“We Wouldn’t Have Hired Me Without
a Solid Research Background”: Higher
Education English Language Teachers’
Research Engagement

Sarah Louise Mason
Macquarie University

Alice Chik
Macquarie University

Peter Roger
Macquarie University

Although English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers in higher education have tra-
ditionally focused on teaching, they are increasingly required to engage in research
(Reyes-Cruz & Perales-Escudero, 2016). The present article, therefore, explores how
such teachers understand their research engagement. The study collected qualita-
tive data from 63 such respondents in Japan. Findings revealed that requirements
for research engagement differed widely depending on the institution. In addition,
according to the respondents, although early career research experiences were
perceived to be largely negative, many teachers overcame this hurdle, with most re-
spondents viewing their research engagement to be pivotal for career development.
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knowledge and the education of students. Until recently, teachers

of EFL at universities were often only expected to fulfill the second
of these roles (Borg, 2013; Reyes-Cruz et al., 2018). However, many govern-
ments have extended English language teachers’ work to include research.
This increased complexity in the work of higher education English language
teachers (HEELTs) can be traced to neoliberalist academic culture intimately
connected to knowledge-based economies. The essential characteristic of
a knowledge economy is that it relies more heavily on its intellectual ca-
pabilities than on natural resources or physical labor (Powell & Snellman,
2004). For example, reliance on the export of medical technology rather than
the export of coal would be a marker of a knowledge economy. Therefore, it
becomes imperative for governments to increase the quantity of knowledge
output as frequently as possible by transforming universities to become or
remain globally competitive.

In the neoliberal context, the success of a higher education institution
is measured in terms of knowledge output, performance data, global com-
petitiveness, and income (Kubota, 2016). Governments have been requiring
universities to transform their roles by adopting neoliberalist management
practices. For example, institutions achieve extensive accountability through
monitoring the manner in which research output is externally funded, con-
trolled by the government, and divorced from teaching (Olssen & Peters,
2005). In concrete terms, in order to maximize cost efficiency, university
administrations have implemented flexible workforