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Abstract 

This article describes the use of modern Japanese literature, translated into English and tasks 

which were developed for teaching a university level EFL reading course in Japan. Rather 

than Western literature which is normally used to teach literature, the translated version of a 

modern Japanese literature was intentionally chosen for the linguistic and psychological 

benefits for the students. For this purpose, Yukio Mishima’s short story, “Swaddling Clothes” 

(Mishima, 1966), was utilized. In addition, his personal interview article in English was used 

to assist the learners’ comprehension of the story and the issues described in the story and to 

further develop their critical thinking skills. A comprehensive class survey conducted at the 

end of the year provided positive support for this method of using literature as well as 

Japanese literature for motivating students, enhancing critical thinking skills and cultural 

awareness among the students. 

 

Keywords: Japanese literature, critical thinking skills, symbolism, cultural awareness 

 

Introduction 

Selecting teaching materials to motivate students has been an issue in university EFL 

classrooms. Although teaching practical and communicative English including strategy 

courses for the TOEIC exams seems to be stressed at most Japanese university settings, it is 

significant for educators to keep searching for motivational teaching mediums so that L2 
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learners can enhance their critical thinking skills as well in this globalizing world. As Hardley 

(1993) has pointed out, compared to learning portions of language separately by extensive 

memorization and drilling, language learning in meaningful contexts would appeal more to 

both students and educators. Therefore, using literature may offer something invaluable to 

their EFL classrooms since literature can provide meaningful materials for such purposes. 

Rather than classical Western literature that has been traditionally used, using modern 

Japanese literature might be an eye-opener to them. For the last few years, even NHK 

(Japan’s public broadcaster) has provided listeners with radio programs for learning English, 

using a popular Japanese novelist’s short stories entitled, Read Haruki Murakami’s Literary 

Works in English (Murakami Haruki wo eigo de yomu) (Ozawa, Wako, & Emmerich, 2015), 

for instance. Haruki Murakami has been both domestically and internationally one of the most 

recognized Japanese writers. This has resulted in the media’s reporting him to be a candidate 

for the Nobel Prize in Literature in recent years. However, prior to Murakami, Yukio Mishima 

has been one of the postwar Japanese writers most widely read, worldwide since the 1960s. 

As “Japanese literature in the world” (sekai no nakano nihon bungaku) subtitled the text of 

the NHK radio program mentioned above, it might be refreshing and stimulating for Japanese 

university students to read such internationally recognized Japanese literature in English from 

a global point of view. Hence, in this paper, content-based literature instruction using 

Mishima’s short story, “Swaddling Clothes” (Mishima, 1966), is examined as an effective 

teaching medium, hoping to raise L2 learners’ overall English proficiency, critical thinking 

skills, and cultural awareness in a university EFL classroom. 

 

Literature Review 

Benefits of Using Modern Japanese Literature and a Short Story 

Traditionally in Japan, English had mostly been taught with Western classical or 

modern literature at the university level. However, according to McKay (1982), the use of 
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Western literary texts can be challenging for L2 learners since an unfamiliar cultural 

perspective is often reflected in them. Moreover, Su (2010), in her study of teaching English 

with Western literature in Taiwan, argues that using Western literature or any kind of literature 

in English could cause “anxiety and frustration to a majority of EFL students” (p. 4). She also 

claims that this is due to “linguistic intricacies of the target language, especially lexical and 

semantic barriers, unfamiliarity with or remoteness of the cultural background” (Lazar; 

Taglieber, Johnson & Yarbrough as cited in Su, 2010, p. 3). 

It is precisely for this reason that Mishima’s short story, modern Japanese literature in 

English translation was chosen to teach in a university EFL reading class. As Mckay (1982) 

points out, “a reader’s familiarity with the cultural assumptions in it” (p. 535) determines the 

interaction with a literary text. The use of modern Japanese literature can engage Japanese L2 

learners in reading literary texts within a familiar cultural context that may encourage their 

English language learning in a more positive way. It becomes easier to identify with 

characters and plot development within the framework of one’s own culture. Through 

eliminating the barrier of cultural differences, meanings of the vocabulary may be more easily 

contextually surmised. As a result, levels of anxiety and frustration when reading literary texts 

in English may be significantly reduced and, therefore, grasping meaning may be enhanced.  

