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In the nine years or so this book first hit the shelves (or your Kindles) the pattern of behaviour in the Eikaiwa industry has continued to worsen. Despite the predictable hardships and layoffs of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, there have been small victories, too. In several cases since 2015, the unions have successfully asserted the rights of individual teachers or small faculties, but despite being long fights for all involved, these amount to a drop in the ocean.

Waseda University was forced to retract a five year employment limit. This was put in place to circumvent a labor law in Japan that stipulates after five years, part-time or contract workers must be offered full-time roles. One employee at a smaller school, IES, was not enrolled in the mandatory national social insurance scheme, despite being a full-time employee for over a decade. With union help in the courts, the teacher was finally enrolled and awarded in arrears. Managers and supervisors at both Nova and Interac have been forced to apologize for ill treatment of staff.

Both ECC and Berlitz have seen strikes as the union pushes for small improvements. In the case of Berlitz, the union has finally won a small pay rise, less than five percent, after many years of struggling. Traditional Japanese companies hand out such increments every year as a matter of course but in Eikaiwa, foreign teachers are not seen as valuable assets. The General Union continues to labor tirelessly for the betterment of the teachers, and despite them, their employers too.

On the downside, a change in Japanese Labor laws was supposed to give easier access to Social Insurance from October 2016. Several chapters in the book outline the struggle for teachers in the industry to get enrolled: benefits include subsidized healthcare, a pension scheme and unemployment coverage. The law change should have been good news, but Japan still suffers from weak labor enforcement and so-called black companies that use ‘part time’ contracts to circumvent labor laws continue to be exposed. Most English schools too, have continued their traditional practices, managing so far to avoid this responsibility and they look set to keep trying. 

One the largest employers of foreign teachers, Interac, has announced it will split up into at least six smaller firms ahead of this change. The General Union suspects that because the new regime will apply only to large companies at first, Interac is trying to dodge this bullet by spreading more than 2,500 teachers around the ‘subsidiaries’. Other large employers of foreign teachers may take note. Nova is now having teachers sign contracts that list them as independent subcontractors in order to avoid accepting them as ‘employees’ at all. They still work a full schedule, and some employed by the company as dispatch workers have their pay reduced by up to two thirds over the summer and winter holidays, making it hard to even pay the rent and put food on the table. We can safely say several years after new regulations being put in place, it does not look like the government will uphold these regulations and monitor compliance. The fight remains in the hands of the unions and teachers themselves.

It is a struggle to challenge Big Eikaiwa and even smaller schools. Those who challenge illegal company ‘policies’ without union backing (even with it) still risk summary dismissal. Though Gaba and Nova have both instituted procedures to handle sexual harassment complaints by staff, Gaba still seems determined to protect clients accused of harassing its teachers and has attracted union attention for trying to intimidate its teachers into remaining silent. Part-time teachers in large firms continue to fight for recognition of the five minute ‘breaks’ between lessons as paid working time, and Nova has recently amended its contracts to also claim that the six-minute breaks between its lessons - during which teachers can be seen frantically logging notes and preparing for the next lesson - are also unpaid ‘down time’.

These events demonstrate that with union help and the courts on their side, teachers can get their due, but they also highlight the industry’s dogged determination to reduce pay and working conditions. Major English schools in Japan continue to flout labor laws, treat their teachers dishonestly and to look for loopholes wherever a blatant breach of employment regulations would be too obvious.

Japan is a wonderful place full of generous, compassionate and welcoming people. Unfortunately one major gateway for foreigners who wish for an extended career in Japan – the English teaching business – is not. This book is still for those teachers that continue to tough it out year after year in what must seem at times an uphill battle. For those who are planning on going to Japan and working for any of the major national chains a word of warning: look at the websites, get informed, know your rights before you commit.

For further information and ongoing news make sure you visit the General Union website, now amalgamated into one excellent clearing house for all developments in the Eikaiwa employment situation Forewarned is forearmed.

http://www.generalunion.org/. 





Auckland, February 2020
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1  A New Breed
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First came the rumors, then the late pay checks. The teachers huddled in staff rooms and around water coolers talking about finding new jobs.  There were even rumors of yakuza involvement. The Japanese staff members were always flustered, fielding angry calls and facing students demanding answers at the front desk.  It was with these fears that Duncan headed into work one morning, just before lunchtime.  

He got off the train and battled his way through the underground, past hurrying salarymen and old ladies jostling their way into basement food markets at high-end department stores, and bound his way up the stairs to the lobby of his office building.  He needn’t have bothered.  When the lift opened the doors to the language school were closed. There was a notice in Japanese and English that his workplace, language school Nova was closed for business indefinitely.  He couldn’t even get inside to pack up his desk. 

It was autumn, 2007 and Duncan had been in Japan just under two years. Now, he was suddenly unemployed, with no income and an apartment he’d soon be evicted from. At least he could take comfort in the fact he was not alone: everyone else he knew was also out of a job. Four and a half thousand English language teachers in dozens of cities across Japan had just seen the rug pulled out from under them.  It has never been put back.

In the beginning they trickled in.  There had always been English teachers in Japan, even before the war.  In the early seventeenth century, the first Tokugawa shogun kept shipwrecked Englishman William Adams as a sort of cultural ambassador – a life famously fictionalized in James Clavell’s Shogun.  In the mid 1800’s another shipwrecked sailor, this time a Japanese returnee known as John Manjiro, brought English back after more than a decade in the United States. At the turn of the twentieth century, the American Leonie Gilmour, mother of famed artist Isamu Noguchi, blazed a trail where few had gone before; supporting herself as an estranged wife and single mother by teaching her language to the children of the elite.  After the war, interest in English steadily grew as Japan sought to rebuild and modernize. But it wasn’t until the 1980s, when Japan’s economic boom created the wealth and for some, the leisure time, to pursue interests such as foreign languages and travel, that the gilded age of commercial English teaching truly began.

Eikawa. The word translates as ‘English conversation’, in the abbreviated form that the Japanese are so fond of giving to all things new and chic.  A curious mish-mash of genuine classroom teaching, earnest cultural exchange, seedy fantasy and business bottom dollar, the teaching of English in Japan has lured westerners for several generations. It ascended the dizzying heights of the bubble years and plunged the depths of the early twenty-first century economic slump, and carried along with it on its tumultuous, white-water journey, a mish-mash of adventurers, educators, martial artists, pick-up artists, manga geeks, backpackers, snowboarders, Zen Buddhists and lost souls that would sit at ease in any science fiction bar scene. Why did they come?  Adrenaline, career, women, enlightenment, mere curiosity.  They joined the ranks of acronym-hungry corporate giants such as NOVA, ECC, GABA and a raft of smaller schools, local education boards, private colleges and government-sponsored exchange schemes.  They hit the ground running, ran out of steam, found love, failed, succeeded, got laid off or just got laid.  These people - mostly young men and women from the English speaking world - had the courage to go out and try something new.  Some were lured by money, some by love or lust; others by the promise of something just different.  Some left their mark; many just left. Some are still here.

When Troy arrived in Tokyo in 1993, the bubble years were just winding down.  Buoyed by its rapid industrialization and stunning economic success in the seventies and eighties, Japan was still riding a wave of wealth and consumerism.  Japan’s bubble never really burst - save a few high profile financial collapses - but rather slowly deflated over the coming decade in what cannot properly be called Japan’s recession.  But when Troy first landed, he remembers that, ‘Times were still pretty high and you could still make good money teaching.  Japan was more global then and people still felt they needed the language.’

Troy was not long out of college in Oregon and had arrived on the JET program, which brings graduates to Japan to teach in public schools. In those days, employment at JET was limited to several years but Troy felt there were better opportunities downtown and left after only a year: his JET posting had been at the edge of Saitama, a prefecture that stretches out from the western suburbs of Tokyo, giving way to villages and farmland, and Troy wanted to be where the action was.  ‘Back then a lot of schools were still not paying much less than JET, around 300,000 yen a month and always looking for staff, so you wouldn’t go broke if you left.  Plus you could pick up private lessons for 5,000 an hour, or teach doctors and lawyers, who paid up to 8,000 yen for ninety minutes.  Schools were still charging upwards of a hundred bucks an hour for one-to-one lessons so private lessons were a good deal for students with the cash’.  Even in Tokyo, these alternatives opened the door to a lifestyle and potential savings that English teachers could only dream of in later years.

Working at large chain ELS, Troy taught four or five lessons a day and after a while was earning over ￥280,000 a month. He supplemented his income with lessons at a local college that paid a good ￥10,000 an hour (about $80) for about four lessons a week.  He also found private students on his weekends.  Rent wasn’t cheap.  Troy paid about ￥80,000 a month for a tiny one bedroom flat near trendy Harajuku.  ‘The place was run down but girls didn’t seem to mind. I didn’t think I was working too hard, but looking back it was a lot.  I would have preferred not to work weekends but the money was too good to pass up.  A few months, I was getting over ￥400,000 and a big chunk of that was cash in the hand from private students.’ 

In Japan’s so-called bubble years, foreigners flocked to Japan lured by the easy money fueled by a rampant property boom that saw Tokyo’s real estate prices skyrocket to the highest in the world.  This resulted in a lot of people having a lot of money to spend and English lessons became another status symbol like golf or tennis lessons, or a personal trainer. Entrepreneurs sought to cash in on Japan’s new outward-looking affluence and saw a language school as a low-cost, low skill investment with potentially quick returns.  Anyone could start a language school – there were only commercial matters such as business registration and no academic oversight or accreditation. Smaller schools rose and fell all the time.

Almost anyone could be a teacher too. Language schools weren’t always as interested in teaching English as selling the fantasy of the foreigner. One researcher noted advertising tactics based on the appearance of being foreign to the point that anyone with blond hair and blue eyes could land a job. It was not unheard of for potential employers to approach foreigners on the street and offer them work as long as they looked like the smiling westerners in the commercials and on the posters: ‘Such superficialities and images of the English-learning business are confused with genuine learning activities.’1 This was never meant to be rocket science.

It helped that Troy really did look like the models in the advertisements. He was young, fair-haired, handsome and in good shape. At twenty-four he was very much the poster child English schools were looking for, and increasingly what the students wanted.  A face like his was easy to market to consumers in a Japan that was still obsessed with stereotypes of Western beauty. He quickly learned the game. ‘You learn some methodology, how to teach from a textbook, how to run a classroom. But mostly you learn to perform, how to keep the energy levels up, to entertain.’  Troy hadn’t even been that good at English in school. ‘I basically learned on the job how to explain grammar from the same textbooks the students were getting it from in class.  It was learn as you go.’ 

