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This autoethnographic study examines my negotiation of personal, Received 31 December 2025
professional and doctoral identities in English language teaching Accepted 9 July 2026
(ELT) contexts in Japan. The study addresses my idea of what
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a leading ELT practitioner looks like across diverse pedagogical Autoethnography; English
environments, the extent to which that overlaps with a threshold language teaching; Japan;
concept of doctorateness, and mechanisms of interaction and inter- professional identity;
section with identity formation. Motivated by an interest in self- positionality; doctorateness

study, professional and academic development, and advocacy,
| critically focus on how positionality influences my relations with
pedagogical and scholarly communities. Narrative Episodes, con-
textual and cultural explorations, and critical analyses demonstrate
the strategic stagecraft of identity and its relations to ELT and
academic practice. The study leverages these to explore how dis-
tinct forms of capital, native speakerism, gender and other biases,
framed as stagehands at work behind the scenes, both enhance
and undermine identity formation in the Japanese ELT context.

Introduction

The status of teaching is always complicated. However, this is particularly evident in the
distinct forms of capital, gender and native speakerism - stagehands - at work behind the
scenes of the professional experiences in Japan which are explored in this autoethnography.
Effective teachers embody professional qualities like expertise related to content, pedagogical
and management knowledges, and the ability to artfully blend these simultaneously across
multiple learners, places and times (Buchanan 2020). Conversely, teachers also battle against
a minimising belief that ‘anyone can teach at a basic level’ (Russell 2016, p. 14). This theme
instantiates in my own study when personal identities are centred in professional hiring
practices. For language teachers, aspects of professionalism in competence frameworks
include planning, lesson management, assessment, language knowledge and proficiency,
professional development and values (Richardson 2016). However, understanding how
teachers see themselves is also crucial. Professional identities comprise psychological elements
like self-image, motivation, satisfaction, commitment, but also proficiency elements like
efficacy and task performance knowledge (Kelchterman 2005; Hanna et al. 2019).
Expectations formed as learners and experiences in early-career roles mediate
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transformations in knowledge and skills, contributing to nascent identity formation (Parr
et al. 2018). Early-career language teachers are still defining their identities in context
(Thompson 2022). Mid-career experiences transform language teachers, as accumulated
knowledge creates comfort with self-defined identities (Hargreaves 2005). Others struggle,
balancing deepening personal and administrative commitments (Kosnik et al. 2017, Shin
et al. 2023). Veterans® identities are more concretised, and teachers may become jaded
(Darby 2008), highlighting emotion’s role in identity development. Language teachers’
personal identities also affect their work, and professional identity formation has been
recognised as socio-culturally situated (Wenger 1998). A dynamic phenomenon, identity
develops through webs of experiences and relations (Sang 2020), and language teachers’
professional identities must therefore be viewed as multifaceted (Kim and Asbury 2020),
resulting from transitional ‘in-between identities’ (Canagarajah 2012, p. 261). Furthermore,
identity formation is both dictated by circumstance and actively constructed (Gee 2000),
what I refer to as stagecraft. Experiences which contribute to professional learning and
identity construction can be mediated by intentional reflection (Hen and Sharabi-Nov
2014, Buchanan 2020, Smith and Rebolledo 2022), and research on language teacher
identity development must capture its personalised, complex, non-linear nature (Sadeghi
and Bahari 2022). One major phase of my own identity formation process began when
I became an Assistant Language Teacher (ALT) on the Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET)
programme. Hiratsuka (2022, p. 44) notes that: ‘ALT identity is a continuous process of
being, becoming and ceasing to be an ALT in the JET program. It is also a constant
negotiation with dynamic understandings of how individual ALTs view themselves, how
they represent themselves to others, and how they think they are recognized by others in
their local professional and private contexts of Japan’. As critical narrative self-reflections can
be useful tools for understanding phenomena such as language teacher identity (Yazan 2019),
I became motivated to map and critique its stagecraft, or technical orchestration, within my
ongoing development through autoethnographic inquiry.

My journey

Growing up in Britain I was fascinated with sounds, obsessively repeating new phrases.
This love of linguistic playfulness was inculcated by being read Tolkien and, later, endless
audiobooks on cassette. Fortunately, I had supportive parents and lived near a willing
foreign language speaker from whom I took basic lessons. These were my first encounters
with other languages than English. Unusually for Britain, where languages are over-
looked, I devoured school French to AS level and on multiple language exchanges,
German and basic Japanese. I returned to these studies while pursuing my Philosophy
degree at The University of York. After graduating, I did the JET programme for 5 years
at a school in Osaka, Japan. As an ALT, I did team-teaching, meaning I supported
Japanese Teachers of English (JTEs) with classes, made materials and did extracurricular
activities like running the English club. I also pursued Japanese language education
through formal study.

