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Issues of communication
between preschool staff and foreign parents

From the perspective of linguistic anthropology
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Abstract

As the number of international students and their families in Japan increases and they
access “public spaces,” communication challenges may arise. This paper takes one such
space, the preschool, as its field and reports on the communicative challenges facing staff
and foreign parents therein. We adopt the perspective of linguistic anthropology, which
views language use as dynamic cultural practice inseparable from social context. In doing
so, we will argue that the “language barrier” hindering communication between the pre-
school staff and foreign parents is in fact based in the preconception by both parties that
mutual understanding is not possible. This conception is built and informed by language
ideology that takes a common “language” such as English or Japanese to be indispens-
able for mutual understanding, as well as by the discrepancies arising between what each
party wants the other to take away from their communication. As a first step toward
solving these problems, we propose identifying the perceptions of language operating
at the site and promoting opportunities for dialogue and mutual engagement that makes
flexible use of available communication resources. In addition, we discuss the possibilities
for transformation and collaborative reconstruction of the field specifically occasioned by
researchers’ “entering” public spaces with such problems and responding to concerns

voiced by members from within it.
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