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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to examine how a Japanese university student, studying abroad in the U.S., connects
her study-abroad experience with her career perspective in the interview narrative. By analyzing the narratives, the
study revealed the following two key points: 1) The interviewee’s study-abroad experience initially seemed unrelated
to her career goal, but her experience in a different culture enhanced her pre-existing interest in social welfare and
reshaped her career perspective, and 2) In her interaction with the interviewer, the interviewee constructed her identity
as someone who consciously aligned her career choices with her personal values and experiences, viewing her time
abroad as the key to defining her future professional path. This study suggests that studying abroad is not only an
opportunity for language acquisition but also has the potential to significantly transform students’ career outlooks.
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This case study explores how a Japanese university student studying abroad reflects on her career, examining
the connection between her study-abroad experience and professional aspirations. For the past few decades, the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) has promoted studying abroad and their
campaign has increased the number of college students studying abroad to over 100,000 per year as of 2019 (MEXT,
2024). Although online programs have emerged as an alternative after the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of students
seeking overseas programs is expected to return to around 58,000 by 2022 (MEXT, 2024). Looking at the breakdown of
the numbers, we can see that the majority of them stay overseas for a relatively short period within six months without
acquiring an academic degree. Perhaps, reflecting this reality, “Tobitate!,” the study abroad campaign website promoted
by MEXT does not emphasize that students would acquire academic expertise, but instead, lists internal changes as
the benefits of studying abroad: broadening one’s perspective, raising interests in the world, increasing acceptance of
diversity, nurturing Japanese identity, and so on (MEXT, n.d.). Since spending time in another country is unusual, it
is likely that some impact will be seen, even if only for a short period of time. This study employs positioning theory
(Bamberg, 1997; 2004; 2011) to find out how her career perspective was transformed by her study-abroad experience.
I expect that this will be useful in understanding the status of the connection between studying abroad and career
perspectives, and in considering future study-abroad programs.

Literature and Research Questions

Many qualitative and quantitative studies have been conducted on the effects of studying abroad about inner
thoughts, including career perspectives of Japanese university students. Quantitative surveys on this topic (Yokota, et
al., 2016; Nejima & Fujiwara, 2017; Kawai Juku, 2018; Jasso, 2019; Goto et al., 2022) indicate that college students feel
that studying abroad develops skills or mentalities useful for employment. While these studies are useful in depicting
the effects of studying abroad as a whole, the experience can be different for each student. As Coleman (2013) argues,
we should take the difference, often seen as a nuisance by study-abroad researchers, as part of understanding program
participants’ complex identities and relationships that shape their study-abroad experiences. Since quantitative studies
have already shown the impact of studying abroad, it is necessary to examine in detail what these effects are, adding
individuality, to find a better way for students to utilize study-abroad in employment, too. Although this is a case study

191



()
)

N

-

n SIG

PanSIG Journal Vol. 10 - 2024 : UNIVERSITY STUDENTS’ NARRATIVES ON STUDY ABROAD AND CAREERS

involving one person at a time, I believe that this study can contribute to this.

In qualitative studies, researchers have analyzed interview data in various ways. For example, Hanami (2006)
and Iino (2019) attempted to use Life Story techniques to understand the inner thoughts of those who had studied
abroad. Moreover, Okamura & Nukaga (2018) concluded that the study-abroad experience has a significant impact on
college students’ career perspectives through individual interviews with 38 students employing the Modified Grounded
Theory approach. As for the exploration of identity, which this study also focuses upon, Nakagawa (2013) pursued
one student’s identity from the perspective of the transformation of the image of “study abroad” and “self” after one
year study-abroad and Benthuysen (2014) examined how second language identity is constructed from interviews
and writings of one Japanese university student who studied abroad in the U.S. for three weeks. These qualitative
studies reflect the reality of Japanese university students to some extent, but the studies only focus on the contents.
Additionally, data is collected after the students return from the programs.

The originality of this study is that I focus on not only what the speaker said in the narratives, but also how
she said it, so that we can discuss in-depth issues regarding identity that emerge while the speaker talks about inner
thoughts. This study will explore the interviewee’s identity construction, including, for example, the process by which
she came to a certain idea and the interactions with the interviewer. Moreover, to the best of my knowledge, there are
no previous studies have interviewed Japanese university students studying abroad, and it would be valuable to hear
what they feel in real time.