After completing JET, and a brief stint in a private English language school (eikaiwa),
I worked for three and a half years at another secondary school in Osaka as a Native
English Teacher (NET). Whilst teaching debate, academic writing and Computer
Assisted Language Learning (CALL), I undertook an MA in Teaching English to
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Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) by distance learning. In my dissertation and after
graduating in 2016, I tentatively engaged in action research as both researcher and
teacher. I also transitioned to full-time English Language Teaching (ELT) positions at
universities in Japan, where I remain. I have leveraged my Japanese language ability to
help with administration and to give lectures and presentations in Japanese. My research
into student and teacher development led me to begin a professional doctorate in TESOL
from the University of St Andrews in 2022. My evolution towards being a professional
teacher and towards ‘doctorateness’ (Trafford and Leshem 2009) is idiosyncratic and
ongoing. It is shot through with a love of language, teaching and curiosity. I have lived
between countries and cultures, alternated between languages and tried on different
personal and professional identities. I wanted to explore my stagecraft of these identities
to reflect on, solidify and critically challenge them. Autoethnography (AE) seemed suited
to this task due to the unrivalled access the autoethnographer has to personal data upon
which to ground analysis. In doing so, AE has also allowed me to explore, examine and
embody doctorateness by addressing systemic inequalities in Japanese ELT.

What is autoethnography?

Autoethnography (AE) centres the researcher as ‘the epistemological and ontological
nexus’ (Spry 2001, p. 711). Autobiography and ethnography are methodically combined
to examine social phenomena by analysing personal experience (Ellis et al. 2010, p. 1).
Researcher and participant roles are mixed (Chang 2016). Le Roux (2017, p. 204) gives
a typology including the researcher’s prominent self, awareness of self in context,
combining emotionally evocative elements with honest trustworthiness and contribu-
tions to knowledge or social change. As for change-making, AE critically interrogates
positionality, that is, accounting for personal experiences within the context of authors’
power relations. Inquiry is transformed into a political act that may ‘disrupt the status
quo’ (Denzin 2016, p. 126). The absence of personal identity in normative research
traditions is viewed critically, as an erasure of marginalised voices with ‘false objectivity’
(Lapadat 2017, p. 591). One example of marginalisation may be the linguistic injustice
facing researchers whose first language is not English (Politzer-Ahles et al. 2016). As
a medium for elevating these voices, AE is a form of resistance to entrenched oppressive
hierarchies (Dutta and Basu 2016; Pathak 2016; Henson 2021) which disrupts by situat-
ing the researcher in the inquiry. As such, by framing inquiry as a tool for change, AE is
a form of enacted social justice (Toyosaki and Pensoneau-Conway 2016).
Autoethnographers must recognise both their perspectival limitations and ability to
uniquely leverage personal information sources (Chang 2016). Reflective fieldnotes
can be contemporaneous or recollected. Personal or historical documents can struc-
ture memory narratives (Jain 2020), from photographs to social media posts.
Interviews can be dyadic, meaning with others, or even between present and past
selves (Anderson and Glass-Coffin 2016). However, AE’s methodological orientation
represents ‘a disruption of the intellectual training that most of us have received’
(Pathak 2016, p. 595) in that it disrupts positivist framings of research validity and
knowledge as objective or disembodied. It has been criticised as self-indulgent
(Sparkes 2016), and Delamont (2009) states that it is overly familiar, faces insur-
mountable ethical issues, privileges the evocative, focuses the lens on the wrong target
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and does not move disciplines forward. AE represents, ‘an abrogation of the honour-
able trade of the scholar’ (Delamont 2009, p. 61). Responding to this, as both
a language teacher and scholar on a professional doctorate, I am concerned with
the future preservation of my ELT discipline. In that, I see this AE as an embodiment
of doctorateness: situating personal experience within critical contextual exploration,
balancing vivid narratives with analytical rigour and levelling the playing field by
acknowledging the role of stagehands in my successful stagecraft of identity. Rather
than being self-indulgent, I believe this AE has required an unsettling and bracing
exposure of the self that affirms my commitment to my field. Addressing such ethical
issues, Tullis (2016, pp. 256-257) recommends autoethnographers obtain consent
from featured parties, consider anonymisation and guard against personal conse-
quences from publishing AE narratives. Supporters also emphasise that ethical AE
is empowering, as ‘however academically heretical this performance of selves may be,
I have learned that heresy is greatly maligned and, when put to good use, can begin
a robust dance of agency’ (Spry 2001, p. 708).

Autoethnography in my context

In education, using critical perspectives to interrogate reflective personal narrative inquiries
and generate understanding is a form of self-study (Dalmau and Gudjonsdottir 2017;
Henderson and Hyun 2017; Hayler and Williams 2016). Self-study uses AE methods to
examine evolving teacher identity and practice. However, a review of 40 AE applied linguis-
tics studies found methodological inconsistencies, insufficient personal detail to evoke emo-
tion, theoretical argument or justify methodological selection of AE (Keleg 2022). This paper
addresses these issues by advancing strong theoretical rationales for this methodological
choice. I am writing while both teaching and pursuing my doctorate. One useful concept to
make sense of autoethnographic reflections on identity is doctorateness. Doctorateness has
been understood as a distinctive personal characteristic resulting from transformative learn-
ing experiences and undergirding the high degree of scholarly accomplishment required to
further one’s field (Yazdani and Shokooh 2018). Doctorateness has also been described as
a threshold concept, an integrative and synergistic engagement with academic practice
emerging from pivotal attainments (Trafford and Leshem 2009). Thresholds represent
troublesome, transformative, irreversible and non-linear tipping points in the mastery,
integration and re-conceptualisation of complex knowledges, skills, practices and identity
within a discipline (Meyer and Land 2005, Barradell and Peseta 2017, Tyndall et al. 2021). The
complex nature of language teacher identity formation makes a threshold understanding of
doctorateness an appropriate analytical lens for this autoethnographic reflection.
Furthermore, I believe that defining doctorateness relationally, in my context, evidences
my having approached or attained this threshold. As such, this paper highlights inflection
points and my stagecrafting of personal, professional and doctoral identities within them.
Embodying doctorateness is undeniably attractive, as it represents a major milestone within
my personal trajectory. Consequently, this autoethnography critically explores what
a successful professional in my environment has looked like, relations to doctorateness and
the contingency of my journey on the role of stagehands, such as positionality.

