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ABSTRACT 

With the rapid expansion of English-medium courses/degree programs at Japanese universities 
over the past 15 years, a greater number of English-speaking international students from 
diverse backgrounds are being attracted. However, little research has been conducted to 
address the needs of this minority group, especially at the graduate level. Employing 
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), this study explores on-campus satisfaction 
with life (SWL) of nine graduate international students studying primarily in the English-
medium regarding the support model of their Japanese university. Four master themes of 
traditional support, student ideal support, challenges, and best practices are discussed. The 
results present effective Japanese university support strategies that can promote SWL of 
English-medium graduate international students. 

Keywords: university support, graduate international student, internationalization of higher 
education, Japan 

In 2016, Japan was the third largest economy in the world with a GDP of $4.949 trillion 
(World Bank, 2016). Given the attraction of Japanese culture, the country’s safety record, and 
the strength of Japanese universities in the fields of engineering and science, in 2014, Japan 
ranked as the seventh most popular study destination for international students, attracting 3% of 
all international students globally (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2016). However, in 2015, 
international students compromised 3.4% of tertiary students in Japan, which is below the 
average of 5.6% amongst OECD countries (OECD, 2017). Furthermore, Japan fails to attract 
the majority of these students to enter its workforce. In 2015, it could only employ 30.1% of 
graduated international students (Japan Student Services Organization, 2017a). 

As a result of Japan’s low fertility rate, attracting international students to Japan’s 
workforce is gaining importance. The recent Japanese government’s internationalization 
initiatives have especially focused on attracting English-speaking graduate international 
students, who can contribute to building a better profile for Japan’s leading universities in the 
heavily English-based international rankings as well as attracting them to Japan’s workforce as 
highly-skilled professionals who would contribute to Japan’s global competitiveness (Ishikawa, 
2011). Yet a so-called Galapagos Syndrome (Garapagosu-ka), which refers to an inward-
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looking approach to Japan’s export market, has caused challenges in the internationalization of 
Japanese industry and its foreign labor market. A similar conservative approach can be seen in 
the internationalization of the higher education (HE) sector (Hirasawa, 2009). 

Over the past 15 years, the Japanese government as the main actor in the 
internationalization of Japanese HE has successfully increased the number of international 
students as well as English-medium instruction (EMI) courses and/or full-degree English-
taught programs (ETPs). Nevertheless, it has been criticized for putting too much focus on the 
numeric targets with a project-based approach, in which less attention has been focused on 
preparation for increased diversity in order to support these international students from diverse 
backgrounds (Bradford, 2016; Bradford & Brown, 2017; Brown, 2017; Hashimoto, 2013; 
Horie, 2002; Kuwamura, 2009; Tsuneyoshi, 2005). These government policy strategies and 
implementations from top-down perspectives have been addressed in an increasing number of 
scholarly studies. However, there is a shortage of literature from bottom-up standpoints, 
focusing on international students’ experiences and their level of satisfaction (e.g., Shao, 2008), 
especially at the graduate level. Undergraduate international students have been the focus of the 
recent research since the majority of the Japanese universities are attracting undergraduate 
international students. This undergraduate-related body of research has largely focused on the 
students who are participating in EMI courses and/or full-degree ETPs (e.g., Bradford & 
Brown, 2017). Furthermore, the research has largely focused on international students’ self-
adjustment, adapting procedure, and coping strategies (e.g., Lee, 2017). However, researching 
the university support system in relation to the students’ needs has been neglected. 

With an ongoing increase in the number of international students and the number of EMI 
courses and/or ETPs in Japanese universities, more students from diverse backgrounds are 
likely to be attracted to Japanese universities. These students are mostly non-native speakers of 
both Japanese and English and may come without sufficient Japanese language proficiency 
(Andrade, 2009; Kellem, 2014). At the graduate level, these students have to spend long hours 
at their laboratories for experiment and research, may have fewer opportunities to improve their 
Japanese language skills and to mingle with their surrounding Japanese community during their 
stay in Japan; thus, they may be in need of more English support, especially if they arrive with 
a low-level Japanese language proficiency (Rakhshandehroo, 2017). 