Based on the background and literature, this study set two research questions (RQ): 1) How does the
interviewee narrate her study-abroad experience from a career perspective? 2) How does the interviewee construct her
identity in the interactions with the interviewer? By exploring these points, this study aims to clarify how a person who
has studied abroad views her experience and how it can be utilized in organizing thoughts or making employment
decisions.

Methodology

This study will analyze one student’s interview narratives. The focus of the analysis is what is said as well as
how it is said, which refers to the content of the talk and the interaction between the speaker and the listener during
the interview. Therefore, the analysis is conducted from a multimodal perspective, and includes fillers, pauses, and
gestures. The interview data were collected following Goodwin (1981) and Holstein and Gubrium (1995), who state
that interviews are active interactions between speakers and listeners and are constructed collaboratively by both
parties in a here-and-now situation.

Data Collection and Participants

This study was a part of a longitudinal research project that began in 2021. Since then, I have individually
collected interview data from 16 college English language learners talking about English-related topics. All interviews
were conducted via the online conferencing system Zoom, as the project started when social distancing was required
owing to the COVID-19 pandemic. Regarding transcripts, all utterances and the related gestures are transcribed
verbatim.

The data used in this study were obtained from a semi-structured interviews conducted in February 2023.
The total length of the recording is approximately one and a half hours (01:31:11), and the excerpt is approximately
two minutes (00:49:12 - 00:51:39). As the interview was conducted in Japanese, I translated the verbal and nonverbal
actions into English. The data are excerpted from one consecutive part of the narratives, which are presented divided
in three as Transcript 1 to Transcript 3.

Interviewer (A) was an English language lecturer at Interviewee (B)’s university; however, they did not meet
on campus. B, a sophomore student, belongs to a humanities department other than the Faculty of Foreign Languages
or International Liberal Arts. At the time of the interview, B, who had wanted to study abroad since high school, was
in a six-month study-abroad program in the U.S., with about one month left to go. She joined a program offered by her
university that included the local university’s academic classes. During her stay, she said that she tried to seek every
opportunity to use English by attending clubs or events provided by local institutes or churches after class. Looking
at her upbringing, she grew up in a rural area, which she described as relatively conventional, in Western Japan, and
started living alone after college in a city in the Kansai area.

This is the second time that A interviewed B, which was conducted about a year after the previous interview.
Although A and B only had opportunities to talk during the interviews, the talks were conducted in a friendly
atmosphere owing to B’s sociable nature. However, because B knows that A is an English teacher, the student-teacher
relationship can affect B’s responses in the interview.

Theoretical Background

This research employs positioning theory (Bamberg, 1997; 2004; 2011) to analyze narratives. I closely
observed how the interviewee positions herself in the narratives to describe or differentiate herself in aligning with a
certain group or contrasting against the other. The usefulness of the positioning theory is that it allows for an analysis
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of a speaker’s identity (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008). Following the recent trend that individual identities are
either acquired by oneself or constructed spontaneously through social interactions, this study posits that identity
emerges through individual characteristics or social interactions, and simultaneously refers to both the individual and
the group (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012). I would like to examine B’s identity construction, which is assumed to
be influenced by her study-abroad experience. The research subjects analyzed using positioning theory cover a wide
range of topics such as immigrant, intersectionality, disaster and gender (Hata, 2020; Koba, 2023; Pontillas, 2023;
Alhalwachi & McEntee- Atalianis, 2024).

Bamberg (1997; 2004) divided the positioning into three levels of analysis. Level 1 focuses on the taleworld,
which refers to the episodes and experiences that are told in narratives and examines how the speaker describes his/
herself and others as characters in the tale. Next, Level 2 analyzes the speaker’s position in their relationship with the
listener in the field of interaction. In these two, the speaker’s positioning(s) in the conversation is revealed. Lastly,
Level 3 draws on Levels 1 and 2 to examine the position of the transportable identity retained by the speaker even after
leaving the interview setting.

By exploring how the study abroad experience affects the individual through a detailed examination of the
process of identity construction, this research is expected to provide suggestions for discussions on studying abroad
from the perspective of employment

Data Analysis

In a series of narratives from Transcript 1 to Transcript 3, the process by which B makes up her mind about her
employment is narrated (please refer to the Appendix for the transcription symbols). First, Transcript 1 illustrates B’s
notions of her career perspectives and study abroad. In this scene, B answers As questions about her career prospects
and future jobs. This was mentioned after the excerpt, but she confessed that she wanted to work in the public welfare
field.