Further evidence in support of this approach to language acquisition is based on a study 

done by Steffensen et al. (as cited in Taglieber, Johnson & Yarbrough, 1988). According to 

their study, the advantage of using reading materials from the students’ culture was 

exemplified. That is, when college students from India and the U. S. read a passage about 

their own culture, their reading speed and abilities to recall information improved, compared 

to when they read information about a foreign culture.  

It has been confirmed by the author’s teaching experience described in an earlier report 

(Fujioka, 2007) that Japanese EFL students who might feel reluctant to read Western literature 

become more motivated to read literary texts in English translation from their own culture. 
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Thus, modern Japanese literature in English translation can become a very effective medium 

for them. 

Regarding the benefits of using short stories, Kasper (2000) suggests that short stories 

can supply a superior ground for introducing content-based themes and academic materials 

themselves into lower level ESL classrooms. She claims that they are even beneficial for 

beginning L2 learners because good, authentic short stories for native English speakers 

capture the reader’s interest. 

 

Why Use Mishima? 

Among modern Japanese literature, Mishima’s short story was selected because he is 

one of the few Japanese literary figures whose literary works have been both domestically and 

internationally widely read. He has contributed to the spread of postwar Japanese literature 

overseas with his distinctive works such as Confessions of a Mask (Mishima, 1958) and The 

Temple of the Golden Pavilion (Mishima, 1959). His short story, “Swaddling Clothes,” has 

been included in literature anthologies including Short Shorts: An Anthology of the Shortest 

Stories (Howe & Howe, 1982) and The Riverside Anthology of Literature (Hunt, 1991). These 

anthologies are used as part of world literature English curricula at North American 

universities. To illustrate Mishima’s recognition, he has often been the only Asian writer 

selected for inclusion in many short story anthologies along with other famous writers such as 

Ernest Hemingway, Guy de Maupassant, and Leo Tolstoy. Interestingly, Donald Keen (2003), 

the eminent scholar of Japanese literature, includes Yukio Mishima among the most 

successful postwar writers, stating he is “probably the most famous Japanese who ever lived” 

(p. 45) outside Japan. He states that this is not only due to his committing suicide in the 

traditional style of “seppuku” in 1970, but even before his death, he was already chosen as 

one of the “one hundred leading figures of the world” (p. 45) by Esquire magazine. His 

nomination for the Nobel Prize in Literature three times (Liukkonen, 2008) attests to his 

89



Selecting the English Translation of Modern Japanese Literature in an EFL Reading Course: Yukio Mishima’s 
Short Story, “Swaddling Clothes” 

90 
 

international renown. Despite his popularity and recognition as a writer, he ended his own life 

in a shocking way, wishing to restore Japanese traditional spirit. Therefore, it would be 

inspiring for Japanese university students to read a selected work in English by Mishima, 

whose stories reflect their own culture, to experience why he has been well-known 

among readers worldwide, and to reconsider their traditional culture in this fast globalizing 

world.  

 

Theme and Symbolism of “Swaddling Clothes” 

    In Mishima’s short story, “Swaddling Clothes” (Mishima, 1966), he describes the 

cultural clash between Japanese traditional values that were disappearing under Western 

modernization in postwar Japan and those that were taking place instead at that time. He 

shows this cultural clash through “the incident” of the illegitimate baby wrapped in 

bloodstained newspapers that happened to one young married couple living in Tokyo, where 

Western modernization was more intense than any other place in Japan. That is, the main 

character, Toshiko is portrayed as someone who represents traditional Japanese values: she is 

sensitive, sympathetic, and reserved in expressing herself. She feels extremely sorry for the 

baby and his future, and becomes paranoid imagining what could happen to him and her own 

child. In contrast, her husband is described as flamboyant, liberated, and materialistic, 

representing Western modernization in postwar Japan. He talks jokingly about “the incident” 

of the baby wrapped in bloodstained newspapers to his friends at a bar and does not seem to 

sympathize with the baby at all. As the character who represents the influence of Western 

modernization the most, Toshiko’s husband is inevitably portrayed negatively in this story 