AE has been proposed as uniquely suited to investigating language teacher identities due
to the transnational nature of the field and practitioners (Yazan 2019, Yazan et al. 2020). It
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is precisely exploring my co-evolutionary personal and professional identities that drew me
to AE. My own positionality is that of a globally mobile, financially stable, white, cisgen-
dered, heterosexual male from an Inner-Circle (Kachru 1985) or English as a first-language
country. These stagehands have helped me exercise my autonomy, choosing to move
between languages, to engage and be engaged with across nations and cultures, whilst
simultaneously negotiating transitional professional identities as a teaching practitioner
and, more recently, as an academic, or ‘pracademic’ (Jain 2020, p. 110).

After inquiring with the School Ethics Committee of my doctoral school, it was
decided that Ethical approval was not needed for this work. Lapadat (2017) notes this
may denote an implicit stance underlying institutional ethical review processes, that
situated inquiries may not reach the bar of research. However, I have taken great care to
engage with the significant ethical issues around AE methodology. For one, while
asserting agency over my own narrative, it is important to also safeguard that of others.
As aresult, I have blurred, obscured or otherwise deemphasised the identities of others in
the Episodes and elsewhere, while also centring and critiqued my own perspective. This
entails its own set of ethical issues around vulnerability, unintended consequences and
entrenching privilege (Lapadat 2017). However, Appleby (2016, p. 757) states that ethical
issues surrounding teacher identity investigations among those who, ‘already enjoy
significant professional benefits and privileges’ may be addressed through critical AE
investigations of that privilege. In this case, the ethical issue at hand is levelling different
forms of disparity and injustice within my field. As an exploration and enactment of
doctorateness, my AE thus embodies a localised, relational ethic, in that ‘Moral aims and
decision making do not stand apart from the conduct of research but are enacted within
community in an ethic of care’ (Lapadat 2017, p. 592). In particular, I hope this reflective
work may also encourage others within my ELT community to interrogate their posi-
tionality or contribute to professional stewardship by holding space for others. Rather
than being an act of naval gazing conducted within the ivory tower of academia, this AE
aims at a distinctly ethical exploration and enactment of doctorateness by rigorous
examination of issues facing my profession through the lens of my experiences.

In what follows, I ground analysis of the general in the specific, presenting my journey
in three chronologically ordered parts. In each, I first present a narrative Episode from
my life highlighted in italics, locate the Episode in context and lastly critically analyse its
place in the broader environment. Whereas the Episodes are presented from my point of
view, the following explanations and analyses adopt a more formal style. The role of the
three Episodes in the accretion and, in line with the perspectives of thresholds, inflection
of my personal, professional and doctoral identities is also examined.

Can ALTs be professional?
Episode one

The teacher’s face — impassive. The stance — a challenge. Arms crossed, papers clasped,
slouched at the back. We were meant to be co-operating on teaching, but the lesson was
clearly being left to me. I became self-aware, nervously alone up front. My throat and chest
tightened, panic rising. The air was close and oppressive. It felt Sartrean, but instead of
being othered when caught looking through the proverbial keyhole, I was instead caught in
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the objectifying gaze of both students and my supposed team-teaching partner. I felt the
world collapsing, and my supreme inadequacy to the task before me. I was unsure how to
proceed. We hadn’t discussed what we would do in detail. I had expected to follow, not lead.
Naturally, what little preparation we had done immediately left my mind. ‘What do I do?
Why am I here?” Doubts raced. I had no experience, no training to fall back on. For what
felt like millions of years, but which probably lasted mere seconds, the accusing gaze of that
teacher pierced me, seeming to say - ‘Go on then, show me how to do my job’. Then, I took

a deep breath.

Background

English is the primary foreign language in Japan (Kubota 2002). The globalised education
push, beginning in the 1980s with JET, continues today with curriculum reforms
expanding English language education (Sakamoto 2022). ALTs are typically English first-
language speakers, nominally supporting credentialled JTEs in schools in team-teaching
roles. In reality, responsibilities vary greatly (Tsujino 2022). Non-Japanese account for
around 3% of the population (Immigration Services Agency 2026), and immigration
policies supposedly favour those with superior skills (Takahashi 2015). However, as
evidence of native-speakerism (Holliday 2006), many ALT's are employed simply as first-
language English speakers, from Inner Circle countries, holding any undergraduate
degree. No experience, qualification or aptitude to plan, teach and assess classes is
required. Some ALTs have total autonomy and JTEs become marginalised (Miyazato
2009), whereas others are diminished to human tape recorders (McConnell 2000) or
work under conditions resembling TEFL tourism (Bernstein and Woosnam 2019).
Despite being lauded, ‘there is little evidence that this ambitious and extremely costly
enterprise has produced positive results in terms of improved language ability or cultural
development’ (Lawrence 2022, p. 35). Nevertheless, ALTs are also considered, ‘indis-
pensable in every school, enabling students to improve their practical language skills’
(Sakamoto 2022, p. 9). They also have complex and contested identities: educator,
cultural ambassador, and colleague (Hiratsuka 2022).