He learned more about the value of a pretty foreign face as well. ‘Young women would request my classes.  I was very popular in the beginning.  After a while students at a school would get tired of a new face and move on to the next one, but for a while I was the it guy.’  But even fleeting initial popularity wasn’t enough to deter a string of on-the-job relationships, the kind that eikaiwa would later become famous for.  ‘I dated one student for a while, a dental assistant.  At another place I used to go out with the receptionist,’ he confesses matter-of-factly.  

In one assignment he was sent to the home of a businesswoman to teach her teenage daughter. ‘She was a high school senior and really attractive.  I don’t know in what world this was normal but her mother would leave us alone for the lessons and go out to her yoga class or something. I was sort of nervous about being accused of anything inappropriate being left alone with a schoolgirl, but the mother watched the first lesson and decided she trusted me. The girl was precocious, cheeky and flirting all the time.  In lessons she’d talk about her boyfriends and even ask how many women I’d slept with.  She’d ask me if I liked Japanese girls, that sort of question. One lesson a few weeks in, she just started coming onto me.  We ended up having sex right there in the living room and she was definitely more experienced than I was.  That became the template for every lesson after that, we’d spend about half the time doing the materials and getting worked up and the other half in her bed.’  Sex for English lessons – these were high times indeed.
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Grant is a gregarious Liverpudlian in his fifties who also arrived on the last wave of the bubble years.  The holder of two degrees, one in performing arts, he first came to Japan in his early thirties after working in various theater productions in London.  He had come to Japan because a friend had asked him to come over and join the party.  ‘This guy had it all.  He was good-looking, well-liked and enjoying the lifestyle in Japan.  We all thought he’d found his little slice of heaven.  He had girlfriends, steady income.  He eventually married an American woman – Chinese American.  Good family: lawyers and other high achievers.  After moving to the US with her he kind of lost his place.  They had kids and the family had high expectations, but he’d left his niche and he wasn’t happy.’  The friend fell into drink and depression and died of a hemorrhage at forty-nine.  But that was all in the future for Grant in his first days in Japan.

We took one weekday afternoon to sit on the veranda outside a Starbucks coffee shop in downtown Sapporo.  During the short summer in a city famed for its long snowy winter, the veranda seats are the best in the house. Yet because these were outdoors they were given over for a time to smokers and Starbucks even provided ashtrays for customers on request. We soaked up the passersby and the smokers behind us, and talked about Grant’s experiences and his take on the direction of the industry.  

Grant recalls a job interview back in the day, for a small school in Tokyo.  ‘It was this little hole in the wall place. While the receptionist had me filling out a form in the lounge, I could clearly see and hear the teacher in a cubicle a few feet away having an animated lesson with an older Japanese gentleman. He was an Aussie kid, straight off the boat.  Couldn’t have been more than twenty four.  He just kept on talking and talking about his family and his sister and all sorts of things while the student was trying to get a word in edgewise.  Whenever the poor man started, the teacher would actually tell the student to hold on a minute while he finished.’

Such a lack of professionalism is not uncommon among new teachers.  Many have been misled by the friends who came before them.  ‘They’ve been told teaching is easy money and you just have to go in and chat to the students,’ says Grant. Even those who harbor no such preconceptions before arriving, quickly find that the small schools have no training budget and expect them to learn on the job.  Some learn, others don’t.  One complaint I’ve heard at every school is that a teacher talks too much and too fast and the student gets no chance to practice and no real instruction.

Finally the student had had enough.  ‘He put up is his hand and told the kid to stop.  He said - and he had very good English - “I’m a doctor, I didn’t come here just to hear you talk.  I want another teacher.”  The kid looked utterly dumbfounded and asked for confirmation.  The student asked again for another teacher.  So he steps out to reception and within earshot, tells the girl, “This wanker says he wants another teacher.”  It’s still the most shocking thing I have heard a teacher say.  I gave up on applying at that place.’

While Grant’s anecdote reflects a lack of training, it also demonstrates a very colonial sense of entitlement.  People come from western countries and expect the locals to accept everything they do.  Cultural differences aside, personal prejudice often contributes to misunderstandings, as much as the expectation that any foreigner can simply turn up, start talking and get paid.  Among some, there is the fantasy that the Japanese will be satisfied with just listening to the awesome wisdom imparted by a mighty westerner.  Grant didn’t want any part of that.

He found himself in Sapporo’s Kokusai Plaza, an information center for cross-cultural relations that maintains a job-board for foreigners looking for work.2  He asked on the off-chance if there was any theater-related work and to his surprise, was introduced to an actor/director on the spot.  The director had been involved with the center and was in that day.  This was the start of a two-decade friendship and collaboration that saw Grant involved in theater projects in Japan as a coach, an actor, director and producer doing productions and workshops in the UK, India and Singapore.  

Yet theater didn’t pay all the bills.  Grant still had to work at the main game in town for foreigners: teaching English.  In this case a reasonably-sized chain named American Club.  ‘From the start it wasn’t the most organized of places, but they offered a great variety of books to students, even if the curriculum wasn’t strictly set.  We were encouraged to choose from the available materials and develop our own lessons.  You couldn’t just waste time: there was an evaluation system of sorts, wherein students were encouraged to give feedback to the center. If a teacher was deemed to be slacking off or otherwise failed to meet expectations, he was told.’ It was an interesting contrast between feeding the fantasy and actually being committed to language learning – a business model all but vanished today, in the large corporate language schools.  American Club ably attracted high caliber students such as doctors and lawyers, yet still kept a relaxed atmosphere.  

In early 1994, Grant was invited south to the Sendai branch, where replacement teachers were needed.  ‘I was comfortable in Sapporo,’ He tells me, ‘We all had it made.  I didn’t really want to go south because of my involvement with the theater. Things were okay just where I was.’ Yet for the time being at least, a substitute was needed.  So the company flew Grant to Sendai, a comfortable city of over a million people that is the main center for the Tohoku region, where he was to spend a week or so filling in. ‘The day I got there, the head instructor showed me around.  I remember the girl at the front desk looked incredible.  He asked me if I thought she was cute and I said yeah. He told me he could hook us up that night after dinner.’  Though Grant never took him up on the offer, he was becoming aware of eikaiwa’s reputation - at least in the nineties - as a potential meat market for promiscuous foreigners and the women who sought them out.

Though it was not a unique example at the time, the Tochigi based American Club, a mid-sized operation spanning three prefectures in the northeast, could be viewed an as early bellwether for industry troubles.  Starting in 1986, it expanded to six cities including the northern economic magnets Sendai, and Sapporo where Grant was posted. But by the mid nineties it was unable to pay teacher’s salaries.  This wasn’t necessarily because the school itself was doing poorly.  Like other large chains, American Club was a subsidiary of a company that suffered from financial troubles in its other business ventures.3 

On the first occasion in 1994, the employees’ union filed a lawsuit and eventually won back three months’ unpaid wages. The second time, in 1995, also resulted in a lawsuit, but the company directors never turned up at court and ignored orders to pay.  The president simply resigned and nominated a figurehead in his place to avoid taking any heat for the collapse. This apparently was the end of American Club’s responsibility to the foreign teachers employed there. Compensation was paid by the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare - in Japan, laid-off employees can receive up to 80% of unpaid salaries if a company collapses - but American Club itself never paid a cent and the courts never chased up truant defendants.4  

Such leniency can be baffling to the western mind, but Japan Inc. has been known for siding with big business. Don MacLaren, who led the teacher’s union in its first lawsuit, wrote to Business Week drawing on his experience to comment on an article covering corruption in Japan:


I think you should devote more space to the institutionalized corruption here and the reasons it has been allowed to go unchecked—which I see as follows:





	The Japanese tend to protect any authority figure, no matter how corrupt.








	Japanese companies and their employees tend to cover up anything that might make them look ‘‘dirty’’; bad loans, fraud, etc.











	Because no one person or institution takes responsibility for crises in Japan, they are allowed to fester.





...I was amazed that neither our lawyers nor the Japanese newspapers covering the story made efforts to address the issue of the land the company held as assets, which should have been seized and sold off in order to pay us. Apparently, they were more concerned with protecting our employers than with exposing them.5



MacLaren was not just venting.  American Club was still in existence as late as 2011, at least on paper:  Its business registration indicated the company was still a legally operating entity, with 30 million yen in equity.  The Shimotsuke Shimbun, a newspaper that had ironically run stories on the lawsuits, still advertised American Club’s services in its pages.6  With the company sitting on all that equity and other assets without being forced to pay their obligations,  MacLaren could be forgiven for thinking the courts preferred to protect the directors when they should have been punishing them.  Across the industry teachers have faced a similar fate.  The company simply dumps them and without the financial resources, language skills, local legal knowledge and crucially time, teachers are forced to throw up their hands in disgust and just get on with their lives: they find another job or give up and return to their home countries, but they seldom get their last paycheck from their employer.

‘I didn’t really see a drop in students or in the English market till about ‘97 or ‘98,’ says Troy. ‘The recession took a long time to catch up with English schools. The college reduced classes around that time and one or two private students quit.  Numbers were about the same at my branch.’  The big chains were even expanding.  Aeon and Geos were still opening new branches all over the country even as the signs of a drop in demand must surely have been on the horizon. Buoyed by student fees paid in bulk rather than per lesson, English schools were buying up or leasing prime locations in all major cities and employing foreign instructors in ever-increasing numbers.  

Back at American Club, Grant and his coworkers had not yet been touched by the company’s financial troubles.  The job and the company seemed to be hanging on to the hedonistic spirit of the bubble years. ‘There was one woman who signed up, a bored housewife in her early thirties.  She was good looking alright.  In those days the students would buy their lessons in bulk and she paid about half a million yen (around $4,000 at the time) for a year’s worth of classes.  On her first day she spotted me in the lobby and asked to take my lesson next time she came.  On the day, she was all dressed up and suggested we go for drinks after class, since it was the last lesson of the evening, as if she’d had it all planned out.  She took me to a bar, introduced me to all her girlfriends there, like they’d been waiting for me all along.  She got roaring drunk and we went back to her place – God knows where her husband was.  She literally staggered through the door, was naked in a flash and pretty much demanded we do it on the spot. The next day, she canceled her whole contract, a year of lessons and we never heard from her again.  The manager asked if it had anything to do with my lesson.’

Grant didn’t find out how much of a refund the student was entitled to, but the days of such freewheeling waste were coming to a close.  That students would sign up for English lessons just to facilitate hookups with foreign teachers was mind boggling enough, but they were also paying vast sums to do so. A typical yearlong contract at a language school could easily run up four or five thousand dollars in tuition plus several hundred in a membership fee.  Wily schools charged more still for texts, especially materials developed in-house.  With such money at stake it is no wonder language schools eventually started to write non-fraternization clauses into their teacher contracts, to protect their pool of customers from the apparently ‘predatory’ clutches of teachers.