(Cengage, n.d.). Through these two opposite characters, “the struggle of traditional Japanese 

morals and ethics sustaining itself under the powerful influence of Western modernization” is 

described (Cengage, n.d., p.1). Obviously, they show completely different attitudes to “the 

incident,” which brings tragedy to Toshiko in the end. By contrasting the behaviors between 
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the husband and wife, the readers come to understand Mishima’s judgement that Western 

values may be having a damaging effect on Japanese traditional norms. Through ending the 

story ambiguously describing what happens to Toshiko who symbolizes Japanese traditional 

values (for instance, she might be raped by the young homeless man or be killed; or she might 

survive the attack), Mishima asks the readers to see the merits and demerits of “change and 

modernization in a rapidly globalizing world and imagine what the fate of traditional values 

and ethics might be” (Cengage, n.d., p.1). This seems to be the issue not only for the Japanese, 

but also the people in nations in the rest of the world, and might be one of the reasons why 

this story has had universal appeal. This theme may be a subject that most Japanese university 

students usually do not think about; therefore, in reading this story they may be able to look at 

their own society objectively and critically.  

 

Course Description 

Students 

The students were sophomores majoring in sociology at a private university in Osaka, 

Japan. One reading course using different genres of literature such as drama, short stories, and 

essays was involved in two continuous semesters (spring and fall) of the academic year 2013. 

The portion of using Mishima’s short story and interview article was conducted in the last 

four and half classes of the fall semester. In this course, 35 students enrolled in the fall 

semester. These student numbers include several students who dropped out from the class 

during the semester. The class met once a week for 90 minutes. The students were evaluated 

based on: participation/classroom behavior (25%); pop quizzes/project (25%); homework 

assignments (25%); final exam (25%). 

 

Teaching Materials and their Purposes 

Yukio Mishima’s short story, “Swaddling Clothes” was originally published as 
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“Shinbungami” (newspaper in Japanese) in 1955 in his native country and has been included 

in his several translated works such as Death in Midsummer and Other Stories (Mishima, 

1966) and in many world literature anthologies as a Japanese short story. The reasons for 

selecting this particular short story are: (1) even though the language used in the story is 

rather complex for the students, it is only 6-pages long, and the setting of the story is in Japan 

in their own culture, so the students can imagine what happens in the story better; (2) due to 

the intense, graphic narrative and the unpredictable plot, students would become engaged in 

reading the story until the shocking last sentence; and (3) this story has a clear theme and 

significant message from the author to the readers. The following lessons aimed: (1) to 

understand what Mishima wanted to show the readers and why Mishima wrote such a story, 

and (2) to look at their society objectively and to examine their identity, tradition, and the 

postwar society of Japan critically. Due to the limited English proficiency of the students and 

the complexity of the text, the instructional language was both English and Japanese. 

Japanese was always used to explain complicated things such as the setting of postwar Japan 

and the issues described in the story and in Mishima’s interview.  

 

Teaching Procedure 

Class design. The lessons using four and half classes were conducted as follows: 

1. Assign students to read the story before class and if time allows, give a pop quiz on the 

content of the material using wh-questions to check the reading assignment. 

2. Read the story aloud to the students emotionally and also ask for some volunteers or call 

on students to read it aloud. Despite the time to take for doing so from each lesson, 

reading aloud should be included for low or intermediate level L2 learners, in particular, 

in order to enhance their language acquisition. While reading the story aloud, ask some 

factual/inferential questions to check their comprehension, and then give a supplementary 

explanation if necessary. 
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3. Have students imagine and discuss what will happen to the main character, Toshiko, right 

after the shocking last scene in groups. Then, have them share their opinions as a class. 

4. Before assigning them the homework of finding the symbolism of this story, explain what 

symbolism is and the usage of it in this story. As examples, in groups have them discuss 

what the main character, Toshiko and her husband symbolize in the story. 

5. Before or after submitting homework assignments, have them exchange their works in 

pairs to share, and have them write their comment on their peer’s homework. 

6. After submitting homework assignments, go over each assignment as a class by calling 

on students to share their opinions and discuss as the whole class. 

7. Assign them to read the interview of Mishima before class.  

8. Finally, to wrap up the lessons, discuss what Mishima wanted to say to Japanese/readers 

through the story and his interview article, first in groups and then as the whole class. 