This study contributes to the literature through a case study of a leading Japanese university 
and provides an Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) of on-campus experiences of 
nine graduate international students regarding their perceptions of their satisfaction in relation 
to their Japanese host institution’s on-campus support. The nine participants represent a 
minority group of the graduate international student population, who are coming to Japan to 
study primarily in the English-medium courses/programs, are from different backgrounds, and 
may need more English-language support. Although the majority of the international students 
in Japan are from Asia (93.3�), many are from China (40%), and are studying in the Japanese-
medium, the number of English-speaking international students is increasing (JASSO, 2017b). 

In this study, the following two main research questions are addressed: (1) What is the self-
perception of English-speaking graduate international students regarding their on-campus 
satisfaction with life (SWL) experience in relation to their Japanese host university’s 
support? What are the reasons they feel this way and how can they be best supported? (2) 
What, if any, are the associations between the students’ linguistic and/or demographic 
backgrounds and their satisfaction regarding their university support? Do they have any special 
needs? 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

During the 1980s, discourses of internationalization (kokusaika) gained prominence in Japanese 
higher education institutions (HEIs) (Aspinall, 2010; Goodman, 2007; Walker, 2005) due to the 
forces of globalization (gurōbaruka). Since then, international students have been one of the 
main targets of the internationalization of Japanese HEIs. Two recent initiatives have 
accelerated the flow of international students in Japan. In 1983, following Japan’s economic 
recession, the Nakasone Plan was introduced with an aim to increase the number of 
international students as a response to demographic and economic forces including a declining 
population and more importantly to enhance Japan’s soft power in the international community 
(Bradford, 2015; Haswell, 2014; Ishikawa, 2011). In 1983, the number of international students 
was 10,428, and this plan aimed to recruit 100,000 international students by 2000, a goal which 
was reached in 2003 (Goodman, 2007). Focusing on Japanese identity was one of the important 
parts of this plan, and it targeted the international students as temporary visitors who would 
leave Japan after their graduation. 

This focus has gradually shifted to the quality of international students in order to secure 
the Japanese universities’ position in the highly competitive international rankings (Haswell, 
2014; Ishikawa, 2009; Lassegard, 2006). The Fukuda plan was introduced in 2008 when the 
number of international students was 123,829. It aims to attract 300,000 international students 
to Japan by 2020. The latest data show that the number is increasing rapidly: as of May 1, 
2017, there were 267,042 international students in Japan. However, this number includes long-
term and short-term students (less than a year education in Japan), and compromises degree and 
non-degree programs: Japanese language institute students (29.5%), university undergraduate 
students (29%), professional training college students (22%), university graduate students 
(17.4%), and others (2.1%) (JASSO, 2017b). This plan focuses on the global competitiveness 
of Japan and aims to cultivate global human resources (gurōbaru jinzai) of its domestic 
students. Although this plan does construct international students as contributors to the 
Japanese workforce, the extent to which the Japanese community and universities are ready to 
accept these international students has been questioned (Rivers, 2010). Furthermore, the 
concept of gurōbaru jinzai has kept the idea of revitalizing Japanese identity by focusing on 
global competency. Thus, the concept has not sufficiently developed with a cosmopolitan focus 
to promote multiculturalism and global citizenship (Chapple, 2014; Wang, 2017). 

In Japan’s relatively monolingual and monocultural context, in which visible differences 
regarding race, ethnicity, and language, have long been grounded in the viewpoint of culture 
(Hirasawa, 2009), especially regarding physical appearance (Arudou, 2015), international 
students can be defined as foreign nationals enrolled in Japanese universities who are visibly 
different: non-native speakers, non-Japanese nationals, and on student visas. In this context, 
both of gurōbaruka and kokusaika are being seen as foreign elements, outside Japan (Burgess, 
2012; Chapple, 2014). Aspinall (2010) discusses that the foreign elements are only being 
accepted if they are Japanized or being controlled for a temporary period. 

Although this conflict between foreign elements and national characteristics is an ongoing 
challenge for many non-English-speaking developed countries (Hammond, 2016), in Japanese 
HE this conflict poses greater concerns as a result of Japan’s long history of maintaining its 
homogenous background (Hirasawa, 2009). On the other hand, in Japan, the historical 
viewpoint that sees the English language as a foreign element (Fujimoto-Adamson, 2006; 
Hashimoto, 2013), and the traditional grammar-based teaching style of English, have caused 
challenges in the English communicative ability/desire of Japanese students and faculty (Koike 
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& Tanaka, 1995). Furthermore, the cultural concept of hazukashigaru (embarrassment) to 
speak English, even if they are fluent in English (Toh, 2016), can make the cultural integration 
of English-speaking international students even more challenging. This potentially puts the 
English-speaking international students at risk of isolation (Dejima-ization) (Bradford & 
Brown, 2017; Burgess, Gibson, Klaphake, & Selzer, 2010; Chapple, 2014; Shimauchi, 2018; 
Toh, 2016). 