I had no initial professional sense of myself, designs on becoming a career
teacher, or formal or relevant training. I was ill-prepared to be before a class,
lacking many desirable qualities of professional language teachers mentioned by
Richardson (2016). Willingness to learn and love of languages are not professional
values. However, learning through early identity in practice (Kanno and Stuart
2011) experiences built my understanding of myself as a person in a new cultural
context. I tried negotiating collegial teaching relationships with JTEs. This was
challenging for a new graduate, previously living only in Britain, who did not
speak Japanese. It did not always work. It involved feeling out each power-
balance and responsibility-sharing relationship. Boundaries varied, often going
unspoken. Japan has a high context (Hall 1976) culture. What is said and meant
may differ. Culturally and linguistically adept users seamlessly parse meaning by
reading the room, known in Japanese as kuuki-wo-yomu. At first, I was neither
culturally nor linguistically adept. Aoyama (2021) described how JTEs can see the
ALT as a challenge to their legitimacy as proficient learners and credentialed
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professionals. As challenging as the experience in Episode One was personally,
I now view the experience more empathetically from that teacher’s eyes.

The patient JTEs with whom I worked were incredible. They held space for me
to learn through experience: observing their teaching, then making my own
classroom mistakes and adjustments. Kimura (2007) analysed Japanese teacher
identity in terms of social status, high levels of qualification and sense of duty
to go beyond the minimum. I can only imagine this duty extended to guiding me.
I mimicked their classroom management, or how they introduced new vocabulary.
I also got lesson ideas from other ALTs at regular Peer Support Group meetings.
Looking back, I know now that teachers who only learn from experience and
intuition are at risk of repeating a ‘“vicious cycle of received wisdom’ (Paran 2017,
p. 2). However, after feeling more comfortable in my role, I tentatively experi-
mented with techniques, even if I could not optimise them. For instance, I read
about and suggested introducing synthetic phonics, an approach that was as new
to the JTEs as it was to me. Although I lacked any understanding of pronuncia-
tion instruction, we worked together to implement the change. If activities
worked, they were stored for later. If they did not, we workshopped changes to
achieve results. The school was not overly academic, and English was not high on
many students’ radars, so I learned to use creativity to engage their interest.
A teaching resource I co-produced at the time was a comedic re-enactment of
a well-known story in Western culture. Japanese subtitles were produced for the
video, and I made worksheets with activities in both languages. This was a new
ability, and my language skills were growing. These resources were used in several
schools.

In addition, the age gap with the students was small. I dutifully attended their dance
performances at the school festival or cheered them on during races. But in the end, these
extra-curricular activities became a major part of my job. I was put in charge of the
English club, and I learned how to present aspects of British, or rather non-Japanese,
culture I was expected to introduce while building the social relationships with students
I would need later as a solo teacher. We did Christmas parties, made posters about
English books, watched movies, baked cookies from English recipes and joined an email
pen-pal arrangement with UK students. Jain (2022) has demonstrated that language
teachers can successfully problematise aspects of their own identity, for instance inter-
rogating false native/non-native speaker dichotomies, as objects of teaching themselves.
However, I was certainly not equipped to engage in that kind of pedagogy at this stage.
Considering how ALTs may be expected to performatively embody this role of cultural
ambassador, it is hard to say whether it would have been welcome. However, I did hope
to be a role model language learner for the students. I completed language courses,
Japanese language pedagogy and translation courses and the Japanese Language
Proficiency Test at N2 level. This was no mean feat, and it represented a Rubicon crossing
for me, helping me relate to the students, build literacy in cultural touchstones, create
bilingual resources and address communication breakdowns. Sakamoto (2022) has
described how ALTs make investments of time learning Japanese and developing colle-
gial relationships to reposition themselves, develop professionally and construct new
identities. These JET experiences were an extended teaching practicum that formed my
new transcultural and translingual identities.
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Critical analysis