 

Tasks. For enhancing students’ comprehension of the story, critical thinking skills, 

cultural awareness, and empathy, the following tasks using graphic organizers were developed 

and conducted by the teacher. Students wrote their answers in English for task 1, but as for 

tasks 2 and 3, they could choose English or Japanese so that they could express their opinions 

in detail. Due to the limited time of the class, these tasks were partially or all assigned as 

out-of-class work in the following order:  

1. Completing the story organizer  

Aims: to enhance scanning, summarizing, writing, comprehension  

After reading the story, in order to reinforce students’ understanding, have them organize 

the information (setting and plot) of the story: title of the story, country of origin, time, 

place, characters, events, and ending by filling in the table. Lead students to fill out the 

first half of the organizer: from the title of the story to the characters. To show how to 

summarize the plot, write the ending of the story leaving several words blank on the board 
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so that the students could fill out the blanks as the whole class and see the sample of the 

summary. Assign the part of the events to finish the organizer as homework. In the 

following week, read a few works of the students aloud as good examples to share. When 

students are more advanced, assign them to finish both the events and the ending of the 

plot in the organizer as homework. 

2. Casting “Swaddling Clothes” as a producer  

   Aims: to enhance analytical skills, imagination, empathy, personalization 

Each student is going to imagine being the executive producer of the movie/drama, 

“Swaddling Clothes.” As a homework assignment, have students pick suitable actors/ 

actresses for the characters: Toshiko, her husband, the nurse (mother of the baby), the 

doctor, the homeless man, and the taxi driver, and writes down the specific reasons for the 

choices in the table. Have them choose the soundtrack music to be used in the 

movie/drama as well. In the following week, have them exchange their homework in pairs 

and write some comments on their partner’s choices in the table. Finally, sharing different 

opinions as the whole class will be very engaging and inspiring.   

3. Finding symbolism in “Swaddling Clothes” (see Appendix) 

Aims: to enhance scanning, analytical skills, critical thinking skills 

Have students figure out what each character symbolizes: Toshiko, Toshiko’s husband, the 

nurse (mother of the baby), the doctor, and the homeless man, and support their ideas with 

specific reasons. If they can find other symbolism, have them think about what they may 

symbolize. The table for this task consists of three columns: characters, what is 

symbolized, and reasons (students can quote from the story or use their own words). After 

explaining what symbolism means, discuss what Toshiko and her husband symbolize as 

samples for the whole class. Assign the rest of the characters to finish as homework. 

Sharing different opinions as the whole class will be inspiring and thought-provoking in 

the following week. 
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4. Reading the interview of Mishima: “On Trying to Reclaim Japanese Culture” (Hunt, 1991) 

Aims: to enhance reading, critical thinking skills, cultural awareness 

Read the article of Mishima’s interview aloud, and have a few volunteers or call on 

students to read the rest of it aloud. After that, clarify the content of the interview and 

discuss his message in the interview. Then, have them underline the most impressive lines 

for them and call on a few students to let them share their choices with the class.  

 

Teaching Outcomes 

Questionnaire Design and Results 

On the final day of the academic year of 2013, in order to investigate the educational 

effectiveness of this course using various genres of literature, a Likert-type self-report 

questionnaire with two open-ended questions in Japanese developed by the teacher (see Table 

1) was given to the students who had taken this course for two continuous semesters. The 

items of the questionnaire were conducted with a five-level modulated response scale ranging 

from “strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), neither agree nor disagree (3), agree (4), and 

strongly agree (5).” The students chose the number (1-5) that indicates their opinion for each 

question. Out of 15 items of the questionnaire, 12 items of the questionnaire were related to, 

or asked about, the particular lessons using Mishima’s short story; therefore, those 12 items 

were selected to show the results for this paper. First, Items 1-4 investigated the effectiveness 

of using literature as well as students’ empathy to the characters in literature. Second, Items 

5-8 focused on the degree to which the students felt they improved their reading, vocabulary, 

grammar, and critical thinking skills as well as imagination. Third, Items 9-12 investigated the 

benefits of using Japanese literature translated in English. A total of 24 students (n=24) 

participated in the questionnaire, and every student answered all the multiple-choice items 

regarding this course using literature. One of the last two items, 13, was an open-ended 

question regarding their personal feedback about Mishima’s lessons. For this question, 22 out 
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of 24 students responded. Lastly, for the 14th item, the students were asked to write down the 

task/homework assignment that they thought was the most useful in this course. Microsoft 

Excel was used to organize and analyze the data. 