––––––––
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Meat markets or otherwise, there was no shortage of language schools.  Despite the soon-to-be sagging economy, branches opened in response to rising demand.  Students needed to study overseas, travel on business, get a leg up at school or just get a leg over with a foreigner. Instructors were willing to take a leave from their careers at home, spend a couple of years experiencing Asia after college or just take some time out from life to teach in Japan. Now the schools were in place, the rogue’s gallery of teachers was in town and the business model was established. But how to turn such a personal service into a marketable nationwide brand?

In the late eighties and early nineties Japan saw astounding success, as both a financial powerhouse and a manufacturer and exporter.  Brands such as Sony and Mitsubishi were sold around the world and hardly a house in the developed West went without a microwave from Toshiba or a vacuum cleaner by Hitachi.  In the world of finance, companies such as Daiwa securities and Mizuho bank featured regularly in the Wall Street Journal or the Financial Times. Western economists and businesses were scratching their heads, wondering what was so different about Japan Inc - what made it so successful, that they could emulate and transplant to their own operations. 

But they overlooked the fact that Japan was also learning from them.  A new form of business model was sweeping the world, one that took advantage of standardization both in product and service. A successful company would look the same whichever branch you walked into.  You’d be greeted by the same smiling staff in the same corporate wardrobe, giving the same service and delivering the same quality, anywhere in the world.  It was this fundamental shift in the way business was conducted worldwide that prompted sociologist George Ritzer to write his seminal 1993 book, The McDonaldization of Society.

The Japanese of course, are known to value conformity.  In a country where practically every school had the same uniform, where ‘office ladies’ all wore matching attire to work, and where the typical salaryman who rebuilt postwar Japan was so used to his suit and tie, it was reputed he could scarcely decide what to wear on his day off, the principles of McDonaldization would have looked at once attractively new and comfortably familiar.  The new model easily fit and complemented the Japanese way of doing things. It was on the cusp of this global change that freewheeling foreign teachers rode a tide of standardization into the language teaching business in Japan.

Language schools were quick to see the opportunity for change. Today the global industry  known as English as a Second Language or ESL, provides an important stepping stone toward integration into the societies and economies of  the USA, Canada, Australasia and the United Kingdom.  It is also an ongoing hobby for language enthusiasts around the world and a necessary tool for businesspeople and travelers. Language centers are found in practically every country in the world, and are a growing market in the up-and-coming economies of Asia, Africa and South America.

The idea of ESL in Japan however, has been almost entirely eclipsed by the concept of eikaiwa. Thousands of language centers across the archipelago cater to the students’ rather more limited English needs with a mix of entertainment and genuine tuition, with varying degrees of success.  The eikaiwa business is now dominated by a number of large chains such as ECC, Nova, Aeon, and Berlitz, collectively known to some observers as ‘Big Eikaiwa’, or the ‘Big Four’.  But if these institutions sound like centers for learning and development, that would be a coincidence.  Their primary aim was to make money and in the strict pursuit of profits, eikaiwa chains tightened and refined their operations to become veritable production-lines.  

They did not need the most effective way to teach English. They had identified – or perhaps decreed – that learning goals were secondary to their students’ other reasons for signing up.  Rather, what was needed was the most efficient way to market and sell the idea of English to the masses, and to draw in as many customers as possible. In the new world of English teaching, presentation would reign over progress; convenience would trump competence.  There would be a branch beside every train station or in every shopping center, and they’d be open all hours.  Busy Japanese workers and students could duck in for a lesson as easily as they could stop for a coffee or a burger, and expect the same type of lesson from the same type of teacher wherever they went.  The age of eikaiwa had arrived. 

The ‘McPrinciples’ could have been lifted directly from Ritzer’s book.  First, efficiency: every aspect of the organization is geared towards satisfying the customer in a timely manner and moving on to the next customer and the next one after that.  Language schools have refined their lessons into bite-sized nuggets of English lasting forty or fifty minutes.  Students can roll up and get their English fix for the day, with or without sauce, and make way for the next customer to be satisfied. This process seemed detrimental to teachers. Bruce who worked at a Nova affiliate found, ‘you really can’t do much in forty minutes. If the class has more than a few people someone always complains they didn’t get enough talk time in. It’s just a way to squeeze more lessons out of us in a day for the same pay.’

The second principle of McDonaldization is calculability. Even relatively objective results, such as personal development and English improvement take a back seat to something far more easily measured - profits.  Though customer satisfaction does come into it, such satisfaction is judged from the experience of being a customer rather than actually improving one’s English skills.  Success is not based on matriculating students who will go on to better things, but keeping the customers coming back for the same product or slightly modified updates, year after year, guaranteeing revenue.  At some chains, table ratios are set as targets and the more students to a teacher, the more money the company pockets. James, who worked at Berlitz, notes teachers were judged, ‘not on how well the students learned English, but how “happy” they were and how many signed up for more lessons’.  Money matters more than educational results.

