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Research Paper

I don’t need Japanese anymore if I can speak
English perfectly

Japanese versus English in a study-abroad program in Japan
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Abstract
These days, it seems that many international students at Japanese universities prefer to
invest their time and energy integrating themselves into English-speaking communities
rather than Japanese-speaking communities even though they are fluent in Japanese. Why
do they prefer to communicate in English in Japan when they are perfectly capable of com-
municating at a high level in Japanese? To understand this phenomenon we examined the
life story of a Korean male exchange student in Japan and the identities he constructed in
his English-speaking circle of friends and contacts and in his Japanese-speaking circle. We
found that he preferred speaking English at least in part because it was a widely spoken
lingua franca that he could speak without worrying about making grammatical mistakes and
breaking rules. In contrast, the identity he constructed in his Japanese-speaking community
was constrained by concerns about making mistakes and failing to follow Japanese rules.
These differences help explain why he chose to put his energy into integrating himself into
an English-speaking community rather than a Japanese one. Our findings suggest that more
research is needed on the topic of which language students speak in multilingual campus

settings and what can be done to make them feel more comfortable speaking Japanese.
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