The following table (see Table 1) shows the results of the selected items of the class 

survey related to the lessons using Mishima’s story. The 12 items of the questionnaire were 

divided into 3 elements by the categories of the question items as follows: (1) effectiveness of 

reading literature (4 items), (2) impact on L2 and critical thinking skills as well as imagination 

(4 items), and (3) effect of reading Japanese literature in English translation (4 items). 

The first category of the question items (Items 1-4) indicates the effectiveness of using 

literature in an EFL reading class. Remarkably, most students seemed to like learning English 

through literature (Item 1); 87.5% of the students answered agree (4) and strongly agree (5) 

with the highest mean of 4.08 of all. The sense of accomplishment after reading the 

unabridged short stories (Item 2) received 66.7% of the students’ agreement with the second 

highest mean of 3.91. 62.5% of the students agreed that they could empathize with a character 

/characters in literature (Item 3), although they responded to these question items looking 

back to all the literary works that they read in this course. Interestingly, 75% of them felt 

reading a novel could impact their life (Item 4), which was better than was expected and 

showed the potential of literature for the purposes being presented and described herein. The 

overall mean of these question items was 3.85, which indicates that using literature is quite 

effective for the students overall. 

The second category of the question item (Items 5-8) focused on the degree to which 

the students felt the lessons effective on their L2 learning, critical thinking skills, and 

imagination. 66.7% of the students thought their reading skills had improved through this 

course (Item 5). Similarly, 62.5% of them felt their vocabulary had improved (Item 6). This 

result is supported by the study of Gareis, Allard, and Saindon (2009) that authentic literature 

can provide great opportunities for vocabulary development. According to them, due to words 
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related to memorable characters and plots, through reading novels L2 learners find vocabulary 

development easier than through regular textbooks or other texts. This is probably why the 

students responded favorably for learning English through literature. On the other hand, the 

improvement of their English grammar (Item 7) gained only 37.5% of their agreement. This 

would be due to not stressing teaching grammar during the course. As for improving their 

critical thinking skills and imagination (Item 8), importantly, 70.8% of them responded 

positively with a mean of 3.87, which indicated the effect of literature in developing students’ 

critical thinking skills and was one of the main objectives for this course. The total mean, 3.64 

implies that using literature is somewhat beneficial for enhancing their L2, critical thinking 

skills and imagination overall.  

The impact of using Japanese literature translated into English is shown in the last 

category of the question items (Items 9-12). Interestingly, 33.4% of the students found reading 

a Japanese novel in English translation easier to understand the content of the story (Item 9) 

with a mean of 3.04. This suggested that even though Mishima presents a story within their 

own culture, the postwar cultural aspects described in the complex language was rather 

difficult for the students. Meanwhile, they agreed that it was easier for them to imagine the 

scenery and emotions of the characters in a Japanese novel in English translation (Item 10) by 

giving 70.9% favorable counts with a mean of 3.66. This indicates the merit of reading the 

literature from their own culture. However, the students who found it easier to empathize with 

the characters in this particular Japanese novel (Item 11) counted for 29.2% of their lower 

agreement. This was due to a very distinct plot and characters in this story. Lastly, half of the 

students admitted that they became more interested in reading Japanese literature in English 

translation (Item 12). This implied that they enjoyed the opportunity to read literature from 

their own culture and were inspired to explore it more. The overall mean of this section was 

3.33, which seemed to reflect only a moderate impact. This is due to the different types of 

question items which account for the mix of positive and negative feedback. 