What does it mean for an ALT to be professional in these conditions? My answer is tied
to factors in place before boarding the plane to Tokyo. The conditions which permitted
me time and space to develop my personal and professional identities are a function of
diverse forms of capital (Bourdieu 1986) that intersect with ELT in Japan. That is, these
are different forms of discrete and more obvious economic, cultural and social advantage
which maintain systems of educational inequality in the country. Although I did not have
much disposable income, JET was a steady job. My having had the opportunity to attend
prestigious schools, do language exchanges and get a quality university education is
a function of ‘the availability of a certain level of “economic capital”, not to mention the
cumulative social and cultural forms of capital ... which are themselves predicated on
certain levels of “economic capital™ (Simpson 2020, p. 162). These are the stagehands, or
embedded advantages, of being raised in an Inner Circle country, translated to the
Japanese ELT context. According to the Council of Local Authorities for International
Relations (CLAIR) JET hires from more than 50 countries, however the majority of ALT's
are from the US, UK, Australia, New Zealand and Canada (Council of Local Authorities
for International Relations 2022). Although at first I did not have many influential
connections or professional status, I did embody the attributes of the white, male, Inner-
Circle passport holder that are often ‘misrecognized’ as sufficiently meeting the bar of
authenticity in Japan (Hashimoto 2020, p. 23). These aspects of my backstory, unrelated
to my professional suitability, demonstrate the instability of professional identity. At the
time, they lent me some necessary cultural capital to be initially hired, that is, ‘non-
financial assets that can assist us in acquiring upward social mobility’ (Lawrence 2022,
p. 29). These assets gave me the disposition and self-belief to aggressively craft new
identities, arranging the stage furniture of my past. One example would be my linguistic
capital, that is, the ability to profit from leveraging facility with a language, mastery of
register, or a particular accent (Hashimoto 2020). My identity as a British foreigner with
Received Pronunciation was centred and foregrounded in this professional era. It, in
effect, represented my credentialing as a desirable yet scarce resource in Japan. However,
through my experiences, I developed more forms of institutionalised cultural and social
capital that were relevant to my new environment: language certifications and abilities,
years of documented classroom experience and contacts to turn to for support. McCarty
(2021), a 40-year veteran of ELT in Japan, described how foreign teachers make their
identity their job. While ALTs can, and by the end I feel I did, embody some professional
qualities mentioned by Richardson (2016), they are concurrently enabled and under-
mined by their initial contingency on identity. However, although I did not have the
perspective to see what I was doing, in this stagecraft I was aligning my in-between
identities to what was needed to succeed professionally and personally. This was an
evolutionary adaptation.

Discovering boundaries
Episode two

I desperately surged forward. My arm extended like a ship’s prow, timecard in my fist. I was
late. The walk back was longer than expected, meaning I missed the train I needed to avoid
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reprimand. The office was across town. I was alone, my assigned company minder having
departed, changing out between morning and afternoon schools. I gulped air. My throat
was parched from the morning’s attempts to both entertain and placate packs of wild
kindergarteners with repetitive sing songs. Now each hurried breath under the unforgiving
midday sun was sandpaper. Leaving the station, I crossed scorching pavements to the office,
dodging pedestrians. I tried to ignore my sweaty palms, palpitating chest, and aching
shoulder. ‘Stay focussed!” My messenger bag, full of laminated ABC and fruit flashcards,
worked metronomically against me. Banging open the lobby door, I jabbed the elevator
buttons. An eternity passed, each floor illuminating. Just my luck. Finally entering the
office, I saw the machine — what I'd sprinted for. Hurdling office chairs and co-workers, the
card sailed forward. In my rush I missed the slot by centimetres. I fumbled, trying, and
failing again until I heard the satisfying mechanical sound. Success! Then, my heart sank as
I saw the freshly printed timestamp. One minute late. ‘Well, that’s 30 minutes’ pay I won’t
be seeing again’, I thought.

Background

Eikaiwa, literally ‘English conversation’, is a ubiquitous expression referring to speaking
in English, but more commonly referencing the for-profit ELT industry. As such, it is
conceptually differentiated from English in formal educational settings, known as eigo
(Hooper et al. 2020). The term eikaiwa thus indicates ‘both object and process ...
simultaneously something one teaches or learns, and how it is taught and learnt’
(Simpson 2022 , p. 74). Primary motivations for eikaiwa are as hobby, work, or enter-
tainment (Kubota 2011). Eikaiwa are often unaccredited and prioritise student fulfil-
ment, enjoyment and retention over pedagogical quality (Nuske 2019). The industry is
big business and advertisements for the chains like ECC, Berlitz and AEON fill public
and digital spaces (Hashimoto 2020). The Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry
(METT), which regulates the sector, estimated that annual student numbers were around
five million (Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 2019). This omits the informal
eikaiwa industry and online conversation classes, which proliferate due to technology
and low prices realised by outsourcing to countries like the Philippines (Tajima 2018). By
comparison, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(MEXT) reported historic enrolment at universities which only accounted for
2.93 million students (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
2022). One analysis revealed 9,896 for-profit foreign language schools, with 38,720
employees and annual sales of 172.3 billion yen (Ministry of Economy, Trade and
Industry 2016), approximately 1.26 billion USD. These figures likely comprise mostly
eikaiwa as, ‘English enjoys a privileged status in Japan’ (Morikawa and Parba 2022, p. 1).
By 2020, annual revenues had grown to 176 billion yen (Statista 2022). However,
Simpson (2020, p. 9) includes a telling quote from one eikaiwa teacher, ‘It’'s good
money for someone, not teachers’. The work is often seen as an underpaid, unstable
‘McJob’ (Kosaka 2019), at the bottom of the ladder, with replaceable employees deliver-
ing low-quality teaching (Hooper 2019).

One significant eikaiwa market is children. It is a fast-growing sector (Budmar 2013)
worth 96 billion yen annually (Statista 2022). However, it is also plagued by difficulties.
Taylor (2020) reported teachers were exhausted, there were poor relations with local staff,
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unmanageably large classes and insufficient training. Finally, there was sales pressure
from the organisation and performative pressure from parents and local staff to act
foolishly. While reading Taylor (2020), I found myself nodding. It resonated with my
experiences during the brief, unsatisfying period I worked in eikaiwa following JET. The
working style was unfamiliar. As an ALT, I had a single school. I developed working
relationships with my co-teachers, socialised with them and joined in school functions.
A quiet, shared office was available in which to prepare materials or eat. Furthermore,
being the only ALT had afforded me some status. Conversely, as a company teacher,
I was one of the many identical foreigners dispatched to different schools in the morning
and afternoon each day, an anonymous and temporary outsider at each. I felt discour-
aged from interacting with the school staff beyond pleasantries. The schools were far
from each other, and work days involved eating hurried lunches on trains between jobs.
On occasions where the school wanted me to eat lunch with the children, I balanced
precariously on the kindergartner-sized chair, feeling amateurish.

