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English Learning Motivation in Low-Proficiency
Japanese Learners

Ilkoma, Keith

Abstract
Following a previous study on English learning motivation, two low-proficiency participants
were interviewed to provide a comparison between students who had achieved a high level of
proficiency and those who had not. Narrative inquiry was used, and narrative texts were written
using the interview data. The texts were then coded for themes. Lesson styles, proficiency and
the perceived difficulty of English, tests, and teachers were four motivating and demotivating
factors that emerged from the texts. Some factors were notably different from the higher
proficiency learners in the previous studies, such as a lack of international posture in low-
proficiency learners. Some factors were consistent among both groups, including proficiency,
individual teachers, and lesson styles. Communicative language lessons were highly valued
among all students, and despite the importance of exams, exam preparation English lessons

were felt to be both demotivating and ineffective.

Keywords: English education, Japan, motivation, narrative inquiry, Second Language Acquisition.

1. Introduction

The issue of motivation in English language learning in Japan continues to be an important topic.
In 2024, Japan placed 92nd in the EF Education First international index of English skills (Saito,
2024), which was Japan's lowest comparative ranking yet. Furthermore, with the introduction of
English lessons earlier in elementary school, the number of elementary school students who do not
like English has increased to almost one-third (Tamura, 2025). Decreasing relative proficiency and
decreasing enjoyment of the subject seem to be the ongoing trends in Japan. Smith (2025) found that of
Japanese high school students, 35% of students reported low engagement, 45% moderate engagement,
and 20% high engagement in learning English: this is attributed to traditional test-oriented teaching
methods and 60% of lesson time being dedicated to grammar-translation.

Following my previous studies, I wanted to compared Japanese students with different levels of
English language proficiency as it relates to their motivation toward learning English. Having studied
the stories of students who had had relative success in achieving a high level of English fluency, this

study specifically targets students with English proficiency that is low relative to their peers. I wanted
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to compare the stories, especially for themes of motivating and demotivating factors that may account

for some of the difference in their achievement.

2. Literature Review
2-1. Language Learning Motivation Research in Japan

There is a rich history of research on the issue of language learning motivation in Japan. There
are three texts that provide a good overview of the history of this topic: Al-Hoorie (2017) provides
a general overview of second language learning motivation research, albeit not specific to Japan;
Kikuchi and Hamada (2023) explore the issue specific to Japan; and Kikuchi (2015) has the most
comprehensive work on the topic, specifically focusing on demotivation, and concludes that the six
main factors that lead to demotivation in Japan are teachers, characteristics of classes, failure, the

class environment, class materials, and lack of goals or interests.

2-2. Focus on Improving Motivation

Numerous studies continue to be published on methods to improve motivation, many of which
use Dornyei’s (2009) seminal L2 motivational self system. Recently, Ogasawara and Prowant (2025)
introduced an online lesson for technical college students (HE&EH 4% students), introducing
Japanese role models who could speak English. The goal was to improve students’ L2 future self
images. Another recent study in Japan used generative Al in class and showed improved motivation
(Huang & Mizumoto, 2025), which agrees with Hennessey (2025), who found that Al used for writing
activities had a positive influence on students’ classroom motivation. Fujii and Inagaki (2025) used
a standardized speaking assessment as a pedagogical intervention at the tertiary level, and while
motivation levels did not improve, they were maintained relative to a comparison group in which
motivation levels decreased.

In another approach, Isoda and Kondo (2022) focused on perceived needs in nursing students
in relation to motivation. Their results showed that despite the practical needs of nursing students
to use English for their careers, the students’ learning needs were for “daily use,” which included
travel, listening to English, and daily conversation. Despite the perceived needs from instructors and
programme administrators, students tended to see themselves as using English in a personal capacity

in the future.

2-3. Narrative Inquiry and Language Learning Motivation in Japan

While narrative inquiry has been used in Japan, most recently by researchers such as Hiratsuka
(2022), the only uses of narrative inquiry on the topic of language learning motivation are my own
previous studies (Ikoma, 2022; 2025). Narrative inquiry is useful in providing depth and context to

data on this issue, and my two previous studies focused on stories of people who had been successful
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as English-language learners in Japan.

3. Methodology

To compare this study’s data with the data from my previous studies (Ikoma, 2022; 2025), a
similar research methodology was used. Narrative inquiry was used to allow a better understanding
of the issue within its context (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

The research questions are the same two questions as in the aforementioned studies:

1. What stories do Japanese students construct of their experiences learning English in academic and
non-academic settings?

2. What motivating and demotivating factors can students identify in their own stories of learning
English?

The participants were selected through convenience sampling, and although four participants were
originally selected, only two participants were interviewed. With the goal of selecting as participants
university students with low proficiency relative to their peers, students who had low placement test
scores or who were perceived by instructors to have relatively low proficiency were selected. The two
participants who were interviewed were also asked about their English ability, and they were able to
give evidence (test scores, placement tests, reading ability) as to why they thought their English was
low compared to their peers.

The participants were interviewed in Japanese. The interview data were transcribed in Japanese
and then used to create the narrative texts in English. Following narrative inquiry methodology, the
participants were asked to restory the texts by reading and making corrections or edits, but both
texts were accepted without changes by the participants. The final texts were analyzed and coded for
themes to understand the participants’ experiences learning English and to identify motivating and
demotivating factors in their stories. These themes were then compared to results from the previous

studies.

4. Data
From the interviews, the following narrative texts were created. Each participant read their text
and agreed that the story was accurate in representing their story. Pseudonyms have been used, and

specific places or names in the interviews have been omitted.

4-1. Haruto’s Story

Haruto grew up in a small residential area outside a large city in central Japan. He had no
particular interest in English in elementary school. He began to have English classes in his fifth year
in elementary school, and he enjoyed the lessons but was not interested in English as a subject. His

motivation to study and use English in class was relatively high because the lessons were fun: lessons
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included many singing activities, communication games, and question-and-answer lessons to practice
basic communication. It was fun because compared to other elementary school lessons, there were
many games and fun activities. The tasks were easy and there were no specific grammar activities.
All lessons in elementary school were led by assistant language teachers (ALTs) from overseas. Other
than lessons, Haruto had no significant experiences with English during this time.

In junior high school, his experience of English was more complicated. From his first year, his
lessons consisted mainly of textbook activities with a focus on grammar and reading long passages.
At first, although he was still not interested in English, the lessons were not so difficult. However, as
he continued to learn, the content became more difficult, and the reading passages became longer.
Haruto's listening skills were not bad, but he was not particular good at reading long texts or books
In Japanese, so reading longer and longer passages in English was very challenging and boring. One
enjoyable classroom activity in his first and second years of junior high school was that his teachers
often used music in classes as warm-up activities. He was fortunate especially in his first and second
years to have good teachers, because he knew other students in his school who had even worse
experiences in English as a result of having boring teachers. In fact, Haruto's homeroom teacher
in his second year was also an English teacher, so she encouraged her students to practice English
every day. It was at this time that Haruto noticed the importance of teachers and teaching methods
in helping students be motivated toward English.

Other than regular lessons, about once per month ALTs came to do communication activities in
class, but these activities were not graded activities so there was no need for students to make effort
in these lessons. There were sporadic communication activities in non-ALT lessons, but these were
not used for assessment, either. Despite working hard, his test scores in English were not good. It
was only because of having teachers who made lessons more interesting that his junior high school
experience of English was not so bad. During junior high school, Haruto also started attending a cram
school, mostly to help prepare for high school entrance exams. He studied English very hard at the
cram school, mostly focusing on vocabulary, reading, and grammar. Although he studied, his English
scores did not improve, so he started to focus on subjects in which he could succeed such as math and
sciences. In his third year of junior high school, his classes at school also became more focused on test
preparation; the boring lessons and his inability to improve his test scores led him to dislike English
and have low motivation toward the subject. The high school entrance exams were a motivation to
study hard, but, as with cram school, he tended to focus on subjects such as math where he could
be successful. However, in his personal life, he started to become interested in music in English,
especially influenced by social media posts that used English music.

In high school, Haruto really disliked English. He did not like his like his teachers. Teachers were
too serious, and all lessons were heavily focused on university entrance exam preparation which

included reading long texts, answering difficult questions, and learning vocabulary and grammar.
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Students usually followed the textbook, did rote memorization, and answered fill-in-the-blank
worksheets in class. In the third year of high school, Haruto's lessons included very long passages that
were too difficult for him, and his scores were low. English lessons became progressively more difficult
and that led Haruto to lose motivation in lessons. In his third year, in preparation for university
entrance exams, Haruto began attending a cram school again. He had a good experience of English
there because the lessons were done through video content and the videos and cram school teacher
made the content easy to understand. Haruto focused on math, physics, and English in preparation
for the entrance exam, but he did not see much improvement in English test scores, and his results
tended to be low compared to other students. Outside class, his main interaction with English was
music. Sometimes he would search online for the lyrics and translations of the lyrics into Japanese to
try to understand what musicians were singing about. But, other than the time spent with English
music and test preparation for entering university, his motivation for learning English was very low.
Haruto believes that most students think that the English section of university entrance exams is
too difficult; while some students may be good at English, for most students the tests do not match
students’ proficiencies.

Haruto was successful in entering university and is currently majoring in engineering. In
university, he has a very positive attitude and works hard in English classes because there are
speaking activities in the lessons. He knows that reading is an important skill, but in today’s global
society, he can more easily imagine the usefulness of speaking English in situations such as meeting
international people in Japan. Furthermore, he has developed an interest in overseas travel, and he
would like to be able to communicate—even if only at a basic level—with people, if he were to travel.
He continues to have interest in music in English, and improving his listening skills increases his
enjoyment of the music. But, while his classroom motivation is high, there is no longer any crucial test
looming such as an entrance exam, so he does not spend time studying as he did in junior high school
and high school. He thinks that taking a standardized test would be good for when he starts to search

for work, but that does not seem to have an influence on his current effort, motivation, or study habits.