97



Selecting the English Translation of Modern Japanese Literature in an EFL Reading Course: Yukio Mishima’s 
Short Story, “Swaddling Clothes” 

98 
 

Table 1 

Distribution of Item Responses 

Percentage of Students Selecting Option  

Item Category and Number (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) M SD

Effectiveness of Reading Literature 

1. I like learning English through literature. 
0.0% 4.2% 8.3% 62.5% 25.0% 4.08 0.71

2. I felt a sense of achievement after reading the unabridged short 

stories. 
0.0% 4.2% 29.2% 37.5% 29.2% 3.91 0.88

3. I could empathize with a character/characters in literature. 0.0% 8.3% 29.2% 50.0% 12.5% 3.66 0.81

4. I felt reading a novel could impact my life. 4.2% 8.3% 12.5% 58.3% 16.7% 3.75 0.98

Effect on L2, Critical Thinking Skills & Imagination 

5. Through this course, my reading skills have improved. 
0.0% 8.3% 25.0% 50.0% 16.7% 3.75 0.84

6. Through this course, my vocabulary has improved. 0.0% 8.3% 29.2% 50.0% 12.5% 3.66 0.81

7. Through this course, my English grammar has improved. 0.0% 12.5% 50.0% 33.3% 4.2% 3.29 0.75

8. Through this course, my critical thinking skills and imagination 

have improved. 
0.0% 4.2% 25.0% 50.0% 20.8% 3.87 0.79

Effect of Using Japanese Literature 

9. Reading a Japanese novel in English translation was easier to 

understand the content of the story. 

0.0% 33.3% 33.3% 29.2% 4.2% 3.04 0.90

10. It was easier to imagine the scenery and emotions of the 

characters in a Japanese novel in English translation. 
0.0% 8.3% 20.8% 66.7% 4.2% 3.66 0.70

11. It was easier to empathize with the characters in the Japanese 

novel. 
0.0% 12.5% 58.3% 25.0% 4.2% 3.20 0.72

12. I became more interested in reading Japanese literature in 

English translation. 
0.0% 16.7% 33.3% 37.5% 12.5% 3.45 0.93

Note. The response options were: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, and (5) strongly 

agree. 
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Results of the Open-Ended Question 

Additionally, the students were asked to write down their personal feedback regarding 

the course using literature including the Japanese literature. All the students except for two 

responded, and a total of 17 students out of 22 students commented on learning with the 

Mishima’s translated version of Japanese literature. There were 4 students who said it was 

difficult to understand the story, although there was no specific negative feedback to this 

course. Here are some positive comments that the students actually wrote which were 

translated from Japanese into English by the author. The first few ones show appreciation for 

reading Japanese literature in English: 

 Regarding the translation of the Japanese literature, being able to imagine the 

setting and scenery helped me understand the story better. 

 It was great for me to experience reading a masterpiece of Japanese literature in 

English translation. 

 I read the Japanese literature in English translation for the first time, but I’ve got a 

totally different impression from reading American literature. The image that 

popped up in my head was totally different, although I cannot put what is different 

into words. It was interesting for me to compare them by reading both. 

There were also some comments indicating that their critical thinking skills were stimulated 

by reading this story as follows: 

 By reading the story in English translation, I felt I could think of the story from a 

different perspective than reading it in Japanese. I came to understand the postwar 

Japanese society which is the setting of the story. 

 By learning about the traditional Japanese values that today’s Japanese don’t have, 

I found what I lack now. This story made me think about what is really right and I 

appreciate this great opportunity to think about what I usually wouldn’t think of 

while reading it.  
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 This was the first time for me to read a story with a message for Japanese people 

after the war, so it was difficult to understand what each character symbolizes. As I 

haven’t read stories from such a viewpoint before, this story made me feel like 

reading contemporary novels considering if they have any messages from now on. 

 

Student Responses to the Tasks 

In order to assist the students to organize what they just read and learned, to 

comprehend the content of the story and the characters, and to foster their critical thinking 

skills and imagination, the four types of tasks (mostly using graphic organizer) were utilized 

for this story and they appeared to be very productive for these purposes. Due to the limited 

time to cover the story in several classes at the end of the academic year, most of these tasks 

needed to be assigned as homework.  

First, completing the story organizer was helpful for the students to organize the setting 

and the plot of the story and to reinforce their comprehension of the story. As most students 

seemed not to have summarized a story in English before, writing the plot by themselves was 

challenging for many students. Therefore, showing how to summarize the ending of the story 

in class led by the teacher appeared to be helpful for them before trying to summarize the 

events for homework on their own.  

