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This study explores the perspectives of six migrant English language teachers in a Japanese
university’s spoken communication course, focusing on their beliefs about the purpose
of English classes and their perceptions of student engagement with cultural topics. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with the author’s teaching peers while
working at the university through a dispatch company. Although the goals of the institution
emphasize practical communication skills, many of the teachers seem to see their role as
fostering intercultural understanding, leading to tensions when students favor familiar,
Japan-centric topics. Findings suggest that the teachers situate themselves as both language
instructors and cultural mediators, although perspectives are conflicted. Some appear to have
internalized native-speakerist assumptions, while others question the feasibility of cultural
learning within the course’s constraints. Frustrations arise when students struggle to engage
with foreign cultures, rely on simplistic cultural comparisons, or reinforce an in-group/out-
group divide. The study identifies curricular inflexibility and low teacher autonomy as key
issues. These factors are potentially leading to misalignments between teacher expectations,
student interests, and curricular goals. The study concludes that outsourcing the course may

be inhibiting the adoption of a contextually appropriate approach.
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Migrant teachers are often employed to teach English communication classes
in Japanese universities. The way in which they view their roles is likely to be
shaped not only by personal teaching philosophies but also by institutional
expectations and societal discourses about the value of native-speaker teachers.
Course objectives typically include improving students’ oral communication
skills and preparing students for participating as global citizens (Rivers, 2013),
aligning with the goal of cultivating “global human resources” (Burgess, 2012,
p- 79): people who are equipped with the language and intercultural skills to
facilitate cross-border economic activity. However, Japan has relatively poor
foreign language outcomes and low levels of immigration; it is also geographically
isolated, and there are many practical and economic barriers to studying abroad
(Burgess, 2012). Under such circumstances, migrant teachers and their students
may come to see their English classes not only as spaces for language learning, but
in part as unique venues for exploring foreign perspectives.

Despite the significant influence that migrant teachers may have in their
students’” intercultural education, their views on their roles’ cultural purposes
remain underexplored in the academic literature. Typically, investigations
of their roles in Japanese English language teaching (ELT) tend to focus on
native-speakerist structures, which position native English-speaking teachers as
ideal language models and keys to accessing Western culture (Holliday, 2005).
Matikainen (2015) provided insights into how teacher and student views of
cultures of learning are sometimes misaligned. Furthermore, Stapleton’s (2000)
survey of migrant English teachers working in Japanese universities revealed
that most of the respondents saw the teaching of s#all ¢ culture as part of their
role. However, fewer studies have investigated how migrant teachers view their

English classes’ big C cultural purposes or how they perceive student interest in
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cultural topics.

The present study' employed a peer interviewing method to uncover the
attitudes of six teachers in the author’s former context of a spoken English
communication course. As the course was run by a dispatch company, this
study also investigated some of the possible effects of the little-studied trend of
outsourcing language courses in higher education (Goodhew, 2025). This study
is likely to be of interest to teachers reflecting on their own cultural roles, as well

as to decision makers considering how to integrate culture into the curriculum.

English for Intercultural Education and Native-Speakerism

The integration of culture has long been considered important to language
teachingas it relates to the small ¢ of “culturally influenced beliefs and perceptions,
especially as expressed through language, but also through cultural behaviors that
affect acceptability in the host community” (Tomalin & Stempleski, 1993, p.
6). The more concrete big C aspects of culture, such as history and geography,
although potentially interesting to discuss, are considered of less importance to
language teaching as “they do not provide an intimate view of what life is really
like in the target culture” (Purba, 2011, p. 51).

The issue of integrating culture in ELT is complicated by English’s status
as a common international language spoken by people with diverse cultural
backgrounds. Hollenback (2017) found the simplification of culture along
national lines in textbooks unsatisfactory in furthering learners’ intercultural
communication. Furthermore, the approach of associating cultural learning
with English learning has been critiqued for reinforcing perceptions of English
as tied to inner circle (Kachru, 1985) English-speaking cultures. Kubota (2002)
argued that an approach to internationalization that foregrounds inner circle
cultures, rather than fostering a truly global outlook, more accurately results in
anglicization. In the Japanese context in particular, there is a concern that the
blending of cultural and English learning frames anglophone society as a foreign
other. Such a framing risks the perception of English as existing outside of the
mainstream of Japanese society, potentially restricting its adoption (McVeigh,
2002; Seargeant, 2009).
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A further complication for the integration of culture in ELT is the central
role of native English-speaking teachers, who are prized for their authenticity
as linguistic and cultural models (Seargeant, 2009). Despite extensive critiques
of native-speakerism, this ideology continues to influence ELT in Japan (Toh,
2019), as it does in many other contexts (Hopkyns, 2022). This paradigm
contributes to the sense that English is owned by its native speakers (Matsuda,
2003) and ignores the growth of English as an international language between
outer and expanding circle English speakers (Honna & Takeshita, 2014).
Moreover, native-speakerism  privileges Western TESOL methodology,
inhibiting the development of more contextually appropriate approaches
(Holliday, 2005; Toh, 2019).