Among the 777 universities in Japan, only a few leading universities have received funding 
from the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) that 
supports them to introduce and/or expand EMI courses and/or ETPs in order to encounter the 
Japanese language barrier, to increase diversity, and for better positioning of their HEIs in the 
competitive English-based rankings. These leading universities are mostly attracting graduate 
international students (Ota, 2014; Yonezawa, & Yonezawa, 2016). The first important MEXT 
initiative was the Global 30 (G30) that funded 13 universities from 2009 to 2013. It aimed to 
facilitate the establishment of ETPs. The second one was the Go Global Japan Project, which 
funded 42 universities from 2012 to 2016, aiming at internationalizing domestic university 
students to foster their gurōbaru jinzai. The current initiative, Top Global University (TGU), 
targets 37 universities, focusing on the competitiveness of Japanese HE. This plan began in 
2014 and plans to run until 2023 (Brown, 2014).  

Although the majority of the international students are self-financed (95.1%), MEXT’s 
scholarship opportunities have been offered to a minority group of international students 
(3.4%), who are more likely to come to Japan to study in the English medium. This scholarship 
does not require any Japanese language proficiency and aims to attract international students to 
Japan from diverse backgrounds (JASSO, 2017c).  

There is no official data available to show the number of international students who are 
studying primarily in the English medium in Japanese HEIs, but the number of EMI/ETPs 
indicates that a minority group is studying in the English-medium (Shimauchi, 2018). The 
latest data from MEXT (2017, based on 2015 data) shows that in Japanese universities, EMI 
courses are being implemented more than full-degree ETPs, and full-degree ETPs provision 
have mainly focused on the graduate level: 29.4% of Japanese universities provide graduate-
level EMI, 39.2% undergraduate EMI; 16.2% graduate ETPs, and 5.1% undergraduate ETPs. 

The position of graduate international students in Japanese leading universities has become 
more important under the government’s Revitalization Strategy, introduced in 2013. The 
government is willing to attract international students to work in Japan as highly skilled 
workers in order to boost the country’s global competitiveness (Hennings & Mints, 2015; 
Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry, 2016). Despite these efforts, skilled workers ranked 
Japan as the last place in Asia where they would consider for work (Competitiveness Talent 
Rankings - IMD, 2017). In 2016, 51% of international students reported that they do not want 
to work in Japan after their graduation (METI, 2016), with Japan’s inflexible system as one of 
the main reasons for their decisions (Smith, 2017). 

Despite the government’s recent efforts, an inward-looking approach to the 
internationalization of HE has developed diverse meanings for kokusaika, turned it into a 
buzzword (Aspinall, 2010; Goodman, 2007), and may be harmful for Japan’s long-term 
internationalization goals (Aspinall, 2010; Burgess, 2012; Hammond, 2016; Ishikawa, 
2011). Although there were a few successful examples of English-speaking international 
student on-campus support (e.g., Ishikura, 2015), many researchers have reported on a call for 
the government and the universities to redefine kokusaika along global lines, and to provide a 
better support environment for the international students and faculty (Bradford, 2016; Bradford 
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& Brown, 2017; Brown, 2017; Goodman, 2007; Hashimoto, 2013; Heigham, 2014; Horie, 
2002; Kuwamura, 2009; Tsuneyoshi, 2005; Walker, 2005). 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Conceptual Framework 

Two important previous studies have guided this study. Firstly, Ishikawa’s (2011) work is 
the only study that has critically examined the Japanese university’s international student 
support to date. Her study shows that the Japanese university support focus is gradually being 
shifted towards providing a “global competitiveness” model in order to make the students 
autonomous by providing a suitable bilingual academic environment based on the students’ 
needs. However, she points out that the support model in the Japanese universities, especially at 
leading universities, has been largely on the traditional “paternalism” model which means 
seeing international students as children, and supporting them with collective responsibility. 