4-2. Yusuke’s Story

Living in a suburb of a mid-sized city in the Hokuriku region of Japan, Yusuke's experience with
English started from an early age. In preschool, at the age of five, he began English lessons such
as singing ABCs. It was a fun experience although not particularly significant to Yusuke. Later, in
his second year of elementary school, he traveled with his family to Hawaii, but although he was
surrounded by English, he did not use English at all because of his young age, and the trip did not
seem to have any effect on his English language learning. In grade three or four of elementary school,
he began to have English lessons at school. About once per week, ALTs would do fun activities such as

showing pictures of various items and then the students would learn the vocabulary in English. They
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also had some basic communication or grammar lessons to learn things such as greetings or simple
questions and answers. Other than his trip to Hawaii, he had no experiences of English outside school.
He felt that he wanted to have the chance to talk to foreign people in English outside school if given
the opportunity. Yusuke's elementary school experience of English was generally good, and his in-
class motivation was very high. He thinks that it would have been better to spend more time learning
English at that early age because it was easier to learn the language, and he feels that if he had had
more exposure to the language in elementary school, better proficiency would have led to increased
motivation later in his studies.

In junior high school, the nature of English lessons changed drastically. While ALTs still did
lessons once per week, most lessons focused on much more difficult content, including grammar,
vocabulary, and speaking. In his first year, his enjoyment and motivation toward English both
continued to be at the same level as in elementary school despite the increasingly difficult lessons.
There were some fun activities as well: for example, he had one teacher who asked students to
make up stories and then translate them into English after which the teacher recorded the groups
performing their stories and the best performances were shown in class.

As Yusuke progressed into his second year and then into his third year of junior high school,
he found the content increasingly difficult, and he could not understand the texts that they read. He
could not keep up with the lessons from his second year onward, his tests scores became low, and he
realized that he was not good at English. By his third year, he hated English, so he did not want to
study it at all. The only things that kept him studying English was that it is a required subject on high
school entrance exams. Outside school, he had only one memorable experience with English, which
was that a foreign person asked him for help at the local train station; Yusuke did not directly answer
the person, however, and instead asked the station employee to help the person. Despite an early start
with English and a positive attitude toward English until his first year of junior high school, by the
end of junior high school, it was his least favourite subject.

After entering high school, his dislike of English subsided somewhat, and he hated it less than he
had in junior high school. In high school, there were two types of English lessons: grammar lessons
and communication lessons. The grammar lessons were boring because they were lecture-based
classes. In the grammar lessons, students prepared for the lessons, and then reviewed the materials in
class, but they seemed to spend the whole lesson just looking at the blackboard. The communication
lessons followed a textbook, but students also did pair work and talked to their classmates. Also,
they had fewer tests than in junior high school, and Yusuke felt these lessons were interesting and
engaging. ALTs came to lessons about once per week, and they did communication activities, games,
and competitions. He felt these ALT lessons were a valuable learning experience because they were
enjoyable and because students were able to encounter language that was not found in the textbooks.

In high school, he also had some exposure to English through movies; he watched many movies on
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streaming services, and sometimes he would watch movies in English with Japanese subtitles. In his
third year of high school, however, lessons became focused on exam preparation including a strong
focus on reading long texts. Yusuke spent a lot of time practicing reading, but his English test scores
were low. Despite two years of slightly increased interest and motivation in English, his test scores
were not good; in his third year, he did not enjoy English and had no desire to study it but studied only
to improve his test scores so that he could go to university.

After high school, Yusuke entered university, and he is currently majoring in engineering.
Compared to high school, the amount of time he spends studying English is relatively low because
there are fewer lessons and he has no sense that he will need to use English in his future. In class, he
enjoys the lessons because there are many communication activities and since most other university
classes are lectured based, English class is one of the few opportunities to talk to his classmates
during class time. His motivation in lessons is high, and he puts in effort for lesson activities, but he
1s not at all motivated to do any English study outside class. Since elementary school, he has wanted
to be able to speak English. This desire continues today, but other than in-class activities, he has little

motivation to study or to improve his English skills outside class.

5. Discussions

Lesson styles, proficiency and the perceived difficulty of English, tests, and teachers were four
main motivational factor themes emerging from the two narrative texts. Although there were minor
themes of English usage outside the classroom and perceived future usage, they did not seem to
have resulted in significant changes in motivation toward learning English. Both participants’ stories
end with a desire to be able to speak English, but there is no resulting action from that vague
interest. More likely, it is a wish that their educational experiences had provided basic communicative

competency.

5-1. Lesson Styles: Communicative and fun lessons increase motivation

The lesson styles described by both Haruto and Yusuke in elementary school motivated both
students. In Haruto's early experiences with English, although he had no interest in the language,
the lessons were fun and engaging. He did not have any motivation for learning English, but his
effort in the lessons was high because the lessons were fun. Yusuke describes his elementary school
years as the time when his motivation was at its highest with language activities such as vocabulary
learning and communication practice; the lesson styles made him feel that learning English was easy.
From junior high school through to university, positive experiences of English generally related to
communicative or creative lesson activities. The clearest example is in Yusuke's high school years
when he had two different English courses: the one he enjoyed followed a textbook, but they had

opportunities to talk with classmates and do pair work, whereas the one he had not enjoyed was
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grammar based and passive, where “they seemed to spend the whole lesson just looking at the
blackboard.” Most of his negative experiences of English relating to lesson styles were test preparation
lessons using passive learning and focusing on reading long texts or grammar. The fact that both
students’ motivation increased in university lessons due to the lesson style demonstrates that effective

lesson styles can increase motivation even for students who have hated English in the past.

5-2. Proficiency and the perceived difficulty of English: poor results lead to poor motivation
Unsurprisingly, as both Haruto and Yusuke experienced increasing difficulty in understanding
English lesson content, their test results became worse, which resulted in lower motivation. Only in
elementary school were they able to experience good results and feel that English was not difficult.
This is possibly because there did not seem to be any assessment activities, or, as Yusuke suggests,
younger learners are more willing and able to learn English. Even though Yusuke believes his
proficiency is relatively low now, it is easy to empathize with the regret in Yusuke's story that if only
he had had more exposure to English in elementary school, maybe he would not have had such poor
results later in his academic experiences. By junior high school and high school, in both narrative
texts, the perceived difficulty of English features prominently. Yusuke, in fact, hated English, and it
was his least favourite subject in junior high school. In Haruto's story, we can see the spiraling effect of
studying hard only to yield poor results, leading to lower motivation and less effort, which perpetuated

poor results in English.

5-3. Tests: short-term effort at the cost of long-term motivation

Haruto and Yusuke both spent time studying hard for English in preparation for high school and
university entrance exams. In Haruto's year of preparing for the university entrance exam, English
was one of three subjects on which he focused. They both seemed to have increased motivation for
English as it related to the exams, but their attitude was negative and their persistence only extended
as far as the test day. Furthermore, poor test results simply reinforced the self-perception that they

had low proficiency, leading to less interest in making effort outside test preparation.

5-4. Teachers and Assistant Language Teachers (ALTs): effect extends beyond lesson style
Although Yusuke's story includes several mentions of ALTS, there is no sense that ALTs had
any direct effect on his English motivation, although in elementary school the lessons seemed to be
taught by ALTS, and his elementary school language-learning experience was positive. ALT lessons
were also mentioned in Yusuke’s junior high school and high school experiences, but the focus was
on the communicative aspect of the lesson rather than the teacher. Other than that, Yusuke’s story
does not include details about teachers. Haruto's story, however, has strong emotional connections to

teachers. He had positive experiences with teachers in junior high school who helped him with English
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despite English being a difficult subject for Haruto. His teacher at cram school was a positive influence
on his English, helping Haruto to feel that he was able to understand English content. The way that
Haruto felt about his high school teachers is not only related to teaching style or academics but also
to personality: Haruto did not like his English teachers because they were “too serious.” There is a
remarkable difference in Haruto's expressed feelings about his junior high school teachers, who he felt
helped him and encouraged his studying efforts, his cram school teacher who made English easy to
understand, and his high school teachers who were too serious. This excessively serious attitude, for
Haruto, seemed to have a negative effect on his English motivation and proficiency. This relates well

to Haruto's belief that teachers are a crucial factor in the motivation of students toward English.

5-5. Comparison with students with higher proficiency and success in learning English

In my previous studies (Ikoma, 2022; 2025), participants were selected who had achieved a relatively
high level of success in learning English. Tangibly, the previous research interviews were able to be
conducted primarily in English, while interviews for this research had to be done in Japanese. How
were the experiences of students with success in learning English different from those who were not
able to achieve a high level of proficiency?

Previous research (Ikoma, 2025) found five main themes of motivating factors to include lesson
styles, teachers, personal activities, career-related goals, and international posture. Furthermore,
proficiency was a factor that was found in the narrative texts of research from 2022 (Ikoma). The
relationship between proficiency and motivation in the 2022 study was complex because self-perceived
success In using English led to increased motivation, but a self-perceived lack of proficiency also led to
increased motivation because the individuals desired to be able to use English fluently. In the current
study, lesson styles, proficiency and the perceived difficulty of English, tests, and teachers were the
four main factors in motivation.

I will discuss the three themes that the previous studies and the current studies have in common,
but in students with higher proficiency, personal activities, career-related goals, and international
posture were also strong themes. Notably, these were all highly motivating factors in all narrative
texts, and they led the students to spend more time and effort in learning English toward those ends;
for example, students who want to become English teachers have a clear career-related purpose to
learn English. Conversely, in the stories of students with lower proficiency, tests featured prominently
as the sole goal. This divergence may demonstrate the perceived goal of English usage: is English for

use beyond the immediate classroom environment or is it just meant to be rote memorized for tests?