The third McPrinciple is predictability.  Customers must expect the same product or service wherever they go. They expect to see the same, fair-haired, suit-clad foreigners smiling in front of them.  Formulaic lesson plans, rote-trained teachers following a script; standardized texts and leveling with a one-size-fits-all philosophy have made expanding and marketing easy. According to Bruce it was tricky matching up groups of students with lessons tailored not to their needs, but toward the bottom line.  ‘You had about ten minutes between lessons to choose the lesson materials for the next class.  You had to be careful to find a lesson plan that none of the students had done before, because they’d complain if they repeated the same lesson twice in six months or a year.’

Finally there is control.  Large chains use their own in-house texts and market their own self-study supplements.  Lessons are done by the book and teachers who deviate from the script are disciplined or reprimanded.  Other facets of behavior, such as dress codes are enforced as strictly, all so as to remind the customer they are getting a quality product, while reinforcing the teacher’s role as not an educator, but a representative of the company, a salesperson delivering front-line over-the-counter service that is superficial at best, and often impersonal. Andre, who worked at Aeon, summed it up: ‘You’re not a teacher.  You’re there to project the company image.  There’s a corporate culture in every sense.’ 

To Ritzer’s observations one could also add convenience - a cornerstone of eikaiwa. Large chains strategically place their branches in major business and shopping districts or beside public transportation hubs such as bus terminals and train stations.  In a nod to the fast food industry that inspired so much of its business model, some branches of eikaiwa share floor space with Starbucks coffee; in one ingenious stroke of product tie-in, a children’s eikaiwa chain even held lessons inside McDonald’s restaurants, with lessons based around the menu.7  English with a side of fries.

Or English to go, if you will. Dispatch agencies such as Interac send thousands of foreigners to public schools as ALTs (Assistant Language Teachers).  The teachers sometimes have greater classroom freedom, or are at least subject to the needs of the local school boards they’re sent to work for, rather than the company’s lesson plans, but the hiring, training methods, discipline and pay scale are all similar to eikaiwa.  Teachers are brought in from outside Japan in recruiting junkets; their housing is arranged, they are trained in basic company methodology regardless of former qualifications, and are sent out as the face of the company.  Dispatchers that have modeled themselves on eikaiwa contribute to the uniform nature of the English teaching industry.

Dispatchers service not only public education, but increasingly private institutions such as universities, junior colleges and technical schools, even some national universities. As funding for English education is slashed, foreign staff in the tertiary sector are often first to feel the pinch. Gone are the days of tenure and permanent contracts: even teachers with an M.A .or Ph.D. can find themselves reduced to part time work, with no holiday pay and yearly contracts that can only be renewed twice.  Institutes that don’t want to spend even that much are turning to dispatch agencies, local language schools and large chains to send them teachers on a part time or temporary basis, at a cut-price eikaiwa rate.  Naturally the quality of teachers varies and not all are vetted.  In one case, an unqualified former mailman landed a job at a university and when briefed to teach a ‘writing class’ was caught giving lessons not in composition, but penmanship.8 

English teachers in Japan are largely a mix of Anglo-Saxons or native speakers from an Anglophone country.  The USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the UK, Ireland and even South Africa are represented. Many from Europe, South America, Asia, Polynesia, the Middle East and Africa can also get work if their English is up to scratch.  Schools vary in their qualification requirements.  Immigration laws require a bachelor’s degree in any discipline for a teacher to have a work visa sponsored by a school.  This means the employer does the paperwork and ensures that the foreign teacher is gainfully employed.  Though large chains prefer university graduates for bragging rights, it is possible for almost anyone to teach, if they have a working-holiday visa or a spouse’s visa and do not require company sponsorship.

A few schools also prefer pre-trained teachers and those holding a recognized ESL certificate such as the Cambridge CELTA (Certificate in English Language Teaching to Adults).  However the casual nature of eikaiwa and the Japanese perception that any foreigner can teach English make such a certification an added bonus at best – after all, any teenager can serve a burger and fries.  It is rare to be paid more for extra qualifications and it is not unheard of in smaller schools to see a new graduate working alongside a teacher with an MA and ten years experience, or a reformed high school dropout with a spouse visa, all for the same pay.  Just as in fast food, where all customer service positions are entry level, all foreigners in eikaiwa have the same value.

Since there can be no such thing as an ‘expert burger flipper’ who requires a higher grade of pay, in most large eikaiwa chains, turnover is high by design. Fresh graduates are usually preferred and many of them are hired overseas at recruiting drives in their home countries.  ESL certification and experience are not necessary – in fact are sometimes shunned - as the chains prefer to train the teachers to deliver lessons according to their own methodology.  Though most teachers are pretty smart, holding degrees in unrelated disciplines such as chemistry, engineering, even MBAs, those who hold an internationally-recognized qualification such as CELTA or even a master’s degree in linguistics are not necessarily valued any more for it.

Motivation for coming to teach English varies.  Most foreigners are looking for a bit of adventure.  Many come to Japan to follow up on Asian studies programs at university; some because they have a fetish for Japanese culture.  For a few it is a stop on a worldwide jaunt before taking up serious work in their home countries, and others have followed a Japanese spouse or lover they met overseas. There are some who have an interest in manga, anime and other forms of Japanese pop culture and want to be in the middle of it.  There are others who just ended up in the role by accident and found it comfortable enough to stay.