Secondly, Sam’s (2001) satisfaction with life (SWL) model for international students is 
implemented in the current study. This approach was chosen since it has exclusively examined 
different areas of the student’s satisfaction, with a focus on their lived (individual) experiences. 
SWL “has been defined as the global evaluation of a person’s quality of life, based on the 
person’s own chosen criteria” (Shin & Johnson, 1978, cited in Sam, 2001, p. 316). Sam (2001) 
identifies seven SWL areas regarding students’ university life satisfaction: “demographic 
characteristics, language proficiency, financial situation, academic situation, social activities, 
social relationships, and information received” (Sam, 2001, p. 318).  Sam’s (2001) study shows 
that international students with less than a year of study abroad experience tend to positively 
evaluate their SWL; however, they tend to evaluate their SWL more critically with gaining 
more experience. The study also highlights the positive influence of international students’ 
linguistic proficiency in their host country’s language. It shows that students from greater 
cultural distance backgrounds compared to their study destination’s culture tend to face more 
difficulties in their social activities and social life. It highlighted the importance of creating 
sufficient interaction spaces for international and domestic students, since making friends with 
the host country students can be the least common type of friendship, due to the linguistic and 
cultural barriers. 

The present study takes an interpretative, phenomenological, contextual constructivism 
approach to explore graduate international students’ SWL regarding the on-campus support 
they receive from their Japanese university. It applies an explanatory narrative case 
study (Eisenhardt, 1989) “to render an accounting via narrative” (Sandelowski, 1991, p. 163) of 
why the satisfaction and/or dissatisfaction took place. Since the author is an international 
graduate student studying in the English-medium at a Japanese leading university, for in-depth 
understanding of the research questions, Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was 
used to analyse the data (Smith & Osborn, 2003) through a double hermeneutics process, which 
involves co-constructing the participants’ and the researcher’s interpretations (Wojnar & 
Swanson, 2007), and the reflexivity of the researcher throughout the research process (Flood, 
2010). 

Methodology and Case Study Participants 

Prior to the start of the data collection, the ethical review process was completed at the 
author’s university, and the ethical review was obtained from the research ethics committee of 
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Kyosei studies in the Graduate School of Human Sciences at Osaka University 
(#OUKS1628). Purposive sampling techniques were used for the selection of study participants 
based on the research purposes. This sampling method does not seek to produce generalizable 
results; rather, it focuses on the depth of the collected narrative data (Teddlie & Yu, 
2007). Nine international graduate students were recruited by voluntary participation. They 
were chosen as a relatively homogenous group (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009), who 
are studying primarily in the English-medium and may be in need of more support because of 
language segregation. The nine participants were chosen from three main majors (humanities 
and social sciences, science, engineering), and different geographical backgrounds to explore 
the students’ experiences in different settings at a deep level through IPA.  

Their host university is a leading national Japanese university receiving TGU funding and 
is implementing full-degree ETPs mostly at the graduate level at more than five graduate 
schools. It hosts approximately 1,000 international graduate students primarily in the 
engineering and science majors. Unfortunately, there are no official data to show how many of 
these international graduate students are studying primarily in the English-medium. However, 
the number and size of this institution’s graduate ETPs show that no more than 300 of these 
students are enrolled in ETPs. These ETPs have been designed to provide an all-English 
environment for international graduate students in which (according to the target university’s 
official website) the students can study and graduate in the English-only medium.   

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with nine international graduate 
students between April and July 2017. Participants’ names were anonymized and kept strictly 
confidential. interviews were face-to-face, each took between 30 to 90 minutes, and were 
conducted mostly in English, with some usage of Japanese based on the participants’ 
preferences. Two interviews (Table 1, Olivia and Emma) were conducted primarily in a Middle 
Eastern language based on the interviewees’ preference, with some usage of English. All of the 
interviews were transcribed, the non-English segments were translated into English, and 
transcriptions were coded. Emergent themes and subordinate themes were identified after a 
number of careful screenings of the interview transcriptions and the authors’ explanatory notes 
that were written during and after the interviews (Smith et al., 2009).  