5.-5-1. Lesson styles
Comparing the narrative texts of the two low-proficiency learners and the two learners who

aim to become English teachers, there is almost no difference in the motivational factors related to
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lesson styles. Communicative activities motivated the learners, while passive, grammar-based, test-
preparation lessons were demotivating. It 1s concerning that despite their prevalence, test-preparation

lessons were demotivating, and they did not help the learners to improve their test scores.

5-5-2. Teachers

Haruto expressed a strong feeling that teachers heavily influenced his motivation toward English.
Pedagogical ability featured implicitly through the importance of lesson style, but factors related to
personality are evident. Haruto variously had teachers who were caring, interesting, boring, and too
serious. In my previous study (Ikoma, 2025), a similar connection emerged between motivation and

personal feelings about teachers’ personalities.

5-5-3. Proficiency and the perceived difficulty of English

Of my two previous studies, one (2025) had no specific theme related to proficiency although
it was evident that both participants worked hard to improve their skills and they achieved better
results than their peers. In my earlier study (2022), proficiency was important to the participants,
with two of the participants meeting with early success relative to their peers; even when those
participants met with the challenges of difficult language or situations where their English was
insufficient, they were able to overcome those challenges due to their future goals for using English.
With Haruto and Yusuke, however, when they encountered difficult English or felt that their
proficiency was lower than their classmates, they seemed to have less perseverance because their

main goal for English was to get higher scores on tests.

6. Conclusion

From the two stories of this study, the four main motivational factors that emerged were lesson
styles, proficiency and the perceived difficulty of English, tests, and teachers. As discussed, lesson
styles, teachers, and proficiency and the perceived difficulty of English were three themes that this
study had in common with my previous research. Notably, international posture, personal activities
outside class, and future goals, which were all themes from previous research, were not found in
the two stories of this study, which might be expected from students with lower motivation and
proficiency.

Lessons styles were found to be a strong motivating and demotivating factor for both Haruto and
Yusuke. There is a continuing need to move toward communicative language teaching (CLT) as the
main teaching methodology. It is concerning that 60% of lesson time is still dedicated to grammar
translation, whereas only 15% is dedicated to communicative activities in high school (Smith, 2025).
Given the desire of learners of varying proficiency and motivation levels to engage in communication

in English, it is counterproductive to continue to spend so much time on grammar translation since
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learners are unlikely to be receptive to such tasks. The lack of serious communication assessment
is also a hinderance when one considers the paramount importance of reading and translation in
entrance exams. As Haruto felt, even though he was more interested in communicative activities than
reading practice, there was no need to take communicative activities seriously because there was no
assessment of consequence for speaking. Teachers may need more time and training resources to be
able to conduct communicative activities that also help students to prepare for exams.

Teachers were the one factor that Haruto believes make the most significant difference in
students’ English learning experience. Some of the reason is their lesson styles, but also teacher
personality and relationships with students were extremely important. Even in a student-centred,
CLT English class, the very nature of second language studies means that the teacher becomes the
agent of the subject and the personification of what is being studied. The range of emotions expressed
by Haruto toward teachers seems to strongly connect with his English-language learning experience
and with English itself.

The lack of international posture (Yashima, 2002) or strong imagining of their future L2 selves
seem to strongly influence the two learners because there was no purpose to learning English beyond
test scores. Projects such as introducing Japanese role models who speak English well (Ogasawara &
Prowant, 2025) could improve students’ imaginations about how they might use English in the future.
Ogasawara and Prowant’s project used a Japanese person from the world of gaming, but certainly a
wide variety of people from various fields such as music, sports, business, science, or arts could be
helpful especially for young learners to have a concrete image of how English could be used in their
futures. Having a stronger emphasis on cultural elements from other countries which are interesting
to students would also help improve their international posture.

Finally, there are some challenges ahead for student motivation in English. The advancement
of technology and tools available to students may lead to questions as to why learning English is
important. Furthermore, as Japanese elementary schools adapt to increased English activities and
lessons, it should be expected that it will not improve student motivation unless teachers have enough
time and training to prepare for lessons. Therefore, it will be important for more funding and training

to be available to address these needs.

7. Limitations and Further Research

Including the two previous studies, the number of participants totals only seven individuals. Due
to convenience sampling, the participants tended to have some similarities in backgrounds: in the
current study, for example, both participants were engineering students of the same age and gender.
For narrative inquiry, seven narrative texts provide a large amount of data, but these data would be
more effective if they were complemented with other types of data, such as quantitative survey data

or narrative texts from younger participants.
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For further research, as in my previous studies, ALTs appeared frequently in the narrative
texts, yet there are very few major critical studies of the effectiveness of ALTs in Japanese English
education (Hiratsuka, 2022). It would be helpful to study the relationship between ALTs and student
motivation in learning English. Also, given the themes that emerged from this study, two possible
future research directions could be pursued. First, a similar narrative inquiry study could be done
with younger participants to understand if the current study’'s themes are consistent with students
at the primary and secondary levels of education. Second, a large-scale survey could be conducted to

confirm if these themes are generally consistent with the wider student population in Japan.
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Abstract

Under the auspices of the Japanese Exchange and Teaching Programme (JET), thousands of
university graduates are employed as Assistant Language Teachers (ALTSs) in government-
run junior high schools (JHS) and senior high schools (SHS). This qualitative study explores
the extent to which ALTS pre-employment expectations aligned or contrasted with the lived
reality of their professional roles. A review of the existing literature describes the foundational
objectives and ethos of the four organisations that facilitate the programme and how these
interrelate with the current expectations and lived reality of ALTS professional lives. Finally, an
in-depth analysis of working within the often ambiguous and ill-defined parameters of the ALTS'
role will be provided.

Adopting a constructionist paradigm with a relativist perspective, the study employed semi-
structured one-hour interviews with six ALTs working under the same contracting organisation
(CO). The data was analysed thematically using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework
to identify recurrent and emergent themes.

The results displayed that, without a defined and uniform consensus of the two core
ALT assignments (JHS and SHS), ALTs experienced a discordance between expectations and
reality which frequently undermined participants’ sense of professional value. Nevertheless,
two thirds of the participants reported an overall positive experience residing in Japan. The
study concludes that a consistent and concise description of the two main positions needs to be
developed and clearly communicated to prospective JET ALTs. Furthermore, detailed attention
paid to ALTS professional backgrounds and aspirations is essential when assigning them to

either JHS or SHS.

Keywords: JET Programme, team-teaching, ALTs, ALT roles, ALT experience

1. Introduction

The JET Programme launched in 1987 via the amalgamation of the Monbusho English Fellows

Program and British English Teachers Scheme as a means to advance the aspirations of the Ministry

of Home & Foreign Affairs (MOFA) to improve internationalisation efforts and the Ministry of
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Education (now the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology or MEXT) to
improve language education in government funded schools (Olson, 2019, p. 35). JET has grown from
848 participants from four countries at its inception to 5933 participants hailing from 54 countries
as of 2025 (CLAIR, 2015b). Currently, JET is administered by four different government authorities:
the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication (MIC), who hold the overall responsibility for the
operation of JET; the Council of Local Authorities for International Relations (CLAIR), who operate
the day-to-day administration; the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(MEXT), who are tasked with the provision of guidelines and materials for JET team-teaching;
and MOFA, who in conjunction with overseas consulates administrate the recruitment procedures.
CLAIR currently state that “The JET Programme aims to promote internationalisation in Japan's
local communities by improving foreign language education and fostering international exchange at
the community level” (2015¢c). The core teaching practice is referred to as team-teaching, in which
a qualified Japanese teacher of English (JTE) holds responsibility for the class but is assisted by a
foreign assistant language teacher (ALT) on a one-year contract that can be renewed a maximum
of four times. ALTs can be dispatched to elementary schools and private schools, but the majority
are assigned to government-financed public junior high (JHS) and senior high schools (SHS) (CLAIR,
2015¢).

Existing studies and academic papers concerning the JET Programme often concentrate on the
disconnect between the objectives of the four governing authorities that administer the program
(MIC, MOFA, MEXT, and CLAIR), the regional Boards of Education (BoE), and the institutions to
which ALTs are directly assigned, and how this fragmentation can detrimentally affect the utilization
of ALTs (Galloway, 2009).

The majority of these studies conclude by recognising the need for wide-scale systemic and
structural reform to facilitate meaningful change (Olson, 2019). However, these perennial debates
continue ad infinitum whilst the needle on the dial of progress barely moves (Metzgar, 2017; Smith,
2023). A neglected aspect, therefore, is the dearth of studies that provide a voice for the ALTs (Igawa,
2009) specifically in representing their lived reality within the ongoing and invariable situation they
find themselves assigned to. Therefore, this study aims to give voice to the lived experience of ALTs
in order to provide all parties with a bespoke understanding of the ALTS existence in the current

context.

2. Concepts Explained

ALT: Although the “A” in ALT refers to “assistant” the term in Japan generally has become
synonymous with “foreign language teacher” who can also be utilised as lead teachers (Mahoney,
2004). Therefore, the acronyms T1 and T2 will be used to differentiate between their respective roles

as lead teacher and assistant within the team-teaching dynamic.
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T1 and T2: T1 refers to the lead teacher in team-teaching, predominantly assumed by the JTE (in
some SHS the JTE and ALT roles can be reversed). T2 refers to an assistant role (generally assumed

by the ALT, especially in JHS).

JET Governing Bodies (additional info): JET is governed by four main bodies, MIC, MOFA, MEXT,
and CLAIR. The most active role being assumed by CLAIR which “..performs a wide range of duties,
including the placement of participants, promotional activities, and the implementation of conferences”
(Borg, 2018). However, the direct employer of a JET ALT is their local contracting organisation (CO),
which is either a local government or “designated city” authority (CLAIR, 2023; McConnell, 2000). In
this study, the participants’ CO is their local BoE; therefore, the two terms are synonymous in this

study.

