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Acculturation of Foreign English Teachers in Japan:

Study on Effects of Longitudinally Significant Factor

Una Kaljic（教育制度学）

　　Research Questions
-What are the effects of longitudinally significant factors on acculturation of foreign English teachers 

in Japan?

-How Japanese school environment impacts the acculturation of foreign English teachers?

　　Introduction. Since 1987, foreigners who are native or fluent in English laguage have been 
systematically employed as assistant English teachers throughout different levels of education in 

Japan. This model of import and dispatch of foreigner teachers nationwide keeps gathering attention 
of researchers, who are mostly interested in educational results of such practices. Therefore, while 
narrowing the research gap, this study aimed to recognize these foreigners’ acculturative patterns; 

to identify longitudinally significant factors in that process, and to describe their impact on 
acculturation over the time these foreign teachers spent living in Japan. Acculturation is dynamic 
process of attitudinal, psychological, and behavioral changes taking place in individuals, as a result 

of continuous exposure to the new culture (Redfield 1936, Berry 1992, APA 2020).

　　Methodology. By design, my study was qualitative and utilized anthropological approach, with 
ethnographic elements, because participants were asked to share very personal stories. The target 
group were foreign English teachers working in public senior high schools in Osaka; which is unique 

for its NET (Native English Teacher) Program. Foreign teachers were contacted with the help of 
Osaka Prefectural Board of Education program coordinators, after which total of 12 participants 
(8 men and 4 women) voluntarily reached out to me. The data was collected with semi-structured 

interviews and analyzed using Thematic analysis approach. To objectify my findings, I made sure to 
verify my understandings and interpretations with the interviewees.

　　Literature Review and Theory Background. Although previous research has recognized 
Japanese schools as a site of major cultural clash, misunderstanding, and pedagogical and personal 
disagreements between Japanese and foreign teachers (Otani 2004, Tsuido et al. 2012); the analysis 
of Foreign Language Education Policies from 2009 and 2018 revealed that there is minimal 
consideration towards cultural issues involving foreign teachers; and no guidance in resolving 

potential issues, as well as no instructions on how to manage team-teaching classes. Such ambiguity 
contributes to great disparity in utilization of foreign teachers from school to school.

　　This study was built on combination of existing acculturation theories, mainly simplifying 
Berry’s ‘Comprehensive Acculturation Framework’ (1997), which was further strengthened 
by Smither’s ‘Socionalythic Model’ (1982) and extended with Arends-T´oth and Van de Vijver 
(2006) ‘Domain specificity’. From all these authors, the following factors were identified as 

significant in acculturation of foreign English teachers in Japan: Individual’s background and 
personality (demographic information), Host Culture (i.e., Japan with its traditions, ideologies, etc.), 
Experiences, Language proficiency, Personal/Social/Work Environment (Context) and Time. On this 
basis, a case-specific acculturation framework was constructed.



　　Findings. All foreign teachers reported feeling and being ‘well and positively acculturated’ to 
Japan, which is to no wonder because their average time spent living in Japan is over 18 years (that 

fits into Berry’s category of ‘Integrated’). However, to them, overall acculturation is a never-ending, 
progressive process that is variable across different situations and contexts (domain specificity). 
According to majority the most persistent, significant, and relevant factors for their acculturation 

over time are: Family and Social relationships (that are immensely impacted by Japanese language 
proficiency). Additionally, my observation is that Personality as a factor plays another key role, 
particularly, when dealing with hardships.

　　This study identified family as the strongest and the most impactful factor in acculturation to 
Japan. Most married NETs met their spouses between 1st and 3rd year of their stay in Japan, and 
because of getting married they decided to stay. Family is linked with, both, adoptive integration 
in Japanese culture, but at the same time maintenance of the origin culture. Although almost all 

married NETs have Japanese spouses and ‘mixed’ children, these opposite acculturation outcomes 
are possible because families have unique dynamics, without cultural pressures from either side. But 
simultaneously, families have power of grounding and rooting foreigners in the new country. 

　　Japanese language proficiency has an irreplaceable impact on NETs acculturation, simply 
because it reflects on so many everyday situations, and it is directly correlated to the level of social 
involvement (those foreigners who struggle with communication, also struggle with lack of close 

relationships with Japanese people – that turns into a frustration over time). 
         Perhaps the most unexpected finding of this research is the minimal impact, that schools as 
sites of employment, had on NETs. Compared to other factors, teaching job is incomparably less 
impactful for several reasons. Professionally, NETs cannot progress or develop; they are regarded 

and treated as visiting temporary staff that is easily replaced, but also (according to them) their 
job is to be foreigners, so they are not personally pressured to change or assimilate. However, 
professionally, they all changed and adjusted their teaching according to the requirements of the 

school and their direct Japanese colleague. They understand the power of Japanese school culture 
force and choose to be recognized as distinct from it – as ‘outsiders’, since no degree of assimilation 
will ever erase the fact that they are foreigners. Furthermore, NETs show clear separation between 

work and private life – “work is work”. This can be attributed to what is in literature known as ‘Role 
distance’ (Smither, 1982).

　　Among the additional findings of this research was that half of NETs reported hobbies and 
passions as relevant in their acculturation process, and almost all mentioned it in some context or 

indirectly. After careful consideration, it was recognized that hobbies and passions serve as ‘coping 
strategies’ in acculturating individuals, which I included in the updated case-specific framework. 

　　The overarching impression gained through this research is that acculturation process of 
foreign English teachers in Japan is a well-balanced combination of internalized, unconscious 
transformations and very conscious externalized manifestations. For the most part, NETs are greatly 

in control of their condition and output to the Japanese world and know when certain culturally 
expected behaviors should be applied, but also when the situation does not require them to change. 
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