FINDINGS 

Table 1 presents the participants’ demographic backgrounds, their self-perception of their 
linguistic abilities, and desire to stay in Japan after graduation. The participants were 
mostly PhD students, and many came to Japan prepared to study in the English-medium, with 
low-level Japanese proficiency.  Amy and Emma (culturally) and Jack (linguistically) reported 
very challenging experiences; however, the rest of the participants were satisfied with their 
university’s overall support. Many reported a desire to stay in Japan after their graduation due 
to Japan’s safety and its economic status in Asia. Nevertheless, all of the participants identified 
challenging areas that could be improved to provide a better support network for international 
graduate students. 

 

Demographic Characteristics 



Journal of International Students 

1837 

In terms of gender and age, there was no SWL impact. However, the length of sojourn in 
Japan had an influence on the students’ satisfaction to a great extent. The participants with less 

than a year experience in Japan were more likely to positively evaluate their SWL and wanted 
to stay in Japan after graduation. However, when they have lived in Japan for more than a year, 
they tended to be more critical about their experience. In terms of the geographical origin of the 
participants, the visible difference was reported as a challenging area. Amy, Olivia, and Emma 
reported that their given identities were formed as a result of stereotypes based on their 
physical characteristics. For instance, Amy (North America) reported that her white-blond 
appearance had an impact on her feelings regarding social connectedness and her identity, 
which gave her an outsider and English-only-speaker identity. For instance, she explained that: 

I think especially because I look like gaijin [non-Japanese], so they’re [Japanese 
students/staff] really like oh this is white blond North American. That identity is 
very strong and the benefits and negative parts are very strong....this pushes me 
into the English gaijin bubble. So that definitely feels like giving me an identity I 
don’t want...I had this one case that really made me feel like an outsider in my 
department. So, there was a party….When they introduced me, they introduced me 
as an international student, and everybody else was like from a professor’s lab. It 
just really felt like oh, I am an outsider. And then after that, everyone spoke to me 
in English even though I wanted to speak in Japanese. And when I spoke to them in 
Japanese it was like suddenly they didn’t want to talk to me anymore. (Amy)  

This issue is more significant in the case of Emma and Olivia (Middle East) since they had 
very similar backgrounds; however, they reported different SWL levels as a result of their 
visible physical characteristics. Olivia pointed out that she is usually being identified with an 
American identity because of her appearance, whereas Emma was viewed in terms of a Middle 
Eastern identity, due to her skin color and head-covering. Emma felt that the Middle Eastern 
identity has given her a strong outsider identity: 
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If you are kawaii [cute], Japanese people will make friends with you easier. 
For example, maybe they have some negative images about my country, but 
when they see me as a kawaii individual, they may pay more attention to me 
compared to another individual from my country who is not physically 
attractive. (Olivia)  

I feel like here [at her Japanese university], because of my head-covering, I 
have a strong Middle Eastern identity. I feel like I am a too foreign 
foreigner! (Emma) 

Language Proficiency 

Participants’ self-perception of proficiency in English was adequate. However, many came 
with limited Japanese language knowledge. Amy and Olivia had better Japanese proficiencies 
and reported that this put them in a more advantageous position, especially because most of the 
administrative infrastructure is monolingual (Japanese), and some administrative staff, 
especially in the humanities and social sciences, provide monolingual support. Amy described 
her advantageous position due to her Japanese language proficiency as follows: 

I feel like I’m very lucky because I can speak Japanese. I think if I didn’t 
speak Japanese, I would be frustrated all the time...a lot of the staff seem 
very resistant to communicate in English with international students. (Amy) 

Although MEXT (Japanese government) scholarship students, which include most of this 
study’s participants, usually take a Japanese intensive course for one or two semesters when 
they arrive, this intensive course was reported to be not sufficient, especially regarding 
Japanese reading and writing skills that require learning a large number of Chinese characters 
(kanji). Many study participants had limited Japanese knowledge and it was expected that they 
can study in the full-degree ETPs with no need to deal with the Japanese language on-campus. 
They reported the monolingual (Japanese) administrative infrastructure as a great challenge and 
reported on a need for more English language support, including bilingual information and 
emails. The participants, especially those majoring in engineering and science, reported that 
during their study time in Japan, their time for studying the Japanese language is very limited 
due to the long hours of research work at their laboratories. 