3. Literature Review

To understand the official role expectations of a JET ALT, it is important to understand why JET
was created and the founding ethos. Cominos (1991), who worked for a regional BoE, posited that JET
was created due to governmental recognition that English language teaching in Japan was woefully
below par compared to world standards. However, McConnell (2000), in his seminal and widely cited
book, paints a different picture by claiming JET was born as a political offering to appease the US
during the trade war between Japan and the US in the mid-1980s—essentially a political pawn used
as a show of goodwill “to rectify the imbalance in the flow of goods and personnel” (p. 17).

Several scholars, such as Borg (2008, 2018), Gannon (2011), Metzgar (2012), and Estampador-
Hughson (2017), have since expounded on this view by proclaiming that the aims are more aligned
towards a political soft-power play than a desire to tackle lacklustre English proficiency — the true
value is in employing promising graduates and ensuring they foster a fondness for their host so if they
return home to influential political roles this will benefit Japan's international relations (Borg, 2008, p.
239). Estampador-Hughson theorises that post-JET, “memory and nostalgia are a valuable process for
soft power” and that is especially effective because JET employs young and impressionable graduates
(2017, p. 9). Gannon (2011, np) concurs, stating “it is clear that the JET Program has been a triumph
of soft power” but also believes, contrary to McConnell (2000), Borg (2008), and Metzgar (2012), that
it has been an effective means of improving English language ability. This soft-power sentiment
continues to be a key concern for some government authorities involved with JET (Yoshida, 2015, p.

31), evident when MOFA (2023) states as part of its foreign policy that,
After returning to their home countries, [ALTs] play active roles in various fields as a pro-
Japan group of a new kind which has a different orientation from researchers on Japan. They

thereby act as a valuable bridge between Japan and their home countries. Some members
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are currently working as diplomats in the foreign missions of Japan.

This claim is strengthened by the five-year maximum JET tenure mandated by CLAIR (2015a): JET
is deliberately a finite experience, then once indoctrinated, it is time for participants to return home
as a pseudo-sleeper missionary. However, the more public-facing official line makes scant reference
to these politically pragmatic objectives. On the official JET Programme website administered
by CLAIR (2015c), the public proclamations attest to a more mutually beneficial objective by
stating, “The Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) Programme is aimed at promoting grass-roots
international exchange between Japan and other nations.” Although international exchange can be
seen to relate to soft-power political aims, in support of Cominos (1991), CLAIR’s official line continues
by emphasising teaching-related objectives by stating that ALTs should be primarily “involved in
foreign language education” (2015¢). However, Metzgar's comments, concluded from the analysis
of a 2011 survey of over 500 American JET ALTSs, cast doubt upon the official public-facing JET
objectives, suggesting that JET is actually a “public diplomacy program that is marketed to the
majority of participants as a teaching exchange program” (2012, p. 42).

Further obfuscation is evidenced again by CLAIR themselves in the General Information
Handbook (GIH) provided to ALTs as the official decree on their duties. Under the Work Duties
section, the GIH (CLAIR, 2023, p. 85, emphases added) states, “The main duty of an ALT is to engage
n team teaching with Japanese teachers of foreign language (JTL) in foreign language classes in
Japanese schools,” further stating that ALTs can be expected to actively “plan lessons” and take the
“lead teacher role.” Therefore, the literature shows that ALTs are receiving mixed messages even
from the same official source, with Clavel (2014) claiming ALTs often find themselves in confusing
situations due to receiving conflicting messages concerning their role expectations. Borg concluded,
from his interview study, that ALTs are often unaware of the objectives officially stated by JET and
ultimately construct their own based on their perceptions and experiences (2008, p. 242). A counter
argument, as evidenced by Mahoney's (2004) survey of over 400 ALTs who reported having over
40 different duties, is that because the expectations of ALTs are multifaceted, different occasions or
different mediums focus on promoting only one specific aspect of their roles.

The common experience of many ALTS is being placed midstream into a busy educational
environment centred on high school or university entrance exam preparation. The pedagogical
priorities focus on grammar, vocabulary, and reading practice above all else, despite recent national
curriculum updates that underscore communication as the key to modern English teaching
(Underwood, 2017). This reality is at odds with the ALTS expectations of being utilised to facilitate
the cultural-exchange elements advertised by CLAIR. Turnbull argues that until there is a (highly
unlikely) systemic change, this pervasive educational culture will endure and therefore “[iJt is

important that ALTs are aware and accepting of the education system in use in Japan, and the
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cultural and societal norms that underpin its employment” (2018, p. 98). Essentially, ALTs must
dismiss any expectations constructed from the mixed messaging and instead embrace the educational
reality entrenched into the fabric of day-to-day teaching in Japanese schools.

Another key aspect of the reality of being an ALT relates to the ubiquitous team-teaching
process that JET mandates for all ALT lessons. Jones and Clynes argued that it is vital for JTEs
and ALTs to engage in meaningful communication to facilitate successful and coordinated lesson
planning and team-teaching, whereas in reality these opportunities are severely restricted due to
JTEs being regrettably overworked (2021, p. 27). This in turn leads to ALTs frequently reporting a
reality of being underutilised as supported by Turnbull’'s study that showed nearly a third (30.98%) of
ALTs reported being underutilised and nearly half (44.42%) desired increased utilisation (2018, p. 94).
Rutson-Griffiths (2012) posited that the predominant contributor to this is the necessity and pressures
of the non-ALT related language education aimed towards grammar, exams, and finishing textbooks
on time which ultimately renders the ALT communicative lessons (as decreed by MEXT and their
COs) an inconsequential hindrance. Ogawa states these elements of exclusion within the classroom
can stymie any sense or prospect of self-development for ALTs and extend beyond teaching to ALTs
reporting being excluded from meetings and observation classes leading to feelings of being othered
or under-appreciated (2011, p. 478). Hiratsuka's (2025) research study reported that some ALTs
felt their professional aspirations were being hindered by the inadequate provision of professional-
development opportunities, especially those involving the JTEs they are tasked to work alongside.
Furthermore, Hiratsuka reported that the ALTs desired greater clarity on their roles, their JTEs'
teaching process, and the JET Programme’s objectives, lamenting the “sharp disparity between
governmental aspirations and the realities of language education and cultural exchange dynamics at
the grassroots level” (2025, p. 16).

In summary, the literature shows that the policy origins of JET and the involvement of multiple
authorities result in ideological discordance. The government values JET for its political soft-power
influence, whilst MEXT (and regional BoEs) value it as a means to stay apace with globalisation
by using it to further their communicative language teaching (CLT) goals. CLAIR delivers mixed
messages but predominantly champions grassroots internationalisation as well as team-teaching.
However, the front-line reality is that an ALT’s school predominantly focuses on grammar teaching
and entrance-exam preparation. These competing ideologies ultimately create confusion for ALTs in
their attempts to synthesise their role expectations and thereby can prove to be incongruent with the

reality of their lived experience.

4. Methodology
The qualitative data for this research was obtained via a case study. The ALTS lived experience

was explored through the analysis of six semi-structured interviews. The results were thematically
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analysed, culminating in an in-depth representation of how ALTS expectations correlate with the
lived reality of being a JET ALT.

Participants were drawn from 106 ALTs employed by a regional CO in a small, central Japanese
prefecture. They were invited, via email, to join an educational research project. Six volunteered to be
interviewed: five via online video calls and one (Hannah) by email as they wanted to provide a more
reflective response. The email interview involved three exchanges — an introduction, core questions,
and follow-up clarifications.

The names of all participants were anonymised to assuage trepidation of professional
repercussions; however, contextual details (nationality, age, teaching experience, and JET tenure)
were permitted to be used by the participants. These variables are summarised in Table 1 using self-
reported scales, demonstrating a diverse range which supports the validity and generalisability of the
findings (European Research Council, 2024). An existing professional relationship existed with the
ALTs that I interviewed which strengthened the reliability through the trust and rapport established
(Flick, 2022). This approach supported a collaborative process and mitigated a common critique of
interviews — namely, that a lack of rapport can limit the richness and authenticity of data (Cohen et

al., 2018, p. 136).

Table 1
Participants’ Basic Background & Experience

Age Level JET Teaching Interest Int tin  Expectati Re- Regard for
Year Experience in Japan of Role contracting Current
Teaching Situation
George UK Mid JHS st TEFL Low Medium Specific Yes Positive
20s
Hannah USA Late JHS qrd Casual High High Specific No Disillusioned
20s
Tom USA Late JHS sth TEFL High High Specific No Disillusioned
20s
Farah SA Late  SHS qst Casual High Neutral Somewhat Yes Positive
20s unclear
Niall UK Mid  SHS ond TEFL Low Neutral li-defined No Positive
20s
Kate SA Late  SHS ond Casual Medium Neutral li-defined Yes Positive
20s

The data were collected via Google Meet, which also generated automatic transcripts. Interviews
followed an informal, discussion-based format using eight core questions [see Other Reference
Materials] addressing key research themes — expectations, utilisation, and role awareness — as well
as emerging topics from the literature such as professional development, self-worth, and identity.
To minimise researcher bias, each question was divided into two parts: an open-ended prompt
encouraging free reflection, followed by clarifying probes (Seidman, 2006).

The data were analysed using Braun and Clarke's six-phase thematic analysis (TA) framework

(see Figure 1), aimed at identifying “repeated patterns of meaning” (2006, p. 86). During Phase 1,
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transcripts were corrected and colour-coded to highlight initial themes. In Phases 2 and 3, similar
ideas were “chunked” into broader categories linked to the research questions (Vears & Gillam, 2022),
including pre-JET expectations, lived realities, contrasts, and implications. Phases 4 and 5 involved
developing a thematic map of five key categories to verify alignment with the research aims. Finally,
in keeping with the study’s interpretative approach, latent themes—such as ALTS feelings of isolation

and desire for stronger connection—were identified (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84).

