themselves in a strange and
unfamiliar country. However Dorothy speaks the same language, she is lively and
outgoing, she makes friends quickly and is not afraid of taking risks. Her final goal
1s always to go home but just as she has made friends and is beginning to adjust to
life 1n Oz, she leaves. The similarities are fascinating. Our students too are uprooted
often at short notice and have to leave their extended families and friends to go and
live 1n an unfamiliar environment where a different language is spoken. They too
take time to adjust, depending on their personalities and attitude to the new move,
but then often like Dorothy just as they are beginning to feel comfortable and happy,
they are whisked away again by a parent’s new job or transfer to begin the process
all over again. Other research has been conducted into the effects of this life style,
based originally on the children of missionaries. Useem (1960), described the
experiences of those who live between two cultures, predominantly between western
and non-western and found that after a time they became neither part of their own
culture or the other culture but a merging of the two into a third, which produced the
term Third Culture Kids (TCKs). This term 1s also used 1n international schools and

has been the subject of research and much discussion. Pollock defined a Third

Culture Kid as

An individual who, having spent a significant part of the
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developmental years in a culture other than the parents’ culture,
develops a sense of relationship to all of the cultures while not
having full ownership in any. Elements from each culture are
incorporated into the life experience, but the sense of belonging is

in relationship to others of similar experience (Pollock and Van

Rieken, 1999).

The non-German students at ISD fit this description as the years they spend out of
their own culture being educated in an international school are very much part of
their developmental years. The research in international educational fields on the
ettects of this process reveal that these students often have problems with their sense
of 1dentity and belonging. Walker (1998) decided that the feeling of belonging can
relate to a place or significant relationship. I undertook some informal research with
home room groups in the middle school at ISD. The students were asked to rate the
importance of various aspects of their lives, for example family, friends, hobbies,
free time, school. The answers showed that these students tend to value their familes
more highly than their friends, in contrast to students living permanently in one
place. This 1s also confirmed by research done by Useem and Downie (1976) who
found that the majority of Third Culture Kids like, respect, and feel emotionally
attached to their parents. It seems that this i1s the result of the family being the only
stable element in these children’s lives. The families share the experience of moving
into unknown territory and offer mutual support. Parents are the only people with
whom the children have a continuing relationship and often the families spend more

time together than they would in their own countries. As Useem and Downie point

out,
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the family provides one form of continuity for TCKs. The school
provides the other (In Austin,1986: 169).

Taking this into consideration, it becomes clear that good communication between
the three groups involved, children, parents and the school are extremely important
for the child’s adjustment, happiness and academic progress in an international
school. Little or no training is offered to international school teachers about these
processes, unless they choose to read research journals or attend conferences. New
teachers themselves often find difficulties adjusting to life in a strange country, even
though the culture of school is one which is so familiar to them and they continue
working 1n their mother tongue. The process through which individuals are
socialised into another culture, acculturation, is not an easy or comfortable process
tor most people. There are several recognised phases which people pass through
betore the process 1s complete. The beginning excitement 1s often followed by
rejection of the new culture, before the superficial accommodation and gradual
adjustment and acceptance are complete (Fennes and Hapgood, 1997). Although
international school students and teachers are very conscious of the process, having
all been through it themselves, unfortunately little time or consideration 1s given to
the effects of the process of cultural adjustment in international schools, as at any
time in any classroom, someone is going through one of these phases. The process
of leaving ISD attracts more attention and there are a number of rituals to ease the
process and the separation from friends which ensues. A further area where little or
no inservice training or assistance 1s offered to teachers 1s that of cross-cultural

communication; understanding students from other countries and cultures and the
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possible effects these differences may have on how they are taught and how
successtul learning is accomplished. Although an international school is home to
many different languages and cultures, sadly many teachers continue teaching as if
they were still in their home countries working in a monolingual, monocultural
environment, should such a thing still exist, and give no consideration to the fact that
they are teaching children from many different backgrounds and cultures. Often it is
forgotten that many of our students are working in a second language at school.
Those teachers who have never learnt a foreign language to an advanced stage of

fluency often underestimate the task which the students face every day.