Transcript 1

01. B: <x-o&:: Fhd::() HOAFKEIZ Y do () DT>
well, since I wanted to be a public servant
02. A: ((#X))
nod
03. B: >ENSG AFRIZ BYVE Boks
so, if you want to be a public servant
04. BZ ZTAG HEEE ENRSTE BhdNo i<
you don’t have to speak English so much, so
05. BREBAT: Al0g 2z Bild EbhzATY

you don’t have to study abroad, said my parents

06. FE&TE TAYMZ()
but, but, to America
07. EnS V=T REO)D TalshEok6 bAEY B& ISR ho/-ATY =

so, if (I took) the program to Malaysia, it didn’t cost much
08. A: =5 A(EEZLMNSG))=
yes nodding
09. B: =726 F REERVZWVWITE FEFEE brok()eh->T BoTT:
so, I want to be a public servant, but learn English a little, too
10. TH ZOTUTITh Hob%» BENNSN5:
but this program costs so much, so
1L A: 5 A(EES))=
I see nod
12. B: =x: EHUL&IALVG BAN
what: it was like what should I do
13. HWiEE HoT() o2& BIREO)DIAH> ALV S5ITE
should I work using English (in the future)
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14. BoZZATTIFE:
(I) thought like that, but
15. A: ((2. 3MEEEK))

nod a few times

In line 1, B talks about her aspirations to become a public servant for the first time. She also explains that this
occupation does not require high English-speaking skills. Although there are a wide variety of positions in the civil
service that require English, B says that she does not need a high level of English-speaking ability as a matter of course
for the type of job she wants to be in. Therefore, her parents, who were aware of this, were reluctant to allow B to study
abroad. In line 9, she considers her parents’ opinion that she does not need to study abroad to apply for her preferred
job. Regarding this matter, B originally planned to join a less expensive program in Asia but ended up choosing one
in America, which costs much more, as shown in lines 6, 7 and 10. In this situation, B reveals that she once wondered
if she should pursue a career that requires speaking in English, which would be worth the high cost (line 13). B’s
narrative shows hesitation regarding her future work.

In Transcript 2, B demonstrates her sense of location and how she values how she felt in that location.
Transcript 2

16. B: Zobiz XT:i() WE:() o
after coming here, really, this
17. U WY HiEZE MRTD5T Ro2BH BE BITRAN)
well, now when (I) study English, I wasn't particularly
18. HRE()Z O B
(my) motivation to use English was like
19. ZD() XALEMEOM>TER TOAL FELAEVOSS50D
merely I wanted to learn about the culture and talk with the people
20. <Ehf: > o7 h
(that was) the motivation I had, so
21. BICTEFEEE > TEINUNVEE 2D ()ALVROBEITIEZ B TII RS540 T=
(I) didn’t just come to feel like working really hard with using English here
22. B: =5 A=
I see

An intriguing point in this narrative is that she positions herself in contrast to the others. At the moment,
her career options are to be “a public servant” and “a worker who frequently uses English.” Applying this excerpt to
Positioning Level 1, which examines one’s position in the taleworld, B displays herself as the person who is reluctant to
choose the latter option. She develops a narrative to evaluate her original motivation for studying abroad: She says that
“(my) motivation to use English was like merely I wanted to learn about the culture and talk with the people” (lines
18-19). In this part, she used a weakened form, “< 5\ D (merely)” (line 19), expressing that her reasons for wanting
to study abroad before coming to the U.S. were not enough in terms of a career using English.

In Positioning Level 2, which examines “here-and-now” interactions, B is developing a narrative that gives
the impression that she is making the right decision based on her “sense of reality. In looking at her rhetoric, the word

« - « -

Z o5 (here)” seems to play an important role. She uses the term “Z > % (here)” (lines 16 & 21) to refer to her
own location. The location called “Z % (here)” would indicate the U.S. or the city where she is currently staying.
Technically, this word is an indicative word that refers to something physically close, but according to Sakuma (1983),
it could also pertain to the speaker’s own territory, which is distinct from that of the listener. It is evident that she is
showing that she feels a strong sense of being in the U.S. B emphasizes her respect for her own feelings, which she
realized only because of the move. Positioning Level 3, which argues for transportable identity, is addressed later in

Discussion.