Financial Situation 

For this study’s participants, scholarship opportunities, especially MEXT, was one of the 
major areas of interest. They had been awarded MEXT scholarship through Japan’s embassy in 
their countries, prior to their arrival, and they were not required to have any Japanese language 
proficiency. Because of awarding this scholarship, many had no financial concerns. 

Academic Situation 

The administrative infrastructure was identified as the major SWL-related challenge. It was 
reported to be largely monolingual (Japanese), and more importantly, complicated (based on 
traditional Japanese bureaucracy) which includes a lot of paperwork and signatures, with a high 
level of precision to follow all the rules, as can be seen in the following extract: 

I was asked to prepare a resume...and the resume was revised more than 
ten times. And the reason was that they wanted a 100 percent accurate and 
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precise punctuations, comma, dot.... this precision is sometimes 
hypersensitivity to precision. (Jack) 

The support office staff were reported to be very supportive; however, the support clearly 
fits into Ishikawa’s paternalism model. For example, the following extract shows this matter in 
the humanities and social sciences: 

International support office staff are very nice and helpful but they don’t 
speak English. There’re so many administrative duties that have to happen 
in Japanese and they’re kind of pain. But then we get this additional 
informal support that makes it much easier. So I mean really when you 
think about it from the administrative infrastructural operational 
standpoint, it would be just far more efficient, just to have everything 
bilingually, just to have everything in English and Japanese... because the 
structural pieces are not in place, the person who runs that office 
[international student support office, humanities and social sciences] is 
having to do so much small minor tasks…I’ve never filled out so many 
paper forms in my life....And not just filling out so many forms but the forms 
that I fill out, I have to sign five or six times. (David) 

Although in engineering and science the support was evaluated to be more systematized, it 
stills fits into the paternalism model. This support mainly relies on the informal support of the 
supervisors. Without this informal support, the students may miss some of the important 
information. For instance, one student noted that: 

Although it’s not ideal to be in the need of using Japanese for many forms, 
there’s always someone to help with the translation [her supervisor]. 
(Olivia) 

Another challenge was related to the quality and quantity of the Japanese language learning 
classes provided for international graduate students. Although these classes are free, they are 
reported to be limited to specific places and times and are not highly engaged with daily 
Japanese issues: 

They [Japanese language instructors] couldn’t focus on the actual 
Japanese that we needed for our lives. I think the classes were inefficient. 
And unfortunately the timing and location were quite challenging, so I 
think to offer more [classes]...and offering night-time classes…like in 
[different campuses]…You know it’s extra-curricular in that sense. So it’s 
ok to have it outside of the normal timetable. (David) 

The final challenge was related to the amount of English being used in the full degree 
ETPs, which was reported to be largely dependent on supervisors’ informal support. This 
means that the students in the English-degree programs can conduct their research in English 
and write their dissertation in English. However, the classes and seminars that they take can be 
monolingual (Japanese), based on their supervisors’ and their lab mates’ English language 
proficiencies. This can have an impact on the quality of the English classes. For instance, Jack 
described it as follows: 
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As for my graduate school, they provide English lectures but I should say 
the quality is not so good. So it really depends on the lectures. If the 
professor doesn’t have study abroad experience the class is kind of 
disastrous. And they put Japanese phrases in their speech, which is very 
confusing for me. (Jack) 

Social Activities 

Social activities were reported to have a close relationship with students’ linguistic skills 
(e.g., Amy). Furthermore, not only does cultural distance play a role in the students’ social 
activities, but the visible physical characteristic of the students can be even more important in 
the students’ achievements regarding their social activities. For instance, Olivia reported a 
satisfying experience regarding her social activities, while Emma reported a strong feeling of 
loneliness. 

Social Relationships 

It was reported that with the Japanese students’ hazukashigaru and difficulty of verbal 
communication in English, making friends with Japanese peers was challenging. Furthermore, 
different aspects of lab culture were reported to be challenging. For example, the following 
extracts present two elements of lab culture: academic/daily life communication and drinking 
culture (nomikai). Talking about daily life issues is reported to happen at nomikai, and in the 
lab, communication is around academic issues, only when necessary: 

They [Japanese peers] don’t want to talk to me. I mean they try to talk if 
they don’t have any other chance, like in case of an academic problem. 
About the daily life, they just don’t talk about it. (Jack) 