Figure 1
Braun & Clarke’s 6-Phases of TA (2006, p.87)
Phase Description of the process
1. Familiarizing yourself Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data, noting down
with your data: initial ideas.
2. Generating initial codes: Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion across the entire
data set, collating data relevant to each code.
3. Searching for themes: Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to each
potential theme.
4. Reviewing themes: Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the
entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis.
5. Defining and naming Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the overall story the
themes: analysis tells, generating clear definitions and names for each theme.
6. Producing the report: The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling extract
examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the analysis to the
research question and literature, producing a scholarly report of the analysis.

5. Results and Discussion

5-1. Background and Motivation for Applying for JET

The first core question inquired about the participants” background prior to JET and their motivation
for applying. George and Niall both left well-paying jobs and only mentioned a passing interest in
Japan. George was in finance, but desiring new experiences, he applied after hearing “JET was a good
gig” from a Japanese friend living in the UK. Niall was working in an Australian mine but wanted
to travel more before settling down. Kate, Farah, Hannah, and Tom all cited an interest in teaching.
Kate taught as an assistant at a school and online. She applied primarily to experience living alone
rather than specifically wanting to live in Japan. Farah had obtained a B.Sc. degree and taught Islamic
theology at her local Mosque where she developed a passion for teaching, but only chose JET because
it was the first programme to present her with a deadline: “It didn't matter if I was teaching in Japan
or if I was teaching in Timbuktu. All I wanted to do was teach.”

Hannah was working in a corporate office but held aspirations of becoming an English teacher
and had studied Asian Studies as a minor, so she was intrigued by the prospect of teaching in
Japan. She felt JET offered credibility and legitimacy: “I was told the JET program was through the
government, so that felt safer to me.” Tom also had a specific interest in Japan, and this formed his

main reason for applying. Tom had previously worked as an ALT in Japan for a dispatch company,
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Interac, where he felt underutilised. He applied for JET after meeting local SHS JETs from whom he
learned that the programme offered more professionalism through preferable work conditions and a

more hands-on teaching opportunity.

5-2. Expectations of Being a JET ALT

Similar to Hannah and Tom, George initially understood JET to be an elite opportunity and “the most
prestigious highest paying English teaching job in Japan.” However, from Reddit forums and his JET
job interview, he came to understand that “..as long as youre an English speaker and youre likeable,
they’ll hire you.” In the weeks prior to arrival, online information from current JET ALTSs realigned
his expectations once more and he expected to be faced with students unmotivated to learn English
and to be “..desk-warming all day.”

As an experienced and confident traveller, Niall went in with an open mindset aware that too
many expectations can be misleading: “I like getting thrown into the deep end. That's just my style.”.
When probed further if he had received official information about the ALT experience, he quoted the
infamous JET mantra of ESID (every situation is different) and said, “They kind of allude to the fact
you can't really predict where you'll be or what'll you'll be doing.”

Similar to Niall, Kate embarked upon her JET journey with an open mindset commenting, “I'm
actually a little embarrassed to admit this, but I had no expectations” She thought it seemed like
a good job, “TI was like, okay, I'll do it. Whatever I have to do. I'll do that” When probed if she had
expectations of what working in the classroom might consist of, she said she had watched online
videos and understood she would mostly be an assistant in the T2 role doing short activities. Farah
held similar expectations of fulfilling an assistant role saying, “I'd sort of taken the JET programme’s
description of the job at face value” She also mentioned she thought she “would in some way sort of
facilitate cultural exchange and internationalisation.”

Hannah's understanding was more centred on JET as a “grassroots movement” specifically
concerning cultural exchange and community work. However, despite understanding “it was not
necessarily an ALT'’s role” she hoped, similar to Tom, that she could satisfy her desire to teach and
“also have a more hands-on role in regard to teaching.”

Tom “expected to be fairly busy planning lessons and doing you know — quote on quote [sic]
actual teaching — leading lessons. T1 kinda stuff” but also felt anxious at this prospect because his
previous experience as an ALT (with a different organisation) was mostly as a “voice box” (or human
tape-recorder, a situation in which the ALT is primarily utilised as a voice model for pronunciation

practice).

5-3. T2 JHS ALTs’ Expectations Compared to Reality

George, assigned to a small-sized JHS, was surprised by the reality of his role: “I wasn't anticipating
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the team-teaching aspect of the role. I think in my imagination it was me standing up in front of the
class alone.” However, he rationalised that the “A” in ALT does represent assistant after all, so he did
not feel he had been misled. Hannah, assigned to a medium-sized JHS, felt considerable discordance
with the reality of her experience as she was expecting to be predominantly involved with the
cultural exchange and internationalisation aspects: “The program advertises that we aren't really
here to teach English, but for cultural exchange. So, I think this is where the contradictions begin, and
ultimately why there is inconsistency. It's also difficult because ALTSs are not English teachers, and yet
there are blurred boundaries regarding what ALTs" duties are and what the role means.”

Tom, assigned to a large JHS, also found the reality was incongruous with the expectations that
he had garnered from previous JETs. He had believed he would be busy teaching as a T1 but instead
felt like a largely underutilised assistant: “I don't really do much. I sit in the room and kinda wait
for teachers to come to the room and ask me to do something.” He reasoned this may be due to the
contrast in how his CO defined the roles and responsibilities of the JHS ALTSs as assistants and SHS
ALTs as lead teachers.

5-4. T1 SHS ALTs’ Expectations Compared to Reality

Despite not having concrete expectations, Niall, assigned to a large SHS, was still surprised to find
himself positioned as the lead teacher even though he lacked experience, saying, “In my school, I'm
always T1.” When asked how he felt, he answered, “A little scared, but mostly excited” and happy to
take on the extra responsibilities and embrace the challenge. He went on to say he felt overwhelmed
in the first few weeks, but the saving grace was how supportive his school was.

Kate’s experience, assigned to a large SHS, mirrored Niall's. She expected to be an assistant but
essentially found herself with the duties of a qualified teacher: “I got to the school and it’s like, no, T1
all the way, you create your own material, you do everything, so that was a little bit of an eye opener.”
However, she was also unperturbed by this reality and saw the responsibility as a challenge that she
relished. Farah, assigned to a large SHS initially found her expectations of being an assistant, from the
official JET website (CLAIR, 2015¢), were realised, though gradually felt her JTEs were pushing her
into the role of a T1: “Over time I sort of moved, being promoted in a sense from T2 to T1.” She felt
she had to demonstrate her competence before being granted the T1 responsibilities. Similar to Niall,

Farah said the support from her school helped her navigate the initial uncertainty.

5-5. T1 SHS ALTs’ Sense of Value

Niall clearly felt valued and trusted as an educator from the very first lesson. He reported, “We did
the introduction and then [the JTE] turns to me and went, ‘Okay, go and teach.” However, the strong
sense of value granted by this trust and autonomy became a double-edged sword because after

essentially being given qualified-teacher responsibilities, he commented, “There’'s no more room for
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me to grow because I'm in charge of my lessons ... There's no feedback or a sense of what they want
me to do more. It's like they forgot I was still, you know, in the learning process, that I wasn't even a
qualified teacher.” Interestingly, this sense of professional value did not extend beyond the classroom,
as he reported being excluded from important meetings and the only staff member not on the internal
e-mailing list: “It becomes quite obvious at that stage. Oh, so like we are also English teachers, but
were not a full English teacher in their eyes.” He also felt a sense of othering when it was proposed
that he and the other ALT at his school should be moved out of the main staffroom: “They wanted
to move just me and Jill by ourselves to the International Room. And I said, ‘No, don't do that. I love
being in the main staff room.” When probed further, he rationalised it may be due to their lack of
Japanese language ability and the inherent transience of JETS that prevents full acceptance as part of
the group. Overall, he reported enjoying his time in Japan but would not re-contract after completing
two years as it was always meant to be a sojourn.

Farah also felt a sense of disconnect, a sense of “being out of the loop™ “I will always feel like the
fish out of water ... obviously it’s because I'm the outsider.” She felt it had eroded her sense of value to
an extent, and it was an oversight not to include her in the day-to-day matters beyond the classroom:
“I believe that regardless of the role that you play within an educational institution, you must have
knowledge of how that educational institution runs from A to Z". Overall, Farah reported enjoying her
time in Japan and planned to re-contract for “probably just one more year” for a two-year tenure.

Kate, however, reported a high level of both professional and personal sense of value and
inclusion at her school because everyone had time to talk to her and ask questions about her country.
Furthermore, the JTEs often seek her out to ask English grammar questions, and non-English
language teaching staff ask her to attend other subject lessons. She reported that her 20-month
experience so far was “100% positive,” citing the people and connections she has made as the principal
reason. Kate said she is planning to re-contract to start her third year and stay for as long as possible

after that.

5-6. T2 JHS ALTs’ Sense of Value
George, a first-year ALT, felt that whilst the person may be valued, the role and function of an ALT
are not. However, aware of his lack of teaching credentials, he accepted the often lamented and limited
role of being “mostly the walking tape recorder” (providing repeat after me’ pronunciation modelling
only) without complaint. He said he found a sense of value through just being there and providing
students with exposure to a different culture. However, some days he felt as though he had done
nothing and so he would “just go home and scratch those days off” and try not to think about them
too much. Life outside work was good, and so he planned to re-contract for at least one more year.
Tom, a fifth-year ALT, also reported feeling largely underutilised; he said he had become

disillusioned, lacking a sense of value and connection because there was limited opportunity for
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professional growth. Commenting on how his colleagues regard him, he said, “I very much feel like
an ALT rather than one of the team at the school.” Similar to Niall, he had been moved out of the
main staff room into a smaller room for non-teaching support staff: “I did feel like they were trying to
push me out of the main office. Still, it made me feel like I'm not a teacher, I'm an ALT. It made me
feel less, or less important than the you know — the real teachers.” Furthermore, he had felt isolated
before being moved from the main staff room, explaining, “They kinda pushed me into the corner of
the room. I was still kind of in an island to myself.” He also felt it was disrespectful when the JTEs
were no longer mandated to attend the annual skills development training conference and their
attendance dramatically decreased: “I remember talking, like at the conference—just to friends—so
it's like that is it? There’s no appetite from their side to do team-teaching together. I guess that’s just
how important we are really.” Tom wanted to learn and grow as an educator but also felt that they
were seen as being on vacation and would soon leave. Tom was coming to the end of his five-year
tenure as a JET but said he planned to stay on in Japan; however, he thought he may look to pivot to
non-teaching employment.

