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The Influence of Gender on the Employability of Japanese Language Learners:
Case Studies of Women Scholars of Japan and the Japanese Language in
English-Speaking Contexts

Ari SATO

What impact does residing in Japan —a country perceived to have a significant gender gap— and
learning Japanese have on learners’ careers? This study examines this question through case studies of female
Japanese language learners enrolled in graduate programs in English-speaking countries who focus their
research on Japan and the Japanese language.

The author has previously focused research on graduates’ career characteristics and the meaning they
ascribe to learning from the perspective of learning outcomes, but narratives concerning gender obtained
during the research process remained unanalyzed. This paper examines how female Japanese language
learners studying Japan and Japanese in English-speaking contexts have been influenced in their careers by
residing in Japan and receiving intensive Japanese language education. Specifically, it qualitatively analyzes
narratives obtained through interviews with eight female Japanese language learners, using the components of
employability as a framework and focusing particularly on gender-related narratives.

Results show that, while learning Japanese broadens career possibilities, individuals may intentionally
avoid using Japanese or adjust their career choices due to the influence of Japanese gender norms. It is shown
that employability in Japan is predicated on the assumption that one can evade gender norms by being a
“foreigner”, while the formation and application of "ability" are practices embedded within society and are

not reduced solely to “individual capability”.
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