The work itself was unsatisfying. As an ALT, I had considerable input on class content.
I worked on lesson plans with JTEs, we double-checked each other’s quizzes or grading
and co-operated to improve teaching quality. I also worked with particular year groups
consistently. However, in eikaiwa, I worked with everything from kindergarteners up to
elementary, sometimes concurrently. Mornings were spent exhaustingly singing songs
and doing vocabulary flashcards with large groups of students at multiple consecutive
kindergarten classes. Afternoons involved smaller class sizes with mixed age groups in
physically gruelling consecutive sessions. Unruly and noisy students made havoc, and
I tried to keep order. As the months dragged by, this schedule took its toll. I gained weight
from poor eating and felt panicky about work. I was required to use pre-made materials
and follow the set curriculum. There was no autonomy, no sense of leveraging experience
to do the job better. My nascent sense of myself as a teacher rebelled at promoting rounds
of new lesson materials. I viscerally did not want to be a salesperson. This loss of agency
and flattening of the identity I had begun to craft was worsened by being chaperoned by
company staff, heightening the sense that we were not trusted alone. Instead, I felt I was
just expected to be an entertainer, a babysitter clown with a rictus-grin who happened to
be foreigner. ‘SING-A-SONG?’ 1 would rhythmically clap. “THROW-THE-BALL?
I would mime. A fig leaf of Total Physical Response (TPR) theory was sometimes
given as cover for what mostly amounted to playtime. As I looked for more satisfying
work, I also resolved that this would not be my career. This would not be who I was.

Critical analysis

Eikaiwa are not monolithic. Each intersects differently with, ‘native-speakerism, peda-
gogic rigor and professional identity’ (Hooper et al. 2020, p. 47). However, eikaiwa are
frequently regarded as the province of the foreign teacher (Simpson 2022). Hiring young,
inexperienced, replaceable people travelling through the area based on their looks, ability
to speak English and personality has long been an industry staple (Nagatomo 2016). It
represents an exploitation and objectification of teachers who are knowingly in low-
status positions (Appleby 2013). The industry perpetuates itself while selling idealised
futures such as a life abroad, English encounters, higher exam scores, or future oppor-
tunities for children. Japan has a strong culture of ‘educational credentialism’ (Nagatomo
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2016, p. 42), where the conveyor belt to wealth, status and adult success follows strategic
educational opportunities throughout young life. Critical analysis of eikaiwa advertising
reveals troubling economic, racialised and gendered subtexts underlying the hiring
strategies that allow the industry to maintain its position. Nuske (2019) demonstrated
that eikaiwa advertisements frequently emphasised effortless acquisition of English as
a neoliberal tool for developing soft skills, self-actualisation and enhancement of personal
capital. Implicit in eikaiwa for children is that sufficient encounters will start a process of
acculturation whose culmination will be enhanced career opportunities. It is less impor-
tant that the teacher is a credentialed professional, simply that they look the part.

Brown (2018) showed that in eikaiwa advertisements, white males are represented as
owners and young Asians as consumers, of English. People of colour represented only 1%
of teachers appearing in advertisements. This serves to reinforce problematic native/non-
native dichotomies by placing the white male on a pedestal and simultaneously infanti-
lising and disempowering Japanese learners. Others investigated the gendered position-
ality and othering implicit in eikaiwa advertising. The visual pairing of young,
professional adult Japanese female students with a white male teacher plays into fantasies
of escape from the normative hegemony of Japanese society, risqué foreign adventure, or
romantic liaisons (Bailey 2006, 2007, Takahashi 2015). Idealised imagery of attractive
white, western, male teachers targets professional Japanese women, who representing the
majority of eikaiwa students. Conversely, Morikawa and Parba (2022) and Tajima (2018)
also exposed the identity-marketing of foreign female teachers, and how they were
sexualised by heterosexual male Japanese audiences in online eikaiwa. In each case, the
teacher’s professional status is minimised and their personal identity foregrounded. It
would behove the sector to move away from these problematic practices. Noda and Zhu
(2022) demonstrated enhanced learner engagement when eikaiwa teachers stepped out-
side their roles as disseminators of cultural and language knowledge and let Japanese
students teach them.

I was not aware of these critical issues during this period. I could not have articulated
what was so unprofessional about the work beyond that, on some level, I could have been
anyone. Looking back, eikaiwa represented the packaging and reselling of identity with-
out offering anything professionally or personally substantive. The perspective of time
clarified this. However, what was apparent was the damage to my self-concept. This was
the opposite of stagecraft, as I wanted to earn respect through the quality of my work and
regain the curiosity and freedom to grow I enjoyed as an ALT. As such, the valuable
outcome from this period was the triggering of change. I had found a boundary. I knew
who I did not want to be. I wanted to be more than ‘edutainment’ (Kennett and Jackson
2014, p. 157).

