
 

                              Volume 25 December 2011 
                           	 	 	 	      ISSN  1346－6798 

CONTENTS 

 
Message from the President     John Larson 

Feature Article 

  Toward a Deeper Understanding of Culture  Renée Sawazaki 

Notes from the Field      Michele Steele 

Records 

 2012 Chapter Officers 
 JALT Gunma Activities in 2011 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
JALT GUNMA     
The Japan Association for Language Teaching 
Gunma Chapter 



Speakeasy Volume 25   December 2011 
 
 

 1 

Message from the President 
December 12, 2011 

Dear Members, 

2011 was a tragic year for Japan. The Tohoku earthquake, along with the subsequent 
tsunami and the continuing situation with the nuclear reactors in Fukushima, rocked 
the lives of everyone on the archipelago. The members of Gunma JALT were no 
exception. The chaotic and terrifying atmosphere that pervaded after the disaster 
prevented our featured speakers from making the trip to Japan, and so we had no 
choice but to cancel our summer seminar in Kusatsu. As disappointing as this was, it is 
a trifling matter when compared to the lives and livelihoods that were lost by the 
people in Tohoku. Alongside the personal volunteer efforts and donations made by our 
members, Gunma Chapter was proud to contribute to a fund set up by JALT National. 
2011 also saw English become a compulsory subject at Japanese elementary schools. 
Not surprisingly, some of our regular meetings featured presentations about young 
learners. In January, our membership chair Yoko Kamo reported about a seminar she 
co-sponsored to increase awareness of issues teaching English to young learners in 
Gunma. Also, in June, Deborah Grow introduced music-based activities and resources 
geared towards young learners. Hopefully Gunma Chapter can attract even more 
members involved with elementary schools, as young learners seem to be the next 
frontier of English education in Japan. 

Even though the focus of our group is on English education, some 
presentations in 2011 also helped Gunma Chapter members improve various aspects of 
their personal and professional lives. In May, Rab Paterson walked attendees through 
the art of pursuing the perfect presentation. In September, Chris Stillwell taught 
attendees some basics of conflict resolution by using role-play activities. And in 
October, member Renée Sawazaki detailed her unique model for understanding 
different cultures - an invaluable skill for those living in, or studying the language of, 
foreign countries. 

As the articles in Speakeasy have historically been written by the presenters at 
our summer workshop in Kusatsu, putting together this year's issue has been a 
challenge. On behalf of Gunma JALT and the editorial board of Speakeasy, I want to 
thank the members and friends of Gunma Chapter who made this volume a success. 
Despite the cancelation of our summer seminar in Kusatsu, Gunma Chapter had a 
productive and busy year. Our thanks and appreciation go out to the presenters at our 
nine regular meetings, as well as to the hard-working officers and members who make 
everything we do possible. 

Happy reading, 
John Larson 
President, Gunma Chapter of JALT 
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FEATURE ARTICLE 

Toward a Deeper Understanding of Culture 

Renée Sawazaki 
Surugadai University 

<renee.sawazaki@gmail.com> 

Based on the Gunma JALT presentation given on October 23, 2011 

Sawazaki introduced her unique model for teaching cultural understanding, the culture 

tree, and demonstrated how this model can serve as a guide for student deduction of 

cultural traits when analyzing stories. The culture tree model came about in part due to 

perceived insufficiencies in the iceberg and onion models of cultural understanding. All 

three models illustrate both hidden and visible parts of culture. However, only Sawazaki’s 

model highlights the link between these aspects: the trunk of the tree. Sawazaki originally 

developed this model for a university course on cross-cultural understanding and later 

incorporated the teaching of this model along with the use of folktales in her EFL classes. 

Using this model as a lens allows her students to more fully explore the connections 

between the beliefs and actions of the cultures they study. 

John Larson’s Chapter Report on Renée Sawazaki’s October 2011 Gunma JALT presentation 

(Reprinted from The Language Teacher (Jan/Feb 2012), Vol. 36, No. 1, p. 67) 

Note from the presenter/author: John captures the main points of my presentation very succinctly in the 

chapter report he submitted for publication in The Language Teacher. It is for this reason that I 

requested his report precede my article, which expands upon the main points he highlighted. If they 

prove insufficient for your understanding of the development, teaching or implementation of the culture 

tree model, please do not hesitate to contact me at the address above. 