The EC Program

The English Communication (EC) program at X University (XU; both
pseudonyms) provides a case study of how native-speakerism and assumptions
about English’s cultural role may play out in a university setting. Designed
primarily to improve students’ spoken English communication skills, the program
lacks explicit big C cultural goals. However, the ambiguous yet constrained role
of its teachers risks the reproduction of default assumptions about their cultural
purpose.

XU is a public university. Its undergraduate students do not typically major
in English but are required to gain four credits of English Communication
(henceforth EC) to graduate. Most students’ spoken ability corresponds to
CEFR Bl descriptors. Weekly 90-minute EC classes are provided by a dispatch
company, ABC (a pseudonym), which oversees the curriculum and employs
the instructors. EC instructors are required to be native English speakers with a
bachelor’s degree and ecither a year’s experience teaching at a university or a basic
teaching certificate (e.g., CELTA). These requirements are lower than the typical
requirement of a relevant master’s degree for directly hired faculty (Butler, 2019).
ABC has created a marketable service by implementing standardized lesson
plans and assessments. However, this rigidity also reduces teacher autonomy and

entrenches a static Western TESOL curriculum and methodology. Furthermore,
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EC is often formally referred to as NSE (presumably Native Speaker of English).
The idea that the instructors’ linguistic or cultural status is more important than
their pedagogical expertise is therefore implicit at an institutional level.

Studies indicate that under disempowered circumstances, migrant teachers
may come to identify as cultural and linguistic resources, or even entertainers,
rather than educators (Breckenridge & Erling, 2011; Simmons & Chen, 2017).
Furthermore, a working environment that prizes foreign teachers’ exotic nature
leads some to embrace their celebrity status and others to resent it (Rivers, 2013;
Simmons & Chen, 2017). This situation is likely to shape how the EC teachers
perceive their role and therefore how they engage with their students.

The goals of EC focus on oral communication skills, critical thinking,
learner autonomy and communicative competence. The curriculum is typical
of communicative language teaching, with minimal big C cultural content
present in the course textbooks. Students can sometimes decide what topics
to discuss. Research suggests that Japanese university students tend to select
topics which are close to their own lives, preferring local topics to international
ones (Wolf, 2013). A similar pattern can be observed in EC students’ end-of-
semester presentations on topics freely chosen by students, which frequently
center on Japanese culture, student life, or social issues. Given that EC teachers
may see themselves as responsible for encouraging a global outlook due to their
institutional framing, student and teacher priorities on topic selection are likely
to diverge. This divergence suggests a point of tension in the program, which
inspired the present study.

The study focused on the following two research questions:

o What do the migrant teachers in the course believe to be the purposes of

their English classes, particularly in relation to culture?

o What opinions do they have of the content of student in-class production,

particularly in relation to students’ approaches to cultural topics, and

what tensions arise as a result?
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Methods

Thisstudy employed aqualitative research design, usingsemi-structured interviews
to explore how migrant teachers in the EC program perceive the purpose of their
classes and their students’ interest in cultural topics. A qualitative approach is
well-suited to this type of inquiry as it allows for an in-depth exploration of
individual perspectives. Semi-structured interviews are especially appropriate for
their ability to provide flexible questioning while maintaining consistency across

participants (Dérnyei, 2007; Patton, 2002).

Participants and Data Collection

I recruited participants from among my EC teaching peers. Of the sixteen
instructors, eight volunteered, and six were selected as representative of EC in
terms of experience, nationalities, education levels, and gender balance. Five men
and one woman were selected. All participants were from a variety of inner circle
English-speaking countries, although Participant 4 reported growing up not
speaking English at home. The sample represents both typical gender imbalances
(Nagatomo, 2016) and the bias towards inner circle native-speaker teachers in
Japanese ELT (Hashimoto, 2020).

