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Learning English and Canadian Culture
Through Media

EREENEE > 5 —#5® Stan Kirk

Recently I was surprised when my Canadian niece, who I thought had no interest in Japan,
told me she is studying Japanese and wishes to live and work in Japan in the future. As her
father is Vietnamese Canadian, I expected that she would be much more interested in
Vietnamese than Japanese. So, I asked her how she become so interested in Japanese. She
explained that a friend had loaned her an English manga book (Naruto). She liked it
immediately, even before learning that the story is Japanese. Now she has a whole book shelf
filled with manga. She also reads it on the Internet. She said, “Manga is really cooll I want to
be able to read it in Japanese. Now I'm studying kanji on the Internet. I want to study
Japanese at school and get a job in Japan in the future.”

Her story reminded me of Matt, a Canadian guy I know who once studied Japanese at
Konan University. He later trained to be a translator, and now lives and works in Yokohama.
I asked Matt the same question I had asked my niece. He answered, “I became interested in
Japanese pop culture without even knowing it. I watched Astroboy endlessly on TV, and
completely fell in love with Super Mario Brothers on Nintendo. I just assumed that these
cartoons and games were from the US, but when I learned they were actually Japanese, I
became increasingly interested in Japan and its culture. I would see some scenes of Japanese
life while watching an anime, and that would make me want to learn more about the country.
That's why I chose to study Asian Studies and Japanese language at the University of
Victoria.”

I am amazed at the similar experiences of these two young Canadians and the power
popular media to attract them to the culture and language of Japan.

What about using media for learning Canadian culture and English? It is not so simple.
Although there is a growing number of Canadian “manga” authors, most are strongly
influenced by Japanese manga, American media culture, or in the case of immigrants, by the
culture of the country they came from. Also, Canada, as an immigrant country, is a nation of
different cultures living together so does not have one unified culture. Therefore, much
Canadian literature and popular media content is about the experience of belonging to one of
the various ethnic groups in Canadian society, such as Chinese-Canadian, Indo-Canadian and
Japanese-Canadian, Vietnamese Canadian, and so on. Some of it describes the tensions of living
in a multi-cultural society.

One example is the works of the Japanese-Canadian novelist, Joy Kogawa. She was born in
Vancouver before World War 2 and experienced the terrible problems of growing up as an
Asian-Canadian at that time. In fact, her story is part of the bigger story of how Canada
gradually changed from a very racist white society to a more welcoming multi-cultural society.
Her most famous novel, Obasan, tells how Japanese Canadians were treated very badly during
the war and how they did their best to become accepted as real members of Canadian society.
It is difficult to read in English, so I recommend that you first read the Japanese translation
(title: Zeb7-AHE]) .

However, there is an easier version! Recently Joy cooperated with her granddaughter Anne
Canute (a student at the University of British Columbia), a gaming app company, and the
National Film Board of Canada to produce an easy-to-use interactive app called East of the
Rockies. It 1s aimed mainly at Canadian young people, but because it is very interactive and
the English is quite simple, it is a good tool for studying English while learning about the
history and culture of Japanese Canadians and how Canada became a multi-cultural society.
You can buy it from the Apple App store, and I strongly recommend it!
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