In the lab, people don’t talk to each other...But then in the parties, suddenly 
they change and they switch their personalities. And then the day after, they 
switch back to the formality. I just don’t get it…it’s very stressful for me. 
Actually, because of that, I don’t want to join any activities like lab trips or 
drinking outside with my lab mates. It’s scary and honestly, I don’t like the 
feeling….When you open yourself to someone and then suddenly you switch 
back…and it feels so weird. (Noah) 

Similar to Noah, the other participants reported that they have stopped attending some of 
the social events of their laboratories, which had led to a greater isolation of this group with the 
domestic students. The participants reported that their university can have an important role in 
organizing seminars and/or workshops to familiarize international students with different 
aspects of Japanese lab culture and to promote deep interactions between domestic and 
international students. 

Information Received 

This was a serious concern for all of the participants. Although they had expected to deal 
with the Japanese language in their daily life, they did not expect that they have to use much 
Japanese on-campus, and many of their supervisors had told them that they do not need to use 
Japanese on-campus. For example, Sophia, explained it as follows: 
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Before coming here [Japan], I contacted my supervisor and he suggested 
me to learn Japanese. But he said it’s ok in the lab and in the university to 
use English, and for social life, I should learn Japanese...but in the lab, 
most of the students cannot speak English...at the whole laboratory 
meetings, students give their presentations in Japanese and I cannot 
understand. (Sophia) 

This misinformation posed greater challenges for Olivia and Emma. They both had to 
change their supervisors and their graduate schools when they arrived. This was because their 
supervisors told them that they can study in the English-medium. However, they actually had to 
first take the university entrance exam in Japanese, and they did not know that. Because of their 
MEXT scholarship, this was very stressful for them. If they could not find another supervisor in 
time, they were at the risk of losing their MEXT scholarships. Both said that they have seen 
cases like this, in which this misinformation about the Japanese language requirement had 
actually led to a loss of MEXT scholarship: 

When I was accepted for monbusho [MEXT] scholarship, I got two letters 
of acceptance from university A, and university B [her current institution]. 
However, prior to my final decision, the committee of the university A 
informed me that they need a high Japanese level and my Japanese 
proficiency does not meet this requirement. I got a bit upset at that time, but 
now I think it was great that they informed me in advance. University B 
didn’t notify me about the Japanese language requirement, and when I 
came here, I got really shocked! (Olivia) 

It seems that this misinformation is due to a lack of experience of supervisors regarding 
English-speaking international students. Some EMI courses and/or ETPs have been launched 
only recently, and many of the supervisors are supervising the English-speaking international 
students for the first time. Thus, they are not aware of the possible monolingual (Japanese) 
entrance examination and/or administrative infrastructure. 	

The following diagram illustrates the master themes and subordinate themes identified 
from the data.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS	

This article provides a qualitative phenomenological exploration of a minority group of 
international graduate students at a leading Japanese university. Although the majority of the 
international students in Japan come from Asia, study at the undergraduate level, are privately 
funded, and study in the Japanese medium, this minority group compromises students from 
diverse backgrounds who are mostly awarded a MEXT (Japanese government) scholarship and 
are studying in the English-medium at the graduate level. The numbers of this minority group 
have rapidly increased in Japanese HEIs due to a great increase in the number of EMI courses 
and/or full-degree ETPs over the past 15 years. Furthermore, this group of students is gaining 
more importance for Japanese HEI’s English-based international rankings and Japan’s global 
competitiveness. In the context of a shortage of research on the support needs of this minority 
group, this study provides an in-depth IPA of nine international graduate students studying in 
the English-medium at a Japanese leading university, aiming at exploring SWL (Sam, 2001) of 
the study participants in relation to their university’s support model (Ishikawa, 2011). 

The results showed that the MEXT (Japanese government) scholarship opportunity has 
successfully attracted these students who arrive with limited Japanese language proficiency, 
and it highlighted that despite the critical concerns regarding the definition of kokusaika in 
relation to the support of English-speaking international student in the literature (Bradford, 
2016; Bradford & Brown, 2017; Brown, 2017; Goodman, 2007; Hashimoto, 2013; Heigham, 
2014; Horie, 2002; Kuwamura, 2009; Tsuneyoshi, 2005; Walker, 2005), the majority of this 
study’s participants were satisfied with their host university’s support, and many reported a 
desire to stay and work in Japan after graduation. However, the study participants indicated that 
the current support system can be improved. 