Using Metaphors to Teach Culture 

Have you ever tried to teach cultural understanding to high school aged students or above? I 
am not referring to the teaching of specific cultures such as that of modern day England, but of 
the concept of cultures and what the term ‘culture’ means. When I ask my students to describe 
aspects of Japanese culture, they often state that Japanese take their shoes off before entering a 
house, or that they use chopsticks to eat. These are certainly typical customs within Japanese 
culture. But, what worries me is that students tend to have a difficult time conceptualizing 
about the values, ethics and human relationship aspects of culture. This concern prompted me 
to use a model for cultural understanding. Initially, I used both the onion and iceberg models. 
Eventually, I developed my own model, the culture tree. I used these models in two different 
kinds of classes. One was a 2nd-year university seminar for basic study and presentation skills 
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with the theme of cross-cultural understanding. This class was taught in Japanese, but English 
was used in handouts and some students chose to present in English. The second class was an 
advanced English elective class for 2nd-4th year university students. For these students, I used 
the model as an introduction to culture before engaging in cultural analysis through 
international folk tales. Both classes had fewer than 12 students, so it was possible to have 
discussions where all students took part. At the time of publication, I was working on adapting 
this model for use in EFL elementary 
school classes. 

The iceberg and onion 
models are often cited and used in 
cross-cultural understanding courses 
such as that for the Ship for World 
Youth international program. The 
iceberg model of culture was 
developed by Selfridge and Sokolik 
(1975), used as a base for Hall’s 
analysis of cultures in Beyond 
Culture (1976), and further explored 
by French and Bell (1979). The 
model identifies a visible area of the 
iceberg which represents behavior, 
dress, music, etc. and a hidden level 
under the water line that constitutes 
values, business practices, friendship, 
time, communication and other 
aspects of culture that are implicitly 
learned and practiced.  

Since only having two layers for such a complex phenomenon did not represent 
enough aspects of culture, the onion model was developed. Geert Hofstede (1991) proposed a 
set of four layers that further distinguished differences in organizational behavior: symbols in 
the outermost layer, heroes one layer in, then rituals, and values at the core. In order to 
discover the core of a culture where the key values can be discovered, one must peel each layer 
of the onion. Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1994) further expanded upon Hofstede’s 
model, adding to the core the concept of ‘basic assumptions’. Fang (2005) praises the onion 
metaphor as a positive step towards simplification of a very complex subject matter and also 
cites the benefits of being able to use an onion to represent a single culture. 

Image 1: Training Management 
Corporation’s Iceberg Model 
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Although Fang rightly 
praises the use of metaphors in 
cross-cultural instruction, I found the 
onion and iceberg metaphors, 
however, to be far from the everyday 
reality of my students’ lives and 
difficult for them to use as a reference 
point for analysis. Not only were 
icebergs not an immediate part of 
their lives, I found it challenging to 
explain the relationship between the 
aspects of culture that are readily 
visible and easy for a tourist, per se, 
to experience, and the deeper sets of 
values and norms concerning 

interpersonal relationship which are so difficult for even long-term residents in a different 
culture to understand. The onion proved to be even more puzzling as even I found it 
challenging to understand how the different layers related to each other.  

Development of the Culture Tree Model 

A key objection that I had to these models was the fact that despite the nature of change in 
cultures, both were static and did not represent how cultures evolve nor how different aspects 
of hidden and visible culture are related (i.e. How tangible aspects of culture such as art or 
fashion have roots in the core values and way of thinking of a culture.). The challenge of 
teaching these concepts led me to create my own model, The Culture Tree, which can be 
considered a more organic version of the other two. The Culture Tree consists of three basic 
elements: 1) the branches and leaves, 2) the trunk, and 3) the roots. The branches and leaves 
are similar to the visible part of the iceberg; and the roots are like the core in the onion model. 
It differs, primarily, in the fact that cultural change is represented through the evolving growth 
and loss of a tree and its parts. Also, there is a key element that does not exist in either the 
iceberg or onion model: a connection between the layers of culture. In the tree metaphor, this 
is represented by the trunk. As the parts of a tree are easily distinguishable, it is easy to 
describe to students and have them refer to them when analyzing a culture. The following is a 
brief description of each part.  