All participants provided written consent after reviewing a research
description outlining the aims of the study. I have obscured the participants’
names, genders, and nationalities and any other identifying elements in the
demographic information (Table 1) and the results to ensure their anonymity.
All interviews were conducted in person, totaling 238 minutes of data. I used an
interview guide structured around an opening statement, background questions,
content questions, suggested probing questions, and an open-ended closing
question (Dérnyei, 2007). The content questions can be found in the Appendix.
AsIwasapeer in the program, I leveraged acquaintance interviewing advantages,
such as shared experiences and established rapport, to produce candid responses

(Garton & Copland, 2010).

Data Analysis
I manually transcribed all interviews into a spreadsheet, marking pauses and

laughter before making analytic memos summarizing each interview (Dérnyei,
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Table 1
Participant Demographics
Length of
Length of teaching
service in career in Prior English teaching Academic
Participant EC Japan experience qualifications
JET Program, cikaiwa, Bachelor’s degree,
1 2.5 years 28 years ELT management, master’s in TESOL
kindergarten (in progress)

Eikaiwa, corporate, other
2 0.5 years 16years  universities (through Bachelor’s degree
ABC)

JET Program, universities

3 2.5 years 9 years (through another dispatch  Bachelor’s degree
company)
Bachelor’s degree,
School teaching (in h
4 2.5 years 4 years choo tea(f 1r'1g (in home master’s in TESOL
country), eikaiwa .
(in progress)
Eikaiwa, other universities
S 1.5 years 6 years (through another dispatch ~ Bachelor’s degree
company and ABC)
Eikaiwa, kindergarten,
6 2.5 years 17 years  ALT in public and private ~ Bachelor’s degree

schools

2007). I then began a thematic coding process (Saldaia, 2016):

1. Pattern coding: I identified the main themes inductively from the data
rather than using predetermined categories.

2. Category development: I grouped responses into broader themes related
to teaching purposes and general topics.

3. Subcategory refinement: I made distinctions between general themes
(e.g., “familiar topics” vs. “challenging topics”) and specific subtopics
within each theme (e.g., “university life” vs. “social media” for familiar

topics).
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4. Problem identification: I highlighted specific areas of tension, such as
teacher frustration with topic selection.

This process allowed for the emergence of key themes related to teaching

objectives and student engagement, allowing me to identify points of interest in

the teachers’ responses in relation to the study’s research questions.

Results

The teachers” beliefs about the purposes of their classes broadly fell into two
categories: (1) developing their students’ spoken communication skills and (2)
cultivating global human resources. Their perspectives on student topic selection
focused on (1) familiar topics, (2) challenging topics, (3) Japan-centric topics,

and (4) topics on foreign countries and culture.

Beliefs About the Purposes of University English Classes

All the teachers described speaking skills as a core focus, often positioning
university ELT as a corrective to students’ prior English instruction. Participant
1 (P1) explained that “One of the reasons is for them to be able to realise it’s
not a subject and use it as a tool for communication.” P2 similarly noted that
“Many haven’t experienced a class where they take the lead.” There was, therefore,
a general support for ABC’s communicative Western TESOL methodology
among the teachers.

Beyond communication skills, the teachers also emphasized intercultural
communication, framing the course within broader internationalization-
through-ELT discourses. P3 speculated, “[XU] really do want to balance that
idea of being able to communicate and encouraging flexibility and freedom of
thought and expression, and I think there is a bias towards English being that
kind of forum.”

Preparing for the workforce and studying abroad were highlighted as other
key purposes, although some teachers expressed doubts that their students
really need English for their future careers. Economic and systemic barriers to
travelling and studying abroad were cited by the teachers, as well as the effects of
COVID-19 on student interest in going abroad. P4 suggested that even absent

practical barriers, students may be unlikely to go overseas, observing that “They
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love Japan. Japan’s got everything they need, and they’re not dissatisfied with
their conditions.” Despite these doubts about student interest in engaging with
the world outside of Japan, there was a broad acceptance that the course has
cultural aims in addition to its linguistic aims, with P6 stating that they believed

“[XU] want us to keep it outside of Japan.”