Casting “Swaddling Clothes” as a producer was the task which was favored the most 

by the students. This is also indicated in the results of the class survey. Their imagination was 

stimulated a great deal by first selecting each suitable character and then enacting a 

visualization of each, and they indicated they enjoyed the task very much. Writing the reasons 

for their selections required a good understanding of the story. Some of the students 

impressively expressed their deep understanding and analytical skills for the characters and 

the story in this task.  

Finding symbolism in “Swaddling Clothes” (see Appendix) appeared to be the most 
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challenging, but an intriguing task for them. Although a literary term, symbolism, seemed to 

be unfamiliar to them first, they seemed to grab the concept after figuring out what the main 

character, Toshiko, and her husband symbolized respectively as the whole class led by the 

teacher. Through this task, many of them showed how deeply they could understand the 

characters and the story, while their critical thinking skills and analytical skills were 

developed.  

Lastly, reading the interview of Mishima: “On Trying to Reclaim Japanese Culture” 

(Hunt, 1991) was definitely beneficial for the students to comprehend the story more deeply 

and the message from Mishima. Due to the complex language and narrative and also the 

setting of postwar period, many students first seemed to struggle to understand the story itself 

and then attempt to understand what Mishima’s intention was in having written it. However, 

reading his interview helped the students understand both a great deal, which was implied in 

their comments in the class survey as well as their written answers in the final exam. 

Furthermore, his words appeared to inspire them to notice what they did not think of before 

such as their identity, the postwar society, and the influence of Western cultures. Thus, they 

seemed to appreciate the opportunity to consider these through this story.  

Additionally, at the end of the second semester, the students selected one piece of 

literature that was used in class and made their own projects, which consist of the summary of 

the story in English and art inspired by the story. Following submission of their work, the 

MVP (class award) was awarded by the teacher to the individual student whose work was 

outstanding. The student who earned the MVP happened to be given to the one who made her 

personal project on “Swaddling Clothes.” She made a brilliant newspaper article consisted of 

the summary of the story with a picture of a new-born baby in swaddling clothes, the review 

of the story written by herself, and the short biographical information of Mishima with his 

picture. This original newspaper article was wrinkled and partially torn, intentionally pasted 

on the collage of several English newspapers. 
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The last question item in the class survey asked the students to write down the 

task/homework assignment that they thought was the most effective throughout the year. 17 

out of 24 students responded to this item. The task/homework assignment which was 

appreciated the most by them was “casting as a producer,” receiving 9 students’ approval. 

This would be because by this task, they could visualize each character and personalize the 

story. “Completing the story organizer” and “personal project” were in the second place, 

receiving 3 students’ approval. Finally, one student chose “finding symbolism.”    

 

Conclusion 

This paper has presented content-based literature instruction utilizing an internationally 

renowned Japanese writer, Yukio Mishima’s short story, “Swaddling Clothes” (Mishima, 

1966) in English translation, as a stimulating teaching medium for a university reading course. 

Instead of using excerpts from Western literature or simplified versions of Western literature 

(often used to teach literature), the translated version of a modern Japanese literature was 

intentionally selected, based on the linguistic and psychological benefits, for teaching 

Japanese EFL students. The tasks described in this paper were designed to enhance students’ 

comprehension of the story, critical thinking skills, cultural awareness, and empathy, as well 

as language learning. Assessing overall student performance included the assigned tasks and 

group/class discussions, student attitude toward the lessons, and the class survey, each of 

which illustrated that the use of the translated modern Japanese literature in teaching reading 

is beneficial. Due to Mishima’s complex language translated into English and the setting of 

postwar Japan, understanding this story was rather challenging for most students. However, 

introducing them to his distinct narrative and symbolism that he used throughout the story, 

along with his interview which had been done a few months before his death, turned out to be 

effective for helping students to understand the story and to maximize their appreciation for 

the story and his message to the readers. As a result, these led the students to be drawn into 
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the story and inspired to contemplate their identity, traditional culture, and the postwar society 

of Japan critically as well as objectively, probably a new learning experience for most of 

them.  

 It must be noted that the focus of the instruction was on the comprehension of and 

appreciation for the content of the material, not on measuring improvement of English 

proficiency by these lessons. Thus, the students were not tested to measure the effect of these 

lessons to improve their English proficiency. In order to measure the effectiveness of such a 

content-based literature instruction on students’ English proficiency, a separate research study 

would be required.  