Student motivation is almost as varied as that of the teachers.  College graduates may take lessons for a few months to brush up before going overseas on a home-stay or working holiday.  Housewives and retirees might do the same before a short trip, though being out of the workforce they are likely to sign up for longer.  Large companies and government departments send their employees to class or contract schools to dispatch teachers to their own premises.  Big names like Fujitsu and Toyota obviously need English, but so do individuals in the police, fire departments, the armed forces, medical and legal professions, and local or prefectural governments.  Parents send their children to keep up or get ahead in school, or to prepare for Japanese-standard English tests such as ACET and Eiken.  Adult lessons can be in medium-sized groups, small circles or one-to-one lessons.  Children’s lessons are usually held in small classes of four to eight students.

Some individual students take lessons as a hobby, to keep their minds active, to socialize with other people who have the same interest, or to meet foreigners for friendship or romance.  Some attend lessons out of boredom and habit alone.  Students may study at a school from a few weeks to more than twenty years. Hopping between schools as work/life circumstances change or because the service was unsatisfactory or a favorite teacher has moved is not uncommon. Many students seek private teachers outside of schools and take lessons in cafes or even at home.  Students can be any age from toddlers to pensioners.  As a rule, people in the prime of their working lives have less time for classes; they may take lessons very early or late or on weekends. Those with free time on their hands – housewives or retirees - make up a larger portion of students in the middle of the day.

Eikaiwa is marketed to all ages, with newspaper and TV spots, billboards and posters at subway stations or on trains.  The schools use targeted marketing, with brands such as ECC and presenting the faces of smiling children to advertise kid’s lessons, and a relaxed comfortable classroom with attractive young people and a well-groomed foreigner to appeal to young professionals.  Industry giant Aeon has spent heavily on celebrity endorsements over the years, using Japanese TV and pop stars; even big Hollywood names like Cameron Diaz and Ewan McGregor have graced billboards and subway posters.  Advertising often contains mildly suggestive images - the young Japanese woman getting an intimate lesson form a handsome blond American - feeding Japanese perceptions that language studies can be a gateway to foreign adventure and romance. Young women who work but live at home are a prime group of consumers with money to burn on hobbies and travel, but have few financial responsibilities, making them as natural a target for the eikaiwa business as they are for Louis Vuitton.

The advertising is naturally a response to the needs and desires of Japanese people with an interest in English.  Many have a genuine need for English and some advertising is geared towards that.  For many others, marketers seek to push their buttons in other ways. In a survey collected by one researcher, some respondents reported concrete needs for learning English – to run a surfing shop in Australia, to open a dental practice catering to foreign clients, or to get a job in California.  Others had woollier goals.  Several young women cited an interest in marrying foreigners; others simply spoke of raising their children overseas, as though learning the language were the main barrier.  Yet others wanted to watch DVDs without subtitles or visit Broadway musicals. One hoped to somehow see her salary increase ‘a hundred times’.9 Whatever the goal, career or lifestyle, eikaiwa would position itself as being the best way to achieve it.

Texts and teaching materials are as varied as the needs of the clients.  Large eikaiwa chains almost exclusively use in-house materials.  This reinforces the brand and highlights the differences between ‘our’ school and ‘the competition’.  It also provides a marketing opportunity to on-sell further educational products and put more money in the chain’s pocket, such as at Peppy Kid’s Club, owned by a company that publishes educational materials.  Smaller schools make use of hundreds of off-the-shelf ESL titles available from notable educational publishers such as Longman, McGraw Hill and Oxford University Press.  Some schools choose from these a series of texts to be used as the center’s standard curriculum that students can follow as they ‘level up’. Others let students choose their own texts or let teachers prepare lessons from various books from the school’s shelves. 

Teaching standards vary from highly professional teachers using their ESL training in conjunction with internationally recognized texts, to snowboarders who roll up to class with a hangover and some good stories to chat about after the weekend.  Large eikaiwa chains train teachers to deliver standardized, formulaic lessons in accordance with their corporate image. Their quality control involves student feedback and supervisor observations with ongoing training. Any creases are quickly ironed out and deviation from the script is usually discouraged. Ensuring quality at smaller schools varies from similar broad efforts at feedback and pointers, to simply letting untrained teachers loose in the classroom and leaving it to whatever gods oversee language lessons. Gary, a teacher who has worked at several eikaiwas and a teacher dispatch service says, ‘Be on time, smile, make them laugh...you know, English.’ 

––––––––
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Perception of the industry over the years has been shaped by the large chains, not least by their scandals and meltdowns. Though the massive marketing campaigns by the likes of Aeon, ECC and Gaba continue to draw thousands of students a year, many also leave for smaller schools to get a more personalized experience.  In their race to embrace the fast-food like standardization of business practices and service delivery, the large chains have undermined their own efforts to differentiate their services from one another.  This has tested the patience of students who move from school to school and brand to brand, but get the same old sales pitch wherever they go, see the same cookie-cutter lessons, and find the same suit-clad foreign teachers pretending not to be bored to tears.  

Financial scandals and public collapses have further shaken consumer confidence.  The hiring of so many inexperienced teachers and the lack of quality control (especially in smaller schools) has also hurt the profession in general and foreign instructors are no longer seen as dedicated professionals. English lessons were once a sign of prestige, but are becoming just another hobby, like park golf or mahjong.  Part of the problem may be a lack of need for English.  It has never been a priority in public education and most Japanese will never work abroad or interact professionally with foreigners.  English remains the preserve of travelers and language enthusiasts.