In Transcript 3, B describes the two types of episodes and later, she connects them to her aspired occupation.
Transcript 3

23. B: TENIVIERAN) ETD & P2 EHA TAV A DT I

rather than that, well, Japan, America is tremendously
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EAREROERENS: BEDERELNE $2:<T
capitalistic country, so the gap between rich and poor was huge
o
yes
£ OEFITBNSR—AVR() & 5WELS EEL() BAN0.5)
full of homeless people in the city well extremely poor
& BREBEAZNZDMN(.)
kinda environment
Sk
yes
ESHDHEAEVIZTEILDAEN £ T
that was what I frequently saw in person
((#<))
nod
T THEERIZ: §2< 7AVA BHENS:
at the same time, because America is liberal
HD() 7 F TEEENSINT L LI BEBNTD L T
well, when people introduce themselves to join a club or something
((#<))
nod
IRAIN) TaF T V() >ENS< BARKIY—N—TF L Een]
like, pronoun, I mean, I am she/her, or
(FOFEBEHDHICEH»LT))]
moving a hand to herself
E—b ATY EAXATTAZVLZDE
he/him or that kind of things
(BEEES))
nod several times
FEXHZ Wi (ODRVEWTZRMNoY & £ ZTIH6ANAD() RAM
we had to present and that sort of things
H: RIFTRAN T O HREHENDFHIT BEEADH > 72D T
oh, I was interested around social wellbeing
IRAD) ZED BODAHEERTIZLT EMEEZENIAZNREZAIE()
well, points like valuing the human rights and enriching the individuality
TIW FAYVGLT TTCELEREEST() 2D
I've been thinking America is great on the points
ZOENEH() BEOVHEWVIMNFD
the drawback, or how to say,
ZOHR—LVADNE NS TV HEBHHIRE L
the social wellbeing issue that there are many homeless people and
(BEEE<))
nod several times
ZD() BAM() TDWBAR)AN BADTAT VT4 T4 %2RK>T

that well, different people have their own identities
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46. BHEIZ() I3EELTE TV & ZTA55%0.5)
and live like what they want to,
47. A:  ((BEIEES))
nod several times
48. B: XX [MHRAZE XIT]
still, when looking at both sides
49. (F0US%RET EAIZEITF))]
showing hands spread in right and left
50. H XX BHOEKIE [TI6T2Z:]TVSD%E <B-()T>(2.0)
ah, I felt as I thought my interest is around here
51 [(FE®<E->T HOMANZ EITF0))]
raise lightly grasped hands to either side of chin
52. A: ((B[EIEEC))
nod several times
53. B: fhix ot ABEIIRYET
I will be a public servant
54. BB eBnET
I think I will be
55. A: [@QQ@((HEEHE HY5))
@@@ nodding several times
56. B: @@@
@e@

In Positioning Level 1, the taleworld narrated in Transcript 3, B reveals her position as one who renews her
commitment to the profession she originally wanted to pursue, based on two episodes that she only discovered when
she arrived in the U.S. Let me review these two episodes now. The first one (lines 23-30) is that B saw “a full of homeless
people in the city” (line 26) in an “extremely poor kinda environment” (lines 26-27). The phrase “full of” indicates a
high number, which must have been a shock to B, as seen from the way she tells the story. The second episode B shares
(lines 31-41) was her experience of joining clubs outside the local university. She talks about presenting pronouns like
she/her or they/them as a custom “when people introduce themselves to join a club or something” (line 32). She views
these positive aspects of this as an attitude that values human rights. Then, she categorizes these two issues as welfare
issues, her field of interest; thus, we can see that her story leads straight to her decision to become a public servant in
the welfare sector. In the following part, she states, “I will be a public servant” (line53). She speaks clearly and boldly.
She picks up two eye-opening episodes from various topics and lays them out, clearly showing how they lead to the
career she wants to pursue.

Next, we will look at Positioning Level 2, what B wanted to convey in the “here and now” interaction. In the
first part talking about the two episodes (lines 23-41), the way she talks shows how she was shocked or influenced.
When describing the “homeless” story, she uses the fillers six times, such as “Z A7 (lines 23 & 26), “Z D7 (line 23),
“%7(line 23), and “& 57 (lines 26 & 29), and more frequent prolonged pronunciation and pauses than the other parts.
These are assumed to indicate the speakers’ difficulty in choosing words. Likewise, in the “pronoun” story, the way
she narrates the story, using prolonged pronunciation and a micro pause between “ip (say)” and “H7R\\NE W T A
- /= (had to)” (line 38), reveals her hesitation in word choice. Although the behavior was not unpleasant, it can be
inferred that B felt forced to say it because it was not a practice in the culture in which she grew up in. Her expressions
indicate the strong impact of the scenes she saw and the struggles she faced on novel occasions. Through these, she
demonstrated a sincere attitude toward matters in the different cultures.