2.3 The Culture of the School - The Students and their Parents

2.3.1 The Americans

For the largest group of students, the Americans, coming to Europe is generally seen
as a positive, exciting experience. The school has many similarities to their old
schools, many of the teachers are American and the students are familiar with the
organisation, procedures, values and general school culture. Americans tend to teel
at home in the environment of the school very quickly but find the German world
outside of school less hospitable. The language and culture are unfamihiar and often
present difficulties. Simple activities such as shopping, a meal 1n a restaurant, using
public transport or going to the cinema become stressful when done in an unknown
language or different way. The fathers usually work for American companies and so

have a relatively wide network of friends and colleagues provided with similar
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Interests, expectations and possible problems. The fathers also travel frequently on
business leaving the mothers to cope alone and for them the situation is not so easy.
I am assuming that the fathers are the employees who have been sent overseas
although there are some families where the mother is the employee and the father is
a “houseman” . Generally the children do not live within walking distance of the
school so they are brought each day by their mothers who then socialise in the
school cafe, as they also do after school. School provides a safe, familiar
environment for many American mothers. They are very active in the life of the
school, working on the monthly newsletter, helping as classroom mothers, making
costumes and scenery for plays, helping with sports activities, working for the
Booster club (a group who support sports activities) or the parent-faculty association
(PFA), taking part in classes offered after school, using the library and so on. New
mothers are very quickly integrated as the Americans are consistently welcoming,
friendly and open. There is also a very active American Women’s Club 1n

Diisseldorf which helps with day to day living in Germany and offers a variety of

social activies. Many of the American women had their own careers 1n the States

and find the new lifestyle, with a lot of free time but without their old network of

family and friends, very different and so actively seek things to do. Generally they
do not speak German fluently enough to look for work of the style they were used to

or to make friends from the local population outside of school, consequently their

efforts and energy are concentrated on the school.
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2.3.ii The Germans

In the past there were very small numbers of German students at ISD. However the
recognition of the school by the German authorities as a provider of an acceptable
alternative education has led to a positive influx of students. For the Germans, of
course, the situation is the reverse of that of the Americans. The world outside of
school 1s familiar but school is strange. However for them the choice of ISD is
usually a deliberate one and they embrace the international way of life whole
heartedly. These are the children of relatively wealthy Germans who are well-
travelled and familiar with the American way of life. The students often already
speak good English and plan to go to university in America. In contrast to the other
students at ISD who are only in Diisseldorf for a few years, the German students
give a certain stability to the school as they usually stay until their education is
complete. Each year before the high school graduation, the graduating students are
polled to see how many have been at ISD since kindergarten, at present it is never

more than two or three.

For the German parents there 1s very little change; their mothers keep a relatively
low profile as the children are quite able to come to school alone. The mothers do
not actively seek contact with other German mothers and the school does not fulfil
a social need for them. In addition they are not used to playing a role in their
children’s schools, as German schools do not encourage or require the presence of
parents, except for parents’ evening or special events. Often the parents are left

behind as their children become competent in two languages and cultures. Their
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presence in the social activies provided by school or supporting their children in

¢xtracurricular activities is not as noticeable as that of the American mothers.

2.3.iii The Japanese

Each of the previous large groups has one area which is familiar, either the school or
outside environment. For the Japanese students nothing is familiar; the languages

and cultures within and outside of school are strange and unknown.

In Diisseldort there 1s a very large Japanese population as many Japanese companies
have their European head offices in the area. According to the Diisseldorf city
registration statistics of 2004, there are more than 5,000 Japanese citizens living in
the city. In addition many others live in the surrounding areas. There are Japanese
shops, restaurants, a hotel, library, a temple, three Japanese kindergartens, a
Japanese elementary school and a middle school. The Japanese schools 1n
Diisseldorf offer the same curriculum as schools 1n Japan and the teachers are sent
by the Japanese Ministry of Education for a three year term after which they must
return to Japan. For this reason the students receive authentic Japanese education
and their previous education and transcripts are fully recognised when they-return to
Japan. Some Japanese parents however choose to give their children an international
education and send them to ISD during their elementary or middle school years. On
average there are at least five Japanese children in each grade level. These children
can arrive at any time in the school year and leave just as suddenly. Unlike the

students who graduate from the Japanese school into grade nine at ISD as a group,
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these students have no friends when they arrive and they are not used to living in
Germany. Individual Japanese students come from a relatively homogenous
Japanese school to the antithesis, an international school. There are only three
Japanese teachers teaching in the middle and high schools, and none in the
elementary school, hardly anyone speaks Japanese, the organisation, procedures,
values and school culture are unfamiliar. In addition, of course, everything is in

English as well, which is often the biggest, or at least the most recognisable,

problem.

After the age of fifteen, which is the end of compulsory Japanese education, there is
no provision for Japanese education in Diisseldorf. Consequently, that is when the
largest numbers come to ISD since the alternatives are either attending a Japanese
boarding school or returning to Japan, which may not be convenient if the father’s
employment continues in Diisseldorf and there are other siblings. Japanese students
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