Hannah, a third-year ALT, had also grown incredibly disillusioned and cited the mixed
messages, lack of available growth as an educator, and lack of respect for the ALT position. Her CO
frequently directed ALTs to focus on CLT, whereas the immediate demands of her school focussed
upon grammar, exam revision, and finishing the textbook on time. She felt that, “There needs to be
structural change in order for ALTS to enact such duties” as those requested by her CO. Despite
recognising “many virtues” of the programme and receiving positive comments from her school, she
still felt she “was constantly fighting an uphill battle” and ultimately the lows outweighed the highs,
leading to a profound sense of loss: “It's heartbreaking because youth-work is my passion, and so much
of it has been stripped from me from my time here. This semester was difficult because I was so
disappointed to leave. I was grieving because I felt that I was lied to—what you make of this program
1s what you get. [But] That'’s not true. Because I put in so much and got diminishing returns in many
respects.” Hannah said she has been left grieving for the lost opportunity that was promised to her
in being a JET ALT. She felt there needed to be a common consensus of what an ALT is: “Either we
are viewed as part-time foreigners who are here for cultural and conversation exchange, or we are
full-time part-of-the-staff members teaching English. There needs to be more transparency regarding
our place, because the program says one thing, [the CO] says another, and it makes it difficult to grow
when you don't know what your job is and other ALTSs are either seemingly more successful or are
tremendously doing a disservice to the name of ‘ALT.” After three years, Hannah was more than

ready to return home to seek professional development in a familiar setting and system.

6. Conclusions

All of the interviewed participants experienced some form of role confusion resulting from the
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discrepancies between the expectations of life as a JET and the lived reality of being a JET. This
correlates with scholars such as McConnell (2000), Mahoney (2004), and Borg (2008) who evidenced
a macro level disconnect between the messaging of the various organising authorities as to what
the programme’s core objectives are and what the role of the ALT is within these ambiguous and
sometimes conflicting parameters. This study further highlighted discrepancies at a micro level too,
where the JHS (compulsory education) institutions utilisation (or often underutilisation) of ALTS in the
classroom is in discordance with the CLT curriculum expectations directly communicated to them
by MEXT via their CO, as evidenced by scholars such as Rutson-Griffiths (2012), Underwood (2017),
and Hiratsuka (2025). This is succinctly encapsulated by Hannah'’s reflection, “There needs to be more
transparency regarding our place, because the program says one thing, the [CO] says another.”

How this then affected the ALTS lived experiences largely depended on their personal context
and how invested they were in their preconceived expectations, as well as the context they were
assigned to. For those not considering a long-term career in education, the situation did not present a
considerable challenge to their self-perception, as exemplified by George and Niall. Caza and Creary
(2016) argue that one is better equipped to adapt, accept, and rationalise a situation when their
background and established identity are already anchored in other meaningful fields. However, for
Hannah and Tom, who both harboured the desire and expectation of being more involved with the
teaching aspect of the position, the discordance between expectation and reality and resulting role
confusion created an unstable foundation from which they struggled to build a sense of purpose and
work-life identity (Caza & Creary, 2016). This ultimately left them feeling frustrated, disillusioned, and
as if they had missed out on an opportunity. Both of them recognised that other assigned situations
(SHS) may have been more suitable for their desires and needs and may have garnered more
satisfactory results.

Niall, Farah, and Kate, all assigned to SHS, experienced significant disparity between their
expectation of performing a T2 assistant role and the reality of their T1 position. Farah and Kate
were able to construct positive identities as they were granted agency and autonomy in achieving
their teaching goals and Niall had the life experience and confidence to adapt and meet the challenge
despite not having strong teaching-related aspirations. Like Tom and Hannah (JHS), Farah had a
strong desire to teach and found herself initially positioned as T2. However, she had expected to
perform this assistant role, and the less pressurised environment of non-compulsory education in SHS
permitted a sense of professional progress, as she felt she gradually earned the right to be positioned
as a T1. The JHS ALTs all felt somewhat stagnated in their limited and sometimes underutilised
role as the T2 assistant. The clear distinction between the T2 assistant role within the more rigid
demands of JHS compulsory education and the T1 lead-teacher role in the less exam focussed and
therefore less pressurised environment of the non-compulsory SHS education appears to be a crucial

factor in the ALTS reported success and satisfaction with their lived reality. It suggests that COs
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need to carefully assess ALTS teaching-related aspirations and background, to ensure those who are
invested in teaching are assigned to a SHS T1 role in which they have a greater possibility to thrive.
Those who are less invested in teaching and understand and accept their status as T2 would be better
suited to JHS.

All participants (except for Tom) were surprised by the pedagogical focus and pressures. They
had been expecting to be more involved in social aspects such as cross-cultralisation and grassroots
internationalisation as championed by CLAIR. Therefore, the barriers to achieving a sense of human
connection and equality with their colleagues (with the exception of Kate) proved to be a source of
discordance. Interestingly, achieving a sense of social connection outside the professional sphere was
not reported as an issue—and in some cases, such as George and Farah, the connection achieved with
people outside the workplace served as a redeeming feature of their overall experience.

All the participants, again except for Kate, reported experiencing a sense of othering and being
considered “only/just the ALT” (George, Niall, Tom, Farah) and not a valid educator or “real teacher”
(Tom, Farah). George related to the common analogy from their JET-world of feeling like the family
pet — ultimately loved and often garnering undue attention but when it came to the important
matters not considered a full-functioning member of the family. This is supported by Rutson Griffiths’
(2012) argument that the ALT-related teaching plays second fiddle to the exorbitant pressures of
the grammar and exam-orientated “real” teaching, which often leaves the ALTs all too aware of
their reduced value and status. However, Tom and Niall also felt a sense of workplace isolation that
extended beyond the classroom, specifically by the attempts to remove them for the main teaching
staffroom. Tom, Niall, and George all acknowledged that the transient nature of the ALT’s existence
probably contributes to this feeling of being excluded. It is also something that accords with the
original pseudo-missionary soft-power objectives theory of MOFA (2023) proposed by Borg (2008,
2018), Gannon (2011), Metzgar (2012), and Estampador-Hughson (2017). However, despite Tom, Niall,
and George’s ability to rationalise this, the issues of value, connection, and isolation still emerged from
all participants, except Kate, so clearly it is a prevalent and contentious issue of the ALT lived reality
that they had not expected to encounter and contend with.

ALTs and the JET Programme would benefit from the establishment of a concise consensus on
what 1s expected of an ALT and how this may differ between the JHS and SHS roles. This should
then be explicitly expressed to all parties: the COs, the schools, and the JTEs, to reduce the current
discordance that the ALTs in this study reported. Greater clarity on the main ALT role expectations
could also enhance their sense of self-worth and connection to their professional life. As the main
administrators of the JET Programme, CLAIR, would be best positioned to compile concise role
descriptions and facilitate their widescale adoption by the regional COs. A key factor would be
ensuring the COs understand the importance and positive impact that such an endeavour could

achieve, as highlighted by this research study. Unified and consistent messaging from all involved
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parties could greatly improve the lived reality of the ALTs.

A further area for research could be to investigate the potential impact of establishing concise and
consistent role descriptions on factors including job satisfaction, retention rates, and the mental well-
being of the ALTSs. Also, comparing the findings of a similar research study conducted on non-JET
ALTs working for comparable programmes in Japan and globally.

Acknowledged limitations are the use of a convenience sample drawn from one area which
may limit the generalisability of the findings. Furthermore, the subjective nature of the data
collection often relies on self-reporting and the (potentially selective) memory of the participants,
thereby introducing the possibility of bias and reliability issues (Bassey, 1999; Flick, 2022). However,
interpretivist research is not seeking to prove facts or to provide indisputable evidence but rather
intends to explore and expand the understanding of a social phenomenon, such as seeking insight into

ALTS experiences regarding the relationship between expectations and reality.
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Other Reference Materials

Initial Interview questions:

Q1. Please tell me about your professional background prior to applying to become a JET ALT?

Q.2 What was the extent of your knowledge and expectations of working as a JET prior to coming to
Japan?

Q.3 Please tell me about how prepared you felt for working as a JET ALT in Japan?

Q4 Please tell me what it is like being an ALT working in a Japanese school?

Q.5 How does this experience compare to your prior expectations?

Q.6 Can you talk about how valued you feel at your school?

Q.7 Can you discuss the process of assimilating to life working in Japan?