Finally, Krashen (1997) has pointed out something to remember: “When we teach 

popular literature, we are not dealing with a canon; rather we are trying to introduce students 

to a wide variety of possibilities in the hope that they will find what they are interested in and 

establish a reading habit” (p. 24). Hopefully, through this learning experience with Mishima’s 

story, students will develop more pleasure of reading literature from their own culture as well 

and gain a better understanding of their tradition and identity in this fast globalizing world in 

which they live. 

 

Notes 

1. This paper is a modified version of the oral presentation given at the JACET Kansai 

Chapter conference at Ryukoku University on November 29th, 2014. 

2. The question items of the class survey were translated from Japanese for Table 1. 
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Appendix 

Task 3: Finding symbolism in “Swaddling Clothes” 

 

Symbolism in Swaddling Clothes 

 
Directions: Think about what each character symbolizes in this story and support your ideas with good reasons. 

If you can think about others to symbolize something, you may add those. 
 

Character What is symbolized Reasons (you may quote from the story, or use your own words) 

Toshiko 

 

- traditional Japanese 
values 

- genuineness 

- sensitive 
- reserved in expressing herself 
- has sympathy for the illegitimate baby and replaced the newspapers 

with flannel cloth 

Toshiko’s husband 

 

- westernization 
- materialism 
 
 

- dressed in his American-style suit 
- gesturing flamboyantly 
- took out the rug before the nurse would ruin it and showed no 

compassion for her and her baby 

Nurse 
 (mother of the baby)   

Doctor   

Homeless man   

Others:   
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A Semantic Approach to Grammar Teaching: the Case of Language Change, 

Grammaticalization 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

The aim of this study is to examine (i) a possible way for the application of a semantic 

approach to teaching English grammar, and (ii) its “pedagogical soundness” (cf. Takaki 2009). 

As a case study, one of the semantic aspects of language change, grammaticalization from the 

verb go into the future-tense marker be going to and be gonna is introduced in the class. For the 

analysis, thirty-one Japanese learners are divided into two groups and lectured expressions 

using be going to, be gonna and will; the concept of grammaticalization is not introduced in the 

control group. The participants are asked to (i) make English composition using these 

expressions, (ii) make discussion to check the answers, and (iii) write comments freely for each 

activity. Their responses in the class and comments on the response sheet are analyzed 

qualitatively. The result indicates that (i) the introduction of grammaticalization has a potential 

for evoking learners’ interests on English. Regarding (ii), on the other hand, this approach does 

not have enough “pedagogical soundness” because many misunderstandings are found in the 

comments of the control group. 
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 (applied cognitive linguistics)
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: (i) e up

(ii) 

(i) (iii) up

(iv) (i) up
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, 2011, p. 72 3  

Boers and Demecheleer (1998) behind

behind

behind

Cobuild English Dictionary behind
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(2) go be going to, be gonna  

  

 a, b, c  
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 a. I am going to marry Bill. 

 b. I am going to go to London.   

 c. I’m gonna go to London. 

 

go a, b, c

Appendix

 

 

 

4 2 31

3 TOEIC 350 400 5

2

14 17  

 

 

go, be going to, be gonna

will be going to

112



 

113 
 

 

will, 

be going to

go be going to, be gonna

6  

Boers and Demecheleer (1998) beyond

be going 

to, will

7

 

 

 

 

 

will be going to 8 (i) (ii) 

(iii)  

113



 

114 
 

 

Appendix (1)(2)(3) (3) : 

 

(3)  to I am going to marry Bill. be  

      going to  
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  -ing to 9  
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will
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4/14

 

 

(4) a. I am going to (Tokyo, Osaka, Nagoya, China…). 

   b. I am going to (run, eat, drink, play, sing…) 

 

be going to be going to
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(ii) 
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will, be going to use, usage

will be going to 1

14  
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9 /17 15  

 

(5) a. *I ride on a rocket and going to the space. 

 b. *I am going to study in English now. 

 c. *I am alone going to bed now. 

(6) ? I am now going to go to London.  
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(6) 16 be going to
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