1. Visible culture: The branches and leaves 

The bulk of the visible portion consists of branches and leaves. This is the ‘visible’ part of a 
culture: architecture, art, nature, transportation, food, and other aspects we can experience and 
see in everyday life. Prior to explaining this explicitly to students, I tell them a story and have 

Image 2: Hofstede’s Onion Model (1991) 
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them extrapolate the key aspects of culture that the characters in the story experience. One of 
my favorite stories is about a couple going on a honeymoon in Paris and what they experience 
their first day. The couple travels from the airport across town to their hotel, eat lunch and go 
out sightseeing. Students recall the visible aspects of Parisian culture the couple experience. 
The couple inevitably has difficulties such as not knowing whether to tip, how to get the 
waiter’s attention or where to pay the bill. It is these aspects of their interpersonal experiences 
that lead the discussion to the hidden aspects of culture. At this point, I also draw the outline of 
a large tree on the board and ask students to brainstorm various aspects of culture that the 
couple experienced. 

As change in visible culture can be rapid or slow, I use the analogy of the leaves for trends 
and other aspects of culture that can change quickly. The leaves can change color and even fall 
off to make room for new growth as the ‘seasons’ of fashion, architecture, food, gardening 
styles, and other aspects change. As Japan tends to create the waves of trends quite frequently, 
it is easy to cite current examples. The branches, on the other hand, represent parts of visible 
culture that have stood the test of time, such as chopsticks and kimono. Students enjoy citing 
various examples with which they are familiar. 

2. Hidden culture: The roots 

The hidden parts of culture lie in the roots of the tree and consist of areas such as religion, 
education, business, friendship, and family that make up this intertwined network. The symbol 
of roots is quite appropriate as this value system becomes established slowly over time and 
becomes more and more solidified as the history of that culture lengthens. In addition, it is 
quite difficult to change values and norms, so the roots do not alter much. 

When teaching, I found that the concept of the hidden aspect of culture was not as easy to 
grasp as visible culture was. We needed to cite many examples and engage in a variety of 
ways, using role-play, personal anecdotes, and other techniques to explore a variety of values 
and norms of society. 

3. Link: The trunk 

The link between the ‘visible’ and ‘hidden’ sections, the trunk, demonstrates that all aspects of 
culture are interrelated. This concept is particularly useful for having students discuss what 
norms, values and customs are the base for the development of aspects of visible culture. For 
instance, the shinkansen can easily be seen and experienced by a tourist, but can she truly 
understand how entrenched the deeper values of time, precision, quality and work ethics are in 
that train? 
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Conclusion 

The Culture Tree model allows for change over time, a natural part of the evolution of 
cultures. This aspect of the model was particularly helpful when students engaged in tasks 
which required them to do a comparative study of how a culture had changed from one period 

to the present time. Like the other 
models, the culture tree can easily 
represent one culture whether it be 
as broad as a major part of the 
world, or broken down to even an 
individual. The students used this 
model to analyze nation-states, 
regions and smaller groups, such as 
their university club. What I found 
most useful when using this model 
was that the students gained the 
ability to delve into the ‘whys’ of a 
culture and explored the deeper 
values and attitudes that are at the 
base of the more material and 

readily conceptualized aspects of culture. With this tool, students had something concrete to 
grasp onto when reaching into the depths of intangible concepts. 
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NOTES FROM THE FIELD 
Michele Steele 

 
When I was in graduate school, I was lucky to have the opportunity to be employed as 
a graduate teaching assistant. This meant that I got to teach writing classes to first-year 
students whose first language was not English. One of my colleagues, a fellow 
graduate student and teacher of first year students, once complained to me about the 
use of the word "clothes" from her students. She didn't like the way they made the 
noun plural when it was already, by nature, a plural noun. I reminded her, as she spoke 
so dismissively, that errors were common in language learning, and meant to be 
understood and dealt with, to which she replied, "Yes, I know, but 'clotheses' is one 
error that really gets on my nerves." I have since taken particular notice of this error as, 
being back in Japan and teaching high-level students at university, I find the error 
occurring again and again. 