Pre-embodying doctorateness?
Episode three

The curtains were tightly drawn. Harsh, reflected computer screen radiance strained my
eyes. Sporadic tattoos of keystrokes rang out, perpetually interrupted by nagging
thoughts. ‘How do I know if this is the right question?” The Gantt chart of my research
proposal grew in fits. Ideas were rotated, considered, relocated. ‘Are my aims and
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methods consistent?” As time passed unnoticed, a pattern emerged, an outline of an idea
in sans serif and colour as jigsaw pieces slotted in. Phase 1 - tap, tap, tap. ‘Development
and piloting — yellow, for warning? Analysis - red alert? Publication - green, for safety’.
The cursor wheeled over timelines, methods, methodologies, and sample questions.
‘What’s my gap?” Adjust a line to refine the proposal’s arc. Is my thesis clear?
Tweak a detail to sharpen the conceptual outline. ‘Will I be taken seriously in the
doctoral supervision?” Every angle, each detail was fitted together for the big pitch.
Analysis of benefits and limitations - tap, tap, tap. Does it hang together?” My teacher
trick honed over nine years of keeping multiple plates spinning with the appearance of
effortlessness was being tested.

Background

The transition to being a NET was stark, and the work seemed removed from the identity
play of eikaiwa. Unusually for a Japanese public school, there were optional uniforms.
This allowed students the autonomy to choose how to present themselves and was
indicative of the empowering atmosphere. The students, overall, wanted to be there
and this meant the staff did too. The department was steered by charismatic senior JTEs,
veterans with the vision needed for the ambitious, multi-year courses we offered.
Observing how they weaved thematic threads across programs, revised course targets
and leveraged big-ticket motivational events like English study camps, debate tourna-
ments, and speech contests to get the most out of the students was a professional
masterclass. I worked closely with a team who treated one another as equals, on courses
that felt like they mattered. The unfortunate job title aside, the work felt nurturing
because I could again engage in positive stagecrafting of my professional identity. I was
not there because of my ‘native’ background or performing some stage play of teaching,
but because of what I offered as a colleague. We co-operated on planning, delivery and
assessment, sharing the stage as team-teaching equals. The assumption was that everyone
offered something valuable and that input into iterative cycles of refinement was wel-
come. We taught lessons multiple times, training me in habitually reflecting, making
incremental changes, observing and then making another change. The collegial staffroom
atmosphere meant ideas were shared, spurring me to tweak lesson plans, refine course
arcs, or reflect compassionately on students’ experience of my teaching. There was a lot of
work, but it did not feel hard. I was surrounded by master teachers who took pride in
their work, and I stopped feeling imposter syndrome. I was at home with the word
‘teacher’.

While I absorbed professional lessons, this stimulating environment helped synthesise
theory into practice. The master’s degree was another door I stepped through,
a commitment to professionalisation, a positive statement about who I wanted to be.
Evenings and weekends spent on theoretical fundamentals of language teaching, socio-
linguistics and second language acquisition were fleshed out in colour by classroom
experiences. While building subject knowledge, I deepened my understanding of key
concepts and findings. Debates on theory and practice were personalised because I had
real teaching experiences to reflect on. Juggling the demands of the two modes, work and
study, pushed me towards organisation and time management. Although my academic
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muscles, atrophied from underuse, initially ached, they eventually rose to the task, which
helped me achieve a distinction. The curiosity for learning returned.

These experiences gave me confidence to stand-alone, taking my first university post.
I threw myself into teaching, the rigours of the schedule demanding I truly hone my
multi-tasking skills, culling the inessential and maximising every action, detail, minute.
Not a year passed before I was asked to mentor one student TESOL teacher, and then
another. I felt pride in being asked, taking the responsibility seriously. I learned to slowly
transfer classroom control, give them freedom to make mistakes and to pay forward
guidance I received as an ALT and NET. The experience was also a chance to reflect on
my own teaching. Helping mentees approach teaching grammar points or introducing
activities, I saw myself mirrored. It highlighted decision-making processes I had auto-
matised, like a driver switching gears without realising. I did other purposeful reflection
too. Japan has a tradition of professional development called lesson study (Stigler and
Hiebert 2009), meaning observing, analysing and applying lessons from other teacher’s
classes. JET and NET had been an extended lesson study, ‘an introduction to professional
learning through experience’ (Russell 2016, p. 14). I visited other colleagues’ classes and
learned from their reports on mine. However, now I was teaching solo, armed with
theoretical perspectives and training to properly frame these reflections. This orientation
towards reflection on practice was echoed in action research I became involved with,
examining how teachers or learners develop. At first, research felt like another perfor-
mative obligation. Like the foregrounding of my background in my time as an ALT or
working in eikaiwa, it felt like more identity homework I had been set as a distraction
from teaching. Teachers who transition into academia may struggle with niche skills like
academic writing and publishing (Hardy et al. 2022). I was no different. Each project felt
like a kind of arduous micro-credentialing (Wheelahan and Moodie 2022), one of the
many additional pieces of time-consuming, unpaid work that needed to be completed in
‘academic magic time’ (Kouritzin et al. 2021, p. 15) to give current and prospective
employers quantifiable and evaluable performance metrics. ‘I don’t like doing research!’
I protested to a more experienced colleague early in my university career. T'm a teacher,
not a researcher!” I lamented. The colleague, an eminent researcher and teacher in Japan,
nodded sagely and smiled. When, years later, I approached the same colleague for career
advice about doctoral programmes and writing research proposals, I wondered if they
remembered that earlier conversation as vividly (or ironically) as I did. At some point,
a switch had flipped. Although the career connection was undeniable, research stopped
feeling obligatory. It was something I got to do. This tool for showing pride taken in
work, for improving teaching, for examining topics that mattered had been integrated
into my identity. I hope this sustains me through my lengthy doctoral studies.

