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Meeting & Interactions
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I, Krishna Kondaiah presently working at Kyoto Municipal Murasakino Senior High School
as a certified and tenured English teacher, feel extremely privileged to be given this opportunity
to pay my respects to Professor Saito after his sudden demise last year in September. Needless
to say the news shocked me. Even such a legend has to pass away — was how I felt.
Subsequently, the flood of memories of how we had first met, and how we had interacted
thereafter overcame me and shook me into a moment of reflection. The last I spoke to him, I
mused, was some four years ago at a conference at the Kyoto University of Foreign Studies.

It was perhaps at Kyoto Municipal Saikyo Senior High School, my previous workplace,
where around in the late 1990’s Professor Saito paid us a visit in order to observe and guide a
former student of his who was putting on a demonstration class as an English teacher that I had
my first opportunity to see him. I was struck by the warmth of the professor’s persona that
radiated to all those he greeted with a smile and a slight bow — and that was to almost all the
students and fellow observers in the classroom— one of them being myself. At the conference
that followed, packed with English teachers, I found his opening address and later advice to us
teachers to be of great importance. He challenged us to find unique ways to stimulate the
students into having spontaneous English conversations rather than to overloading them with
the details of the English language. In addition, he advised us to keep track of the students’
intake of what was being taught — a formidable one he cautioned. All this clicked instantly with
me, as I was in the midst of pursuing my Masters in TEFL/TESL at the University of
Birmingham, UK. The debate then was over form or function, fluency or accuracy.

Thereafter, I arranged to visit him at his workplace — Kyoto University of Education. He
was most affable, and this let me pursue a discussion on the intake of vocabulary per se. After a
very illuminating discussion, he offered me the opportunity to audit his classes for the Masters-
course students. Delighted and invigorated, I attended many of them for a whole year. It was
by far an absolutely eye-opening experience to see how the soon-to-be English teachers were
being trained. How privileged I felt!

After completing my own MA in 2001, I consulted Professor Saito who was now the Dean of
graduate studies in English education at Kansai University. He of course congratulated me but
then quickly prodded me to continue with my research into English language education. This
led me to apply for the post-graduate course in English language education at his university to
which I fortunately managed to get admitted. Now, I was firmly under the tutelage of Professor
Saito.

I took an earnest interest in my research, but lacked in finding a particular single aspect to

focus my attention on. Everything seemed to interest me, and I managed to make some
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presentations on varying areas at a couple of academic meetings in South Korea and Japan. On
hindsight, if it were not for Professor Saito’s lead, I would not have done so. He allowed me to
experiment and waited patiently for me to find my focus. I really thank him for his generosity.

It exposed me to the research of fellow researchers and the world of academic meetings. To
further my interest and help me find a focus, he exposed me to how he was going about editing
and overseeing the high school English textbooks — an extremely closed off area for many English
teachers. I truly felt privileged, again.

Three years passed and I was awarded my certificate sans the doctorate. I was unable,
even up to then, to find one single aspect to delve into deeply and thoroughly. I realized, thanks
to Professor Saito, that I was more of a teacher than a researcher. I treasured my moments in
the classroom more than working on my research presentations. Though I loved to discuss and
hypothesize, especially with the professor (which I sorely miss now), my heart was in the
classroom with my students. I was still then and I am still now trying to stimulate my students
into having spontaneous English conversations. I would like to even go further to suppose that
my tutor and friend Professor Saito was himself more of a teacher than a researcher. How

encouraged this makes me feel. Thank you sir from the bottom of my heart.
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