Perspectives on Student Topic Selection

The teachers had mixed reactions to students’ topic preferences, particularly the
tendency to choose familiar or Japan-centric themes. Some accepted this as a
natural willingness to communicate strategy, while others expressed frustration.
PS5 determined that students may gravitate towards familiar topics because of
their limited language ability, observing that it “takes the edge oft” when their
discussion partners share contextual knowledge. Conversely, some teachers
expressed boredom with hearing the same topics repeatedly or acknowledged
that other teachers may be bored. P3 explained as follows:

You do kind of have to pressure [students] to dig deeper, or maybe even ban

certain topics [...] You might have heard this speech way too many times, so

you yourself are afraid of being bored to death or grading them negatively
because you are disinterested.

Most teachers also indicated that they believed that students should be
pushed towards challenging topics, but there were concerns that introducing
unfamiliar topics into the curriculum poses risks. While P4 thought that students
ought to be challenged, “topics that can polarise or disrupt the harmony” often
lead to “silence” when they are presented. There were, therefore, indications that
student interest and willingness to communicate clash with teacher interests and
objectives.

Participants also highlighted that students frequently choose topics related
to Japan, either out of national pride or shared familiarity, but they also expressed
frustration with such themes. Although acknowledging that “it’s good to be
able to describe your culture;” P1 described the tendency to talk about Japan
as “annoying,” preferring that students “get out of their comfort zone.” Other

teachers indicated frustration with student tendencies to reinforce stereotypes

11



Clark

about Japan or make simplistic cultural comparisons. P6 described one example:
“They go ‘TJapan has four seasons. I go ‘So does [my hometown]!” They go
‘But we—" ‘No! We have the same exact seasons in [my hometown]!” P4
similarly noted that sometimes students express surprise when foreign teachers
demonstrate basic knowledge of Japan:

They seem very surprised when I tell them my favourite food in Japan is

tonkotsu ramen, because they feel as if 'm not supposed to be able to like

that or know that it exists, even living in the country for four years.
Therefore, although the teachers seemed to have mixed feelings about Japan as a
topic for pedagogical reasons, there were also signs that they may feel alienated
by the insider—outsider distinction that discussions about Japan are perceived to
reinforce.

In almost all the participants’ testimonies, there was either an expression
of personal frustration or an acknowledgement that frustration is felt by others
around how students approach foreign countries and cultures. P1 said that
students are “naive” when it comes to other countries, while P3 believed that
students are interested but are limited by their knowledge and need more input.
P6 focused on how students tend to overlook diversity in Anglophone culture
in favor of cultural reductionism, concluding: “I think they don’t understand
that most other countries are not homogenous like Japan” P6 elsewhere
referred to being a “cultural attache,” despite also expressing disapproval of the
idea of pushing global topics in English language instruction. Showing similar
skepticism, P4 questioned whether a migrant teacher-led English class alone can
cultivate a global mindset:

I think the thing that produces a global mindset is actually being global, going

to another country, getting another perspective, experiencing that culture

firsthand. We can try to simulate it by exposing them to these topics but it’s

[...] just going to go into that box of foreign stuff.

A degree of ambivalence was therefore shown by the teachers towards the
idea of students exploring both Japanese and foreign cultural topics, especially

as doing so is often found to reinforce rather than erode in-group/out-group

divides.
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Discussion

Although the teachers firstly highlighted the linguistic goals of the course, they
unanimously seemed to believe that EC also had both sm4// C and big C cultural
goals. Without a clear institutional mandate, the instructors may have concluded
that their classes should have a cultural dimension from their institutional
framing as native speakers, their beliefs about the purpose of university, broader
societal discourses on ELT, the implications of their presence as foreigners in the
classroom, their perception of student needs and interests, or their experiences as
migrants in Japan. While sm2all ¢ intercultural competence is widely accepted asan
important element of ELT (Byram, 2021), integrating big C culture appeared to
be creating tension. While the teachers on the course were keen for their students
to engage with international culture, their students were led by knowledge and
interest to engage more with local and familiar topics.

Several instructors expressed frustration with students’ stereotypical
representations of both foreign and Japanese culture. Their frustrations seemed
to stem from their outsider status in their own classrooms as well as students’
lack of cultural knowledge. Cater (2020) observes that repeated exposure to
well-worn essentialist cultural narratives, such as the belief that only Japan has
four seasons, has “a slightly alienating effect” (p. 65) on migrant teachers. There
were signs in the present study that these beliefs were contributing to teacher
burnout. Kubota (2002) warned that native-speakerist ELT may encourage
dichotomous comparisons between Japan and an essentialized West. Although
the teachers did not see themselves as the source of this tendency, and some
pushed against the idea of being cultural attaches, their responses also often
aligned with assumptions that internationalization is best facilitated by migrant
English teachers. While the teachers seemed well intentioned in their aim to
encourage deeper engagement with foreign culture, it was clear that they were
having limited success within the confines of this weekly spoken communication
course.