I'm addressing, specifically, my job at the women's university in Gunma. I've 
taught at various universities and yet never have I felt that I was practically teaching 
course matter to English speakers until I arrived at this university. The students are 
clued in to idiomatic phrases, they laugh at my offhand comments. Many of them have 
studied abroad, and they are completely at ease with references to international 
political figures, entertainment stories, or incidents in the news. When I speak to my 
students in class at this particular university, I never feel I need to slow down; they are 
completely connected to the discourse, from the start of the class to the finish. And yet 
I notice that my former friend and colleague's pet peeve is an issue. My students 
consistently refer to "clothes" as "clotheses," even at this high-level institution. For my 
part, I try not to overtly make corrections, as Sachs, Schegloff, and Jefferson proposed 
it to be an ineffective method. Instead I repeat after my students, who invariably 
proclaim, " I went shopping and bought lots of clotheses," and I mirror their sentiment 
with the correct grammatical form. Recently I've been considering that I need to be 
more direct, and I've considered writing an outline of count and non-count nouns on 
the board, and including "clothes" so they'll never forget it. Yet, when I imagine this 
scenario, I realize that "clothes" is, indeed, a tricky word. It's a count noun, in the sense 
that we describe ourselves as having many clothes, or not many clothes, for that 
matter. On the other hand, it really is a non-count noun, in the sense that we can't put a 
specific number to how many clothes we have. No wonder it's confusing for students. 
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RECORDS 

2012 Chapter Officers 

President  John Larson 

Membership Chairs  Yoko Kamo, Sylvain Bergeron 

Program Chairs  Michele Steele, Harry Meyer, Daniel Potocki, Morijiro 
Shibayama 

Publicity Chairs  Makiko Shimizu, Raymond Hoogenboom 

Treasurer  Barry Keith 

Recording Secretaries Lori-Ann Desrosiers, John Larson, Daniel Potocki 

Social Chair  Yoko Miyazaki, Renée Sawazaki 

Newsletter Editor  Barry Keith 

Webpage Editors  John Larson, Daniel Potocki 

Facilities Chairs  Hideto Harashima, Lori-Ann Desrosiers, Emiko 
Ubukawa 

2011 JALT-Gunma Activities 

Title:  Report on Gunma Seminar for Teachers of Young Learners of English ぐんま児

童英語指導講座 

Speaker: Yoko Kamo 
Date:  Sunday, 30 January 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Maebashi Kyoai Gakuen College 

Title:  GPWU Graduate School Communication Students’ Presentations: Discourse, 
Communication and the World 

Speakers: Nao Irikawa, Sayo Nakamura, Ikumi Miyagawa and Yuki Sakaguchi 
Date:  Sunday, 27 February 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Gunma Prefectural Women's University 

Title:  From Study to Learning: Process Drama Projects in the Japanese English 
Language University Classroom 

Speaker: Eucharia Donnery 
Date:  Sunday, April 10 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Maebashi Kyoai Gakuen College 
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Title:  Pursuing the Perfect Presentation: Content, Design, Narrative, Structure and 
Delivery 

Speaker: Rab Paterson 
Date:  Sunday, 29 May 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Maebashi Kyoai Gakuen College 

Title:  Moving Music to Center Stage 
Speaker: Deborah Murao 
Date:  Sunday, 19 June 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Maebashi Institute of Technology 

Title:  The Brain, The Self and The Successful Learner 
Speaker: Chuck Sandy 
Date:  Sunday, 10 July 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Maebashi Kyoai Gakuen College 

Title:  Using Conflict Resolution Techniques for Language Learning 
Speaker: Chris Stillwell 
Date:  Sunday, 4 September 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Maebashi Kyoai Gakuen College 

Title:  Toward a Deeper Understanding of Culture 
Speaker: Renée Sawazaki 
Date:  Sunday, 23 October 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Maebashi Institute of Technology 

Title:  How to Include Critical Thinking in the Classroom 
Speaker: Jennie Roloff Rothman 
Date:  Sunday, 27 November 2011, 2:00pm - 4:30pm 
Place:  Maebashi Kyoai Gakuen College 

Title:  JALT-Gunma Year-End Party 2010 
Date:   Saturday, December 17, 2011, 18:30~20:30 
Place:   Trattoria Vino Vino 
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