Critical analysis

Trafford and Leshem (2009) discussed doctorateness as a threshold, a frustrating bottle-
neck to those who have not synthesised the intellectual, academic and subject skills
required to cross it and succeed at that level. Crossing those boundaries is not asked of
most educators in my context. Many PhDs languish in precarious employment for years
after gaining their doctorate (Macyowsky 2017). University teaching is often seen as the
top of the Japanese ELT pyramid (Nagatomo 2016), but to what extent is doctorateness
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a prerequisite? There is no easy answer. A chasm exists in status, conditions and hiring
requirements between positions. The majority of ELT staff on annual contracts shuttle
between universities throughout the week, enjoy few social welfare benefits and require
only a master’s degree or sufficient teaching experience. Contracted full-time staff, who
enjoy slightly more security for 3 to 5 years, may need a few publications in professional
journals. For the illusive tenured positions sought by Japanese ELT professionals, doc-
toral degrees and ranked, peer-reviewed academic publications are required (Nagatomo
2015). There were only around 3000 tenured foreign staff at national universities in 2019
(Japan Association of National Universities 2020), demonstrating the gigification
(Kouritzin et al. 2022) of the industry. That is, relying on adjuncts rather than more
expensive tenured faculty, as seen in many higher education sectors. This suggests that
while doctorate-holding, if not necessarily doctorateness, is a pre-requisite of higher
status jobs, this does not represent the majority experience. The matter of whether tenure
equates to passing the threshold of doctorateness is also open to interpretation. Based on
the numbers, what is being selected for are competent teachers. Some suggest
a separation between the skillsets and incentives of the researcher and the teacher
(Medgyes 2017). However, I believe the qualities of professional teachers, mentioned
by Buchanan (2020) and Richardson (2016), and successful doctorates overlap and
evidence claims of doctorateness: broad and deep knowledges and the ability to adap-
tively apply them across diverse contexts, thinking in multiple timeframes, intense
attention to detail, habitual reflection and the grit required to somehow leverage
‘magic time’ to balance multiple consecutive complex (often unpaid) projects.
However, it would be inaccurate to say these skill similarities are sufficient for crossing
the threshold or to make the sector meritocratic. The role of stagehands working behind
the scenes, of positionality and the embedded advantages of privilege and diverse forms
of capital, that benefited me in the stagecrafting of my career cannot be ignored. In terms
of ethnocentricity, teachers at Japanese universities are often assigned different duties
depending on their perceived native status (Willey and Katz 2018), and non-Japanese
teachers who do not present as such may feel their legitimacy and professional identities
challenged (Lin 2020, Lee 2022). In terms of gender, female educators are at enhanced
risk of professional disadvantage, marginalisation, or discrimination in Japanese higher
education institutions (Simon-Maeda 2004). Male membership of JALT, the primary
professional organisation joined by foreign language teachers in Japan, vastly exceeds
that of women (Cook et al. 2023), and the same problematic heteronormative hiring
trends in eikaiwa likely influence hiring practices in a sector dominated by female
students and male teachers (Appleby 2014). As the population ages, students dwindle,
and technological threats loom, increasing job pressure will only heighten the need for
more equal hiring practices.

Conclusion

This autoethnographic exploration of my personal trajectory has presented a series
of personal, professional and academic thresholds. These consecutive inflection
points oriented me, eventually, towards who I am today: someone who can reflex-
ively embody doctorateness. As my diverse personal identities solidified, so did my
ability to manage the stagecraft of my professional identity while logging
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experiences, credentials, and connections. I needed hard work and time for these
investments to percolate. The evolution continues, putting me further on the
pracademic path towards developing my doctoral identity. I experienced motiva-
tional interplay between work and study, a positive feedback loop which helped me
feel legitimate, first like a real teacher and then like someone who could make an
authentic scholarly contribution. However, it is impossible to ignore the unfair
playing field. I have worked hard, but many aspects of my positional identity
simply matched those that were regarded as key to success throughout my profes-
sional life. Thouaille (2017) has written that only the most unencumbered indivi-
duals without baggage are seen as most likely to succeed at doctoral level: white,
male, young, healthy, without family commitments and with access to financial
resources. I had the time, support and resources to arrange the scenery, props and
negotiate costume changes between acts. This stability, provided by different forms
of capital and privilege — stagehands - loaded the dice in my favour, making
opportunities easier to come by.

While many technical aspects of doctorateness may overlap with what a successful
language teaching professional is understood to be here in Japan, they also diverge at
matters of merit and identity. Even if, for instance, simple bridging qualifications existed
to promote broader equality, this risks entrenching micro-credentialism. What is impor-
tant is to recognise these advantages and use them to hold space as part of my disciplinary
stewardship. Doctorateness as a threshold concept and AE as a methodology have been
useful mirrors on my professional identity in Japan, delineating its evolutions and
boundaries and indicating the need for broader systemic changes. I hope this piece offers
relatable aspects of my experiences for language teachers, deepens their understanding of
their identities in context by contrast and perhaps even contributes towards their own
threshold for change-making.
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