The prescriptive nature of the curriculum, organized by the dispatch
company ABC, may contribute to the tensions between teachers and students.

The curriculum provides little big C cultural content, yet the students seemed
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to be expected by some of their teachers to exhibit deep cultural knowledge in
their final presentations. Stapleton’s (2000) survey found that teachers tended
to integrate culture “randomly” (p. 301). Similarly, in this study, despite the
lack of opportunities to introduce cultural elements during the semester,
the teachers appeared to focus on culture when both teachers and students
had greater freedom to do so. Involving instructors in decisions about the
curriculum may lead to a more considered, satisfactory approach to exploring
culture. Furthermore, a post-method approach, which emphasizes locally
adapted methodologies (Canagarajah, 2006), could provide a more effective
and achievable alternative to teaching intercultural communication than
uncritically applied Western TESOL. Within an English as an International
Language (EIL) framework, rather than simply learning about other countries,
emphasis would be put on learning English for “self-explanation and mutual
understanding across cultures” (Honna & Takeshita, 2014, p. 66). Nevertheless,
since the university and ABC do not require EC teachers to be active scholars
in applied linguistics, both the course designers and the instructors may be
unaware that alternative paradigms to Western TESOL exist, particularly as EIL
remains underrecognized in Japanese ELT (Toh, 2019). This gap underscores the
potential value of empowered teacher-researchers in shaping university policies
and reveals the limitations of relying on dispatch companies to administer
standardized university courses.

This study’s findings contribute to the literature exploring migrant teacher
experiences within single institutions (Rivers, 2013; Stewart & Miyahara, 2011)
and build on research on teacher views on culture in Japanese ELT (Matikainen,
2015; Stapleton, 2000). However, the focus on a single course run by a
dispatch company means that the findings cannot be used to make generalized
conclusions about other migrant teachers in other university settings. The use of
peer interviewing may also have led my participants to give socially acceptable
answers.

Future research could build on my findings by doing the following:

o Investigating EC student perspectives about how they see the role of

culture in their English classes.
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o Examiningclassroom interactions and evaluation feedback to see whether
the tensions revealed in this study are present in class or reserved for
teacher-to-teacher discussions.

o Repeating the study in other university settings, particularly those with
greater pedagogical flexibility and more academically engaged teachers,

to see if the results differ.

Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the ambiguous cultural role of migrant
teachers. Previous research suggested that migrant teachers often find themselves
occupying unclear professional roles as cultural ambassadors and entertainers
as well as language teachers (Breckenridge & Erling, 2011; Simmons & Chen,
2017). This same tendency was present in this study. Furthermore, an inflexible
curriculum, coupled with frustrations about student’s lack of cultural knowledge,
seems to have led to misalignments between teacher expectations, institutional
objectives and student interests. This situation has perpetuated default
assumptions about the role of native speakers in Japanese ELT, inhibiting moves
towards more contextually appropriate approaches to teaching intercultural
competence.

These findings do not necessarily indicate that migrant teachers should
be excluded from their students’ broader intercultural education. Rather, they
expose the tensions that may arise when migrant teachers are constrained as
educators due to an overemphasis on their native speaker status and a tightly
controlled curriculum. Addressing these concerns may be unrealistic within
the institutional framework of a university course run by a dispatch company.
Directly hiring faculty members with academic backgrounds in TESOL to teach
these classes would likely result in improved teacher autonomy, responsiveness to
student needs and academic engagement. Making such changes could advance X
University’s ELT practices and better serve its students and teachers, as well as

Japan’s broader internationalizing efforts.

Note: 1. This article is a revised version of the author’s master’s dissertation
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completed at the University of Birmingham.
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Appendix
The main content questions from the interview guide are shown below.

1. What do you consider to be the purposes of English language classes in
Japanese universities?

2. What topics do you find your students to be the most motivated to talk
about in English?

3. How interested in topics concerning foreign countries and cultures,
like travelling abroad and foreign entertainment, do you consider your
students to be?

4. How interested in topics which are more focused on Japan do you
consider your students to be?

5. What other considerations should there be besides student interest for

choosing topics for university English classes?
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