Q.8 What do you think is/has been your biggest struggle as an ALT in Japan?
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Effects and Challenges of Using Generative Al in English Writing Instruction for
Beginner EFL Learners

HENNESSY Emi

This paper reports on an advanced implementation of English writing instruction using
generative Al building on a previous practice conducted in the first semester of 2024 with beginner-
level university EFL learners. Two first-year engineering classes participated in scaffolded learning
activities, including self-editing of writing tasks with generative Al (ChatGPT), audio conversion of
texts, and in-class presentations. One class served as an experimental group, with mandatory Al use
and explicit guidance on its use, while the other served as a control group, with optional Al use and
no guidance. Learners’ affective aspects and writing performance were examined through qualitative
and quantitative methods. Results showed no significant short-term differences in quantitative
measures such as word count between groups. However, many students reported increased
motivation and self-efficacy, suggesting that Al supported trial-and-error learning and reduced
psychological barriers in writing. At the same time, concerns about Al dependency and the need
for detailed qualitative evaluation were identified, highlighting the importance of careful task design
and fostering learners’ critical judgment skills. These findings suggest that, with proper guidance,
generative Al can serve as a supportive tool in beginner EFL writing instruction, enhancing learners’

engagement and confidence while emphasizing the need for reflective and critical use of Al

Keywords: EFL, classroom improvement, writing, technology and language teaching, generative Al
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Linguistic Adaptation in Context:
The Role of Dialect in Foreign Care Workers’ Integration in
Rural Japan

Christopher Hennessy

Abstract
Japan's aging population and labor shortages have made foreign care workers essential to
sustaining regional eldercare systems. Yet often standard Japanese proficiency is emphasized
while overlooking local dialects that dominate communication in rural care settings. Drawing
from my doctoral dissertation The Processes of Linguistic, Cultural, and Professional
Adaptation of Foreign Workers in Japan’s Workplaces and Daily Life (Hennessy, 2025), this
research note identifies dialect as a crucial factor in workplace adaptation and social belonging.
In Fukui, foreign care workers encounter Fukui dialect daily in interactions with elderly
residents, for whom dialect embodies identity and emotional comfort. Workers who use even
limited dialect expressions build trust, confidence, and stronger interpersonal bonds. The
ongoing research proposes extending this inquiry through an ethnographic study of Myanmar
care workers in Fukui, combining interviews, participant observation, and documentation of
dialect use in caregiving contexts at long-term care facilities. It will investigate how foreign care
workers navigate dialect, interpret its social meanings, and develop communicative competence.
The project’s proposed applied outcome is the creation of Fukui dialect learning materials for
caregiving communication. By reframing dialect as a central communicative resource, this study
advances sociolinguistic understanding and supports inclusive, community-rooted caregiving in

a multicultural rural Japan setting.

Keywords: foreign care workers, dialect, linguistic adaptation, workplace communication,

multicultural regional Japan

1. Introduction

Japan increasingly relies on foreign care workers to sustain regional eldercare systems affected by

rapid demographic change, declining birthrates, and persistent staffing shortages in long-term care

facilities. National policies such as the EPA and the Specified Skilled Worker visa have expanded

recruitment from countries including Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam, and more recently India

(Kusunoki, 2018). However, while government policy mechanisms to secure labor continue to grow, the
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sociolinguistic realities shaping these workers' everyday participation remain insufficiently addressed.

Current education approaches for newcomers in Japan prioritize competency in standard Japanese,
operationalized through testing benchmarks such as the JLPT. Yet workplace communication
in regional care settings regularly draws on local dialects, especially in interactions with elderly
residents for whom dialect embodies identity, comfort, and historical continuity (Asis & Carandang,
2020). The gap between language training and workplace reality results in foreign workers being
well-prepared for textbook communication, while unprepared for the speech forms they encounter in

everyday contexts in Japan (Takeuchi, 2015; Barke, 2018; Takeuchi, 2023).

My doctoral dissertation, 7The Processes of Linguistic, Cultural, and Professional Adaptation of
Foreign Workers in Japan’s Workplaces and Datly Life, examined how Indian care workers in
rural Fukul negotiate this dissonance through a social-constructivist grounded theory approach.
The analysis showed that care workers must navigate multiple Japanese varieties simultaneously,
including polite forms, standard language, simplified Japanese, and most crucially, Fukui dialect

(Hennessy, 2025).

Care workers described dialect as the most frequent source of communicative breakdown, especially
in urgent or affective interactions such as expressions of pain, refusals, and task requests. Even
when workers passed Japanese Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) N3-equivalent training (a lower-
intermediate level indicating basic communicative competence in standard Japanese) before arrival,
dialectal vocabulary, phonological shifts, and pragmatic forms often went misunderstood, sometimes

leading to care mistakes or relational distance from residents (Hennessy, 2025).

Dialect thus functions as both a barrier to communication and workplace legitimacy and an
opportunity for social bonding and local belonging. Workers who acquired and used even small
amounts of Fukui dialect reported gains in confidence, trust, and interpersonal connection, which can
be thought of as dialect-mediated integration. The goal then is to shift the idea of “Japanese ability”

toward linguistic pluralism in situated workplaces.

While my dissertation demonstrated that Indian care workers in rural Fukul must negotiate multiple
Japanese language varieties, it only focused on one small subset of the foreign care worker community
in rural Japan (Indian care workers), calling for further investigation into how linguistic and cultural
adaptive processes operate across different linguistic and migratory backgrounds and institutional
settings. Also, my dissertation did not delve into the real world setting of foreign care workers in a

workplace setting, instead relying on participant testimony through interviews. This lack of real-world
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observational data of foreign care workers in dialect-rich work environment creates a natural next
step for research inquiry. Thus, for a new research project I seek to pursue the following research
questions with a new set of participants, Myanmar care workers, at a different facility. This new focus
on Myanmar care workers emerged through subsequent field access to a long-term care facility in
Fukui that employed a significant number of Myanmar care workers. Accordingly, the project asks

the following research questions:

1. What Fukui dialect forms do care workers encounter in daily care routines?
2. How do they navigate and negotiate dialect during caregiving and social interaction?
3. How do they interpret the social meaning of dialect regarding identity formation,

professional legitimacy, and local community membership?

Methodologically, the new project integrates a grounded theory approach to semi-structured
Interviews and participant observation in long-term care facilities to document dialect use and track
how foreign workers adapt interactionally. A central applied goal is the creation of Fukui dialect

learning materials specifically designed for caregiving tasks in the northern region of Fukui.

In short, the dissertation established that dialect is a critical sociolinguistic variable shaping whether
foreign care workers can be recognized as competent and caring professionals in rural Japan. The
future research project takes this finding as its point of departure and shifts the analytical focus
from model construction to the examination of dialect use in everyday caregiving practice, thereby

motivating the research questions outlined above.

2. Dissertation Findings (Hennessy 2025)

The grounded theory analysis conducted in my doctoral dissertation revealed that foreign care
workers in rural Japan do not perceive Japanese as a singular linguistic construct, such as a single
‘standard language’. Rather, they actively conceptualize their communicative environment as
consisting of multiple co-existing Japanese varieties, each carrying different pragmatic, affective, and
social meanings. These included standardized forms learned through classroom instruction (e.g., keigo
and JLPT-targeted structures), task-oriented formal workplace discourse, simplified Japanese used to

support mutual understanding, and critically, local Fukui dialect.

While standard Japanese symbolized professional legitimacy and educational attainment, dialect
represented authentic connection with residents and community membership. Participants in the
research described the necessity of shifting between these varieties depending on the interlocutor and

the interactional purpose. In this way, dialect became a decisive and dynamic dimension of linguistic
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adaptation, exerting strong influence on communicative success, peer relationships, and identity

negotiation within workplace communities.

The dissertation demonstrated specific interactional challenges posed by dialect according to the
participants, including vocabulary unfamiliar from textbooks, phonological features, sentence-final
pragmatic markers, and semi-grammaticalized forms such as those used in refusals, persuasion, and
care requests. For care workers still working towards standard Japanese competence, the sudden
shift into dialect by residents generated real-time breakdowns in comprehension. These breakdowns
could occur in high-stakes communicative environments, including mobility support, feeding, toileting
care, and medication guidance. Residents comfort expressions or emotionally urgent statements
delivered in dialect could require fast, intuitive understanding that care workers had not been trained

to handle.

Participant interview evidence indicated that, in actual caregiving interactions, dialect is the default
rather than the exception. Elderly residents expressed pain, fear, gratitude, and humor through their
native regional speech, revealing that dialect is deeply tied to emotional identity and therefore central
to relational caregiving. Japanese coworkers choice to use dialect or not in the work environment

sometimes unintentionally reinforced insider-outsider perceptions among the foreign care workers.

This situation creates what might be termed a double linguistic burden: to be perceived as competent
professionals, foreign care workers must not only master standardized care worker Japanese but also
become effective listeners and users of regional dialect. This aligns with prior sociolinguistic findings
showing that workplace dynamics depend on locally valued linguistic capital (Barke, 2018; Takeuchi,

2015, 2023; Burgess, 2012).

3. Why Dialect Matters in Regional Care

Dialect in rural Japan is far more than a local linguistic feature. It functions as a powerful social
semiotic that indexes familiarity, respect, solidarity, and emotional presence within interpersonal
interactions (Takeuchi, 2015; Takeuchi, 2023). In long-term care facilities, where communication is
inseparable from the care work, dialect i1s a primary vehicle through which identity, intimacy, and
reassurance are conveyed. Based on interview accounts in my doctoral research, elderly residents
tended to rely on their native dialect as the most natural medium for expressing needs, vulnerability,

and humor (Hennessy, 2025)..

For foreign care workers, successful workplace adaptation therefore requires more than textbook

proficiency in standard Japanese. Rather, integration depends on their ability to interpret and
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strategically participate in dialect-mediated interaction, particularly in emotionally charged moments,
caregiving instructions and tasks, and social bonding rituals in which honorifics and formal Japanese

feel “distant” for many older residents.

Dialect also shapes workplace hierarchies and credibility. Local coworkers often use dialect among
themselves as a marker of shared cultural membership. When foreign care workers cannot follow
or participate in these exchanges, even in a casual situation, they may be subtly positioned as
peripheral participants in workplace communities (Takeuchi, 2015; Barke, 2018; Takeuchi, 2023). Such
positioning may affect status (perceived capability and trustworthiness), evaluation (how managers
assess readiness for responsibility), and opportunities (advancement, training, and stable employment

prospects).