In the following part (lines 42-56), B presents the two episodes as powerful factors to explain her decision
to become a public servant to A. In her explanation, with the gesture showing hands spread in right and left (line
49), she places the “homeless” episode on one side and the “pronoun” one on the other side. And then, she said “ah,
I felt as I thought my interest is around here” (line 50) raising lightly grasped hands to either side of the chin (line
51). According to McNeill (1992), we can infer how the speaker imagines the matter being represented from these
representational gestures. It is assumed that she presents these two stories as important events and tries to ultimately
link them to her motivation for the job she wanted to pursue
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Discussion

This study observed how a Japanese university student studying abroad talks about employment in the
context of her study-abroad experience, using B’s interview narratives.

For RQ1) How does the interviewee narrate her study-abroad experience from a career perspective? B was
influenced by what she saw and experienced in her study-abroad, and reconsidered her career path, and used it as the
basis for her decision. In Transcript 2, she uses the word “Z > % (here)” and emphasizes that she only found out what
she (does not) want because she actually came to the U.S. This could have been the starting point for her to consider
her career. Furthermore, in Transcript 3, B cites two episodes of “homeless” and “pronoun,” and states that based on

these episodes, she is convinced that the scope of her interest is welfare and that she will make a career decision.

This process is interesting because she, at first, felt no connection between studying abroad and her dreamed
job as Transcript 1 shows; She said “if you want to be a public servant ... you don’t have to speak English so much”(lines
3-4) and “T want to be a public servant, but learn English a little, too”(line 9). Even though she had no intention
of utilizing the study-abroad experience for her careers, later, her experience in a foreign country facilitated her
motivation for the future job. By seeing the actual situation and interacting with the people there, she constructed
narratives from her own experiences, which firmly convinced her of the right career vision.

As of the answer for RQ2) How does the interviewee construct her identity in the interaction with the
interviewer? B constructed her identity in the interaction with A as a person who makes career choices true to her
vested interests. In her narratives, she tried to express logic and determination by incorporating social issues in the
U.S. while maintaining a basic policy of focusing on her own experiences. Mezirow (1991), in a study on development
in adulthood, argues that “experience strengthens our personal meaning system by refocusing or extending our
expectations about how things are supposed to be” (p. 5). As for B, she rejected the notion that she did not need to
learn English to be a civil servant, and that she should obtain a job that uses English to make the high cost of studying
abroad worth it. She then construed her experience in the U.S. as a step toward the future career. Her narratives seem
to re-evaluate what is taken for granted and the meaning of her own experiences.

Based on B’s narrative, she was exposed to a different culture that influenced the way she constructed her
identity. As Oberg (1960) argues, entering a different culture may lead to frustration and anxiety. However, one also
has the chance to deal with unknown things or reflect on oneself. More importantly, it influences an individual’s career
outlook. By focusing not only on what was said, but also on how it was said, which was not done in previous studies,
this study was able to reveal aspects of how study abroad experiences lead to a career outlook that is not linear.

Conclusion

This study has explored how studying abroad can contribute to career prospects through a single case study.
Studying abroad not only improves language skills but also allows one to experience a different culture, which can
lead to transformation. In B’s case, although her experience abroad was not what she was initially looking for, she
strengthened her interest in social welfare, which led to an increased awareness of her desired career. Thus, studying
abroad provides a great opportunity to develop future perspectives.

Although this study investigated only one participant’s narratives, the findings remain crucial. The process of
making sense of studying abroad was investigated by exploring the narratives of the individual in detail, which could
not be verified only by quantitative research alone. I would like to continue conducting case studies in the future and
deepen my discussion on studying abroad and career prospects
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Gakubunsha.
Appendix
Transcript Symbols
() less than 1.0 second of silence ] end overlapping
(1.0) number in parentheses indicates silence = latching
: prolongation or stretching the sound <> talk between them is slowed
h exhalation >--< talk between them is rushed
@ laugh () uncertain utterance

—

start overlapping (@) descriptions of gestures
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