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On the Pandemic and Other Matters
Edward K. CHAN

To all of you Tagenbunka students, I applaud your efforts to deal with the
abnormalities caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Your patience is greatly
appreciated by myself and I'm sure other teachers, as well as the university. I
realize some of you are having a difficult time in various ways. Although the
conditions during the 2020 Spring Semester haven’t been ideal, I am
encouraged by the effort put out by a lot of the students to adjust to the online
format. Of course university students around the world are going through the
same thing, but hopefully we can all return to something close to “normal” by
next year, if not by this fall. It might be overly positive for me to say, but I do
think adaptability is something that you do and should learn as a university
student. From what I've seen in my own classes, most students have been
doing just that. One thing I would encourage all students to do is provide
feedback to teachers about how things are going for you as students in terms
of the online learning. It's not always obvious for us, and certainly there is
room for improvement.

I do, indeed, miss the face-to-face interaction with students that we
traditionally experience with in-person classes. I, for one, rely on and feed off
of that. In the United States, with which I am more familiar, the university
community is discussing not only what the best ways to teach and learn online
are (a practice that has already existed for many years), but also how online
teaching practices can be incorporated into regular teaching in the future.
Some universities in the United States are talking about doing a hybrid of in-
class and online teaching for the fall semester, while some are planning to
return to the “normal” practices, even if that involves the cliché “the new
normal.” We'll have to wait and see how things play out and what the
Japanese government and Waseda University decide based on the conditions
in the fall, but I do hope we teachers can at least have some face-to-face
interactions with students.

In my own classes, I've been using different approaches: live Zoom lectures
(with occasional Moodle activities), Zoom discussions for smaller classes, as
well as on-demand recorded lectures for larger classes or those that involve a

lot of switching back and forth between various PC tools. Coming from an
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American background, I always encourage
students to engage in class discussions,
whether in person or online. While part of
this involves differences in university
“cultures” between the United States and
Japan, practicing and developing your
ability to express yourself orally in addition
to in writing can be a great talent to take
with you to whatever you decide to do after
graduating.

I am often publicly critical of my home

country (the United States) in general and
of the current president in particular. It has been disheartening to see how
poorly the United States is handling the pandemic, not only but certainly
substantively due to a lack of ethical leadership. To be sure, I am also critical
of Japan’s response as well—I agree with those who call for more testing in
Japan. Luckily, the rates of death and infection have been relatively lower in
Japan than in other countries like the United States, but . . . .

Although this is not directly related to the COVID-19 pandemic, I would
like to take this opportunity to also comment on what’s currently happening
in the US related to the Black Lives Matter movement and the recent killings
of George Floyd, Rayshard Brooks, and Breonna Taylor by the police (in
addition to countless others), as well as Ahmaud Arbery by white people who
are likely racists with guns. These killings are part of a long lineage of police
brutality directed especially at young black men and other racially motivated
murders, but we do seem to be reaching an historical moment in the United
States—some have called it a sea change. More and more white and other non-
black people there are starting to realize what black communities have known
for a long, long time. It’s great to see people from many races and racialized
ethnic groups joining with African Americans to protest against this type of
violence. It was also great to see some people in Tokyo showing solidarity
with the Black Lives Matter movement; I regret that I did not know about the
Tokyo march and so didn’t participate.

Despite how bad things are with racial violence in the United States and the
pandemic around the world, I remain optimistic that things will get better,
even though it will be a difficult fight.
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Reflections During a Global Pandemic
While Listening to Belle and Sebastian Write About Love

Hitomi Yoshio

In March 2020, I flew to New York with my family in the hopes that we
could get out of Japan soon enough to avoid being barred entry to the United
States, where I had a conference to attend. Since my daughter’s kindergarten
closed and switched to remote learning at the end of February, I figured I
could get there early to do some research while my husband and daughter
explored the playgrounds. When we arrived at JFK on March 5th, fully aware
of the news of the spreading of Covid-19 in Japan, I felt like the protagonist in
Tawada Yoko’s post-3.11 story “The Island of Eternal Life,” in which the
immigration officer was petrified by the protagonist’s Japanese passport due
to fears of nuclear radiation. In the following two weeks, the situation was
reversed as the numbers began to skyrocket in the U.S., and one city after
another declared a state of emergency. When the conference was cancelled
and New York was on the brink of a lockdown, I knew it was time to go back.

Following our return to Tokyo, we stayed mostly indoors except for daily
walks in the neighborhood. I became busy with the regular routine of my
daughter’s remote learning, where I learned how to become a kindergarten
teacher through teaching her phonics, math, art, music, PE, and even drama.
Every morning, we had three or four pages of instructions on what to do that
day, plus Google Meet sessions with her teachers and classmates four times a
week. As challenging as that period was, I will forever be grateful for being
able to witness the amazing process of a child beginning to read and write
and express herself creatively through art and music and play.

As Waseda’s spring semester approached, one month later than usual due
to the global pandemic, I came to be aware of how much I missed being
connected to our students. I missed their enthusiasm and receptivity to
learning, and seeing their friendships form and grow before my eyes. My zemi
students had asked to meet before the semester began to “check in,” so we got
together one weekday afternoon on Zoom. We were sharing the same space
virtually, each neatly contained in a black box lined up next to one another.
As strange as that was, we all felt connected somehow, and I realized once

again what a privilege it was to be part of these brilliant students’ lives.
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As the semester started, the initial awkwardness of Zoom quickly turned
into familiar space. In the same room where I learned to wear a kindergarten
teacher’s hat, I embraced my new role as digital instructor. I shared screens
and put students in breakout rooms for group discussion, as students adapted
to new ways of learning and being actively involved in the class. In a way, we
could see one another more closely than in real life, even though we were
physically far away. To accommodate for technical challenges, but also aware
of how much students needed to connect, I decided to hold the classes both
synchronously and asynchronously, incorporating new forms of technology
by assigning podcasts and video presentations instead of written documents.

For my zemi classes, which are presentation and discussion based, it made
sense to hold the class real-time via Zoom sessions. I asked the 4th-year zemi
students to pre-record their research presentations as narrated PowerPoint
videos, which were streamed during class followed by live session feedback
and Q&A. Students prepared more rigorously than usual to make their
presentations articulate and visually attractive, and also encouraging for the
3rd-year zemi students who could watch the videos at their own pace.

For my “Contemporary Japanese Fiction in English Translation” seminar, I
held real-time classes for the first two sessions to get to know one another,
and the rest was a mixture of my prerecorded lectures and students” weekly
podcast responses. I was amazed at how much effort the students put into the
podcasts, and how they seemed to be enjoying the format as if they were radio
show hosts. It reminded me that no matter how informative or eloquent the
professor’s lectures may be, what students remember are things they said or
produced themselves. Through the podcast assignments, I was able to hear
from students more than I ever would in a classroom setting, and students
were able to learn from one another in a creative and stimulating way.

I'm currently co-teaching an intensive Academic Skills in English course for
the first year JCulP students. These students have never met one other, have
never set foot on campus except for their admissions interviews back in
December. In previous years, we had gone on class excursions to Ueno and
Shibuya to research the Linguistic Landscape of Tokyo, but this year, we are
planning to have a virtual excursion in Miami with students from Florida
International University. I'm excited for the possibilities and new forms of
global connectivity that digital technology presents us, even as I eagerly look

forward to the day when we can meet one another in person.
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