The dissertation’s findings showed that even high-proficiency speakers of standard Japanese may
remain perceived as partial members of the workplace community when they cannot understand
local speech. Conversely, care workers who adopt even a small repertoire of dialect expressions often
receive affirmations that they are trying to “fit in” and care more deeply. These instances build mutual

affection and eliminate social distance (Hennessy, 2025).

Dialect thus becomes simultaneously a barrier and a bridge. A barrier in that there may be
incomprehension during urgent tasks, potential care errors, reinforcement of outsider identity, or
reduced workplace influence. But a bridge in that there may be improved rapport and social cohesion,
enhanced trust and resident comfort, visible effort toward belonging, or increased professional
credibility. This dual nature aligns with global research showing that language varieties significantly

shape migrant integration and social legitimacy in workplaces (Filliettaz, 2022; Yang & Yang, 2023).

Ultimately, the lesson from rural care environments suggests that without dialect awareness, foreign
care workers risk social exclusion. With dialect engagement, they gain belonging and empowerment.
This recognition underpins the central motivation of the future research phase which is to document
dialectal environments and design targeted Fukui dialect teaching materials for foreign care workers,

enabling linguistically and socially grounded caregiving practice in regional Japan.

4. Future Research Framework

The trajectory of my next research stage focuses on Myanmar care workers in northern Fukui
Prefecture. Myanmar care workers constitute a relevant extension of my previous research on Indian
care workers, as they differ in linguistic background, migration pathways, and prior exposure to

Japanese, while working under similar institutional and regional conditions. Examining this group
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makes it possible to assess how the dialect-related adaptation processes identified in my doctoral
research operate across different linguistic and migratory profiles. This focus is further enabled by
field access to a long-term care facility in Fukui employing a number of Myanmar care workers.
Lastly, according to the most recent Fukui Prefecture foreign resident statistics, Myanmar nationals
constitute one of the larger Southeast Asian foreign populations in the prefecture, and government
statistics also indicate a measurable number of foreign residents registered under care worker
occupations (Fukui Prefecture 2025). This demographic profile suggests that Myanmar care workers
represent a sociolinguistically and socially relevant group for examining how dialect negotiation and
professional integration unfold in a regional Japanese context. Accordingly, the forthcoming project

aims to systematically document:

1. What Fukui dialect forms do foreign care workers encounter in daily care routines?
2. How do they navigate and negotiate dialect during caregiving and social interaction?
3. How do they interpret the social meaning of dialect regarding identity formation,

professional legitimacy, local community membership?

By questioning the false dichotomy between standard language and perceived ‘local dialect, this
research reframes dialect not as peripheral language, but as a central mediating language of inclusion,

professional credibility, and communicative well-being for foreign care workers in rural Japan.

4-1 Methodology

To address these questions, the project employs a qualitative, ethnographically informed
sociolinguistic methodology aligned with the grounded theory framework developed during the
dissertation phase. Data collection will occur on-site at a long-term care facility in northern Fukui

where Myanmar care workers are currently employed.

Data will be collected using a combination of semi-structured interviews, participant observation,
and linguistic documentation. Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with three groups of
participants: Myanmar care workers, Japanese coworkers, and facility managers. Interviews with
Myanmar care workers will focus on experiences of dialect comprehension, coping strategies, and
evaluations of local language support. Interviews with Japanese coworkers will address awareness
of dialect use and perceptions of foreign care workers' linguistic adaptation, while interviews with
facility managers will examine training expectations and the role of communication in performance

evaluation.

In addition, participant observation will be carried out during everyday caregiving routines in
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which dialect emerges naturally. The researcher will be present on site and will record fieldnotes
documenting communicative successes, breakdowns, and repair sequences. Where appropriate,
collaborative reflection sessions will be conducted following observed interactions to contextualize

participants’ perspectives.

Finally, linguistic documentation will involve the collection of dialect forms used in eldercare
settings, including vocatives, reassurance expressions, refusals, emotional markers, and procedural
instructions. These forms will be annotated with respect to their pragmatic functions and

interactional contexts.

This triangulated design ensures both validity and analytic depth, capturing dialect use as an

embodied sociological practice rather than a static lexical skill.

4-2 Participants and Research Context

The project focuses on Myanmar care workers who are newly employed in rural Fukui facilities
under the Specified Skilled Worker framework. Drawing on findings from my doctoral research on
foreign care workers more broadly, such workers typically arrive with basic standard Japanese ability
(approximately JLPT N2 level, corresponding to upper-intermediate proficiency in standard Japanese)
and therefore face immediate exposure to regional dialect upon entering their new work environment

(Hennessy, 2025).

Table 1

Participant groups in proposed research project

Participant Group Estimated N Role in Study

Myanmar care workers =5 Primary participants
Japanese coworkers ~3 Workplace interlocutors
Facility management =2 Organizational perspectives

These participant groups were selected to capture both first-hand experiences of dialect use and
the institutional and interactional contexts in which such use is evaluated. Observing facilities in
Fukui's northern region where dialect use is deeply rooted and foreign care worker presence is
steadily increasing will provide an ideal linguistic environment to observe actual real time adaptation

processes and used forms of the local dialect.

4-3 Analytic Approach and Expected Outcomes

Collected data will be qualitatively coded following Charmaz's (2014) social constructivist grounded
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theory framework, maintaining analytic continuity with the dissertation phase. Through this process,
the research is expected to contribute in two primary ways. First, it aims to refine the theoretical
model by clarifying how dialect functions as both a communicative resource and an index of identity
in regional care workplaces. Second, it seeks to generate applied outcomes in the form of Fukui dialect
learning materials grounded in observed caregiving interaction. Together, these outcomes address
both academic knowledge gaps and regional integration challenges, supporting foreign care workers'

linguistic, social, emotional, and professional participation in local communities.

5. Established and Expected Contributions

The emerging research project is positioned to advance sociolinguistic inquiry by extending upon
insights established in my doctoral dissertation, which demonstrated that dialect functions not as
peripheral variation but as a central mediator of integration in multilingual, regionally situated
workplaces. While previous research on foreign workers in Japan has emphasized policy frameworks,
language testing, and cultural adjustment, the dissertation identified a missing variable: the local
linguistic environment in which communication actually occurs. Building on this established
reframing, the present project examines how these dynamics can be further specified and

operationalized.

5-1 Established Theoretical Contributions (from the Dissertation)

Based on the findings of my doctoral dissertation, this research contributes to sociolinguistics
by demonstrating that dialect functions not as peripheral variation but as a central mediator of
professional integration in regionally situated care workplaces. Drawing on Bourdieu-inspired
perspectives, the dissertation shows that dialect competence can operate as locally valued linguistic
capital, shaping perceptions of trust, competence, and occupational legitimacy among foreign care

workers (Barke, 2018; Takeuchi, 2023; Hennessy, 2025).

In addition, the dissertation highlights how engagement with local dialect supports affective belonging
and identity formation in long-term care settings, where emotionally grounded interaction is central

to professional practice (Hennessy, 2025).
Together, these contributions advance a dialectally-informed theory of workplace second language
soclalization, expanding models of professional adaptation to include vernacular communicative

competence.

5-2 Anticipated Applied Contributions (Future Project)

Building on these established theoretical insights, the forthcoming research project aims to
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generate applied contributions that respond to practical challenges in regional caregiving contexts.
In particular, the project is expected to inform the development of Fukui-specific dialect learning
materials for foreign care workers, grounded in naturally occurring caregiving interaction. By
addressing dialect comprehension in high-stakes care situations, the project seeks to support

communicative accuracy, caregiving quality, and worker confidence.

More broadly, the project is intended to align sociolinguistic research with Japan's multicultural
coexistence policies by promoting forms of linguistic inclusion that are locally grounded rather than

centrally standardized.

6. Conclusion

The findings of my doctoral dissertation clearly reveal that dialect is a decisive factor shaping how
foreign care workers adapt, belong, and contribute within rural caregiving environments in Japan.
Dialect influences communicative success, workplace legitimacy, social inclusion, and emotional
connection with care recipients. For care workers who enter Japan trained primarily in standardized
language forms, the local linguistic environment introduces a second wave of adaptation which is

deeply rooted in regional identity and interpersonal connection.

By identifying dialect as a crucial yet overlooked element in foreign care worker integration, the
dissertation challenges any sociolinguistic assumptions that standard Japanese alone determines
communicative competence. It demonstrates that regional speech varieties function as central
communicative mediums in regional care facilities. In this way, dialect shapes both the everyday work

of caregiving and the long-term formation of occupational identity among foreign workers.

The ongoing phase of research builds directly on these insights by translating theoretical
contributions into applied intervention. The new project will engage with Myanmar care workers
through on-site observation, interviews, and documentation of real communicative interactions
in Fukui care facilities. One primary outcome is the creation of Fukui-specific dialect teaching
resources, tailored to caregiving tasks, emotional needs, and safety-critical language. Such tools will
support early adaptation, increase communicative confidence, and reduce friction in multilingual and

multicultural workplaces.

At the broader societal level, this research aligns with Japan's ongoing shift toward multicultural
coexistence, in which the goal is not simply to accept a foreign labor force, but to foster genuine
participation in regional communities. When foreign care workers are empowered to understand and

use dialect, language becomes a bridge to belonging rather than a barrier to participation. Improved
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communication can strengthen trust between residents and care workers, support worker retention
in rural areas, and help municipalities sustain aging-care infrastructures into the future. Ultimately,
this research project aims to advancing sociolinguistic knowledge by theorizing dialect as a mediator
of integration in professional settings as well as deliver immediate practical value by designing tools

and insights that stakeholders can implement regionally

In conclusion, dialect competence is not a minor side-skill, but a core communicative resource through
which professional credibility, human connection, and community attachment are built. By continuing
to uncover how foreign care workers experience and mobilize dialect in their working lives, this
research contributes to creating caregiving environments where linguistic diversity strengthens care,
and where every worker is positioned not as an outsider, but as an invaluable member of Japan's

evolving social fabric.
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