The university support was reported to be largely fitting into Ishikawa’s (2011) 
paternalism model by relying on the informal layer of support provided by supervisors and/or 
support office staff. Although in engineering and science, the support was reported to be in a 
transition phase towards a global competitiveness model by providing more bilingual 
information, announcements, and classes, compared to humanities and social sciences, it still 
fits into the paternalism model since this support largely relies on the informal support of the 
supervisors. In the humanities and social sciences, due to a shortage of English-speaking 
faculty and staff, the paternalism model was dominant. The participants reported different 
challenging areas in the current traditional support system that can be improved.  

The main challenge was related to the largely monolingual (Japanese) administrative 
infrastructure, which is also reported to be relatively inflexible and complicated, relying on the 
Japanese form of bureaucracy. Another main challenging area was related to the information 
that the students have received prior to their arrival. Since many participants have been 
awarded a MEXT scholarship, which does not require any Japanese language proficiency, 
many had arrived with little Japanese knowledge. They came prepared to study in the English-
medium, and many had expected to encounter a relatively English-only, on-campus 
environment. However, they had faced the barrier of Japanese language on-campus, especially 
for announcements, emails and information, and sometimes lab-based seminars. Moreover, the 
amount of English being used in the ETPs has been reported to be dependent on the informal 
support of the supervisors.  

The results suggest that students’ ideal support would consist of providing sufficient and 
bilingual information, before and after the students’ arrival. Especially for MEXT students that 
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are being awarded this scholarship before their arrival, sufficient information regarding the 
exact usage of English and/or Japanese on-campus was reported to be needed. Therefore, 
MEXT students can prepare themselves in advance. Moreover, at the graduate level, many of 
the participants had to spend long hours at their laboratories for their experiments and research. 
Especially students majoring in engineering and/or science had very limited time to spend on 
improving their Japanese language during their stay in Japan. Thus, this group of students is in 
need of more support, including more bilingual administrative infrastructure, English-medium 
classes and/or seminars, and extracurricular Japanese language learning classes.  

These points show that the current paternalism model has successfully satisfied the 
majority of the study participants; however, moving towards a global competitiveness model 
fits into the student ideal support.  Furthermore, with the government’s continuous efforts to 
increase the number of ETPs at Japanese universities, more English-speaking international 
students are likely to be attracted. With a larger group of English-speaking students, providing 
the traditional paternalism support would waste much time and energy, and informal support 
might not fulfill the needs of the growing number of English-speaking students in the future. 

Similar to Sam’s (2001) study, the participants with less than a year experience in Japan 
and/or with better Japanese language proficiencies were more likely to positively evaluate their 
SWL and wanted to stay in Japan after graduation. This also highlights the importance of 
providing sufficient bilingual information to the students before and after their arrival, 
especially for the students who arrive with limited Japanese proficiency. In terms of the 
geographical origin of the participants, Hirasawa’s (2009) visible difference was reported as a 
challenging area. Visible difference discourse was found to be influential in the students’ 
feelings of on-campus SWL. It was reported that more strategic planning is required to provide 
deeper interaction spaces for domestic and international students, such as multicultural 
workshops, regarding raising awareness about stereotypes based on physical characteristics. 
Considering some Japanese students’ hazukashigaru (embarrassment) to speak English, and/or 
linguistic limitations in terms of verbal communication, such workshops can have an important 
impact on promoting multiculturalism. These workshops can also be beneficial in raising 
awareness regarding Japanese lab culture and Japanese bureaucracy. 

This study had several limitations. It only focuses on the international student perspective, 
thus, excluded the Japanese viewpoints of Japanese students, administrators, and professors. 
Furthermore, as a case study, to explore the research questions at a deep level, it only focused 
on the on-campus SWL of a homogenous group of the international graduate student (who are 
studying in the English-medium), in relation to their Japanese host university’s support system. 
Although IPA of the current sample size (nine participants) does not enable generalizability of 
the findings, the in-depth analysis presented here provides a clear picture of the possible 
support needs of English-speaking international graduate students at leading Japanese 
universities. With the ongoing rapid increase of the number of international students and 
English-medium programs in Japanese universities, more research will be required to address 
the needs of different groups of international students, alongside the real implications 
of kokusaika strategies from bottom-up perspectives. 
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