Japan has suffered over two decades of mild economic slowdown since the property boom of the late eighties fizzled.  It has also slipped from the second largest economy to the third, behind the US and China, and if you count the Euro zone as a country, Japan finds itself in fourth place. As in most stable, developed nations that do not embrace immigration, the population has been shrinking and aging.  Already a quarter of Japan’s citizens are over 60 and the birthrate is one of the lowest in the world.  According to the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, the population is expected to drop from 127 million to around 90 million by the middle of the century. It could be more than halved by 2100.10 While a less crowded country would probably be more desirable in the long term, in the short term, the shortage of workers and surplus of retirees will put a massive strain on the economy and pension services.  This has affected all sectors of the economy but in addition to its other woes, eikaiwa has experienced a steady drop in its client base and the declining population does not point to an increase in the future.  Going forward, there will be less money to spend on English lessons and fewer consumers to spend it.

In the early days of the post-bubble ‘recession’ of the 1990s, Japan reacted as it often has over the centuries when times got tough: the nation turned inward along with the national sentiment, and an intense, two-decade bout of obsessive navel-gazing ensued.  This is not new.  When the Tokugawa shoguns took over in the early 1600s, Japan closed its borders and limited foreign contact for over two centuries, a period of political and social seclusion known as sakoku. The modern return to an insular approach was bound to spell trouble for language schools - a service that thrived on a commitment to globalization, and there were inevitably casualties.

In 2002, a peak of sorts, eikaiwa amounted to a 670 billion yen industry (over $50 billion at the time), with almost two million students enrolled nationwide and tens of thousands of foreign teachers employed.  The market share of the major players – the so-called Big Four - stood at 25%.  The market itself has contracted considerably since the large collapses a few years later but the share of major chains has more or less held and they continue to define the industry.  ECC and Aeon have stepped in where Nova and Geos have floundered; these two chains have individually increased their slices, yet many students have returned to smaller schools with a more personalized touch. 

To understand what eikaiwa has become in today’s terms, it is necessary to go back to the end of the gravy years.  How does a large chain grow and expand?  How does it keep its customer service standards?  How does it prepare its teachers and how do they fare under its watchful gaze?  Crucially, what happens when it all goes wrong?  The direction of the industry has been defined by a chain that was the first and last word in the business but went spiraling into bankruptcy, almost dragging its competitors down with it.  Once the biggest of the Big Four, its brand has endured in the public consciousness and is still synonymous with English teaching and learning in Japan.  
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2  Champagne Supernova
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Patrick from Seattle arrived in Tokyo in the mid-nineties.  ‘A friend who was already working there invited me over.  The way he told it, it was easy money, mad partying and hot women, 24/7.  I had just finished college so I thought I’d give it a try.’  

He had worked a few years after high school then put himself through a degree in International relations.  He was a passionate rower and wrestler in college and carried on with bodybuilding afterward.  He started rooming at his friend’s downtown flat and they spent a year together, ‘drinking, laughing and chasing girls’.

Then as now, one of the easiest ways to get a start in Japan was with the ‘Big Four’: Berlitz, Aeon, Geos and the undisputed champion, Nova, where Patrick’s friend already worked.  ‘Most teachers were hired from overseas, but didn’t get to choose where they’d be posted.  Since I had a place to stay I applied from inside the country at the Nova branches where I’d like to work.  It wasn’t hard to get the job, and though my friend and I ended up at different branches, we were both only a few subway stops from the apartment.’  In the interview, Patrick had the impression the head teacher was desperate for recruits.  ‘He basically launched into a pitch about how the language was a “product” and the students were “customers”.  He talked about the schedule. There were no public holidays, they or official weekends. In his words, “We don’t recognize them.” There would be two split days off a week and seemed to assume I was already working there.  The place was expanding and really needed teachers.  He said there was very little planning, just follow the steps. It sounded like a sales job - all service and no substance.’

One of the first people to apply popular modern business practices to the English-teaching industry was a plucky young entrepreneur by the name of Nozomu Sahashi.  After returning from university in Paris, which apparently took five years and failed to net him a degree, Sahashi found himself unemployed.  He was no doubt feeling left out of the Japanese corporate culture, which prescribes school then a local or national university, followed by lifetime employment in a big name economic engine like Mitsubishi Electric or Daiwa Securities.  The bubble years might have passed him by had he not hit upon the idea of starting his own language school. With two expat acquaintances, a Canadian and a Swede, Sahashi opened the first Nova branch in Shinsaibashi, Osaka in 1981. 

Sahashi patented what he called the ‘System Concept’, a direct teaching method that he thought would make language learning easier.  Based on what he had seen, and his own linguistic experience, Sahashi believed that the Japanese and English languages elicited different brain wave patterns and this made it difficult for Japanese to distinguish English sounds from background noise.  Such nonsense, along with the popular myths that Japanese have longer intestines than other races or that they alone are capable of subtle, nonverbal communication fills a whole category of pseudoscience known locally as nihonjinron, which has largely escaped rigorous questioning in Japanese science circles. Sahashi may have been following the dubious teachings of Tadanobu Tsunoda, who argued that language was processed in a different hemisphere of the Japanese brain to that of westerners.  A simpler explanation would be that they aren’t used to hearing a native speaker.  Junk science aside, Sahashi correctly identified that putting the learners in a classroom with a native speaker and having them hear and repeat stock phrases and sample conversations, teachers could bypass many of the ingrained learning difficulties and bad habits developed by people who’d learned English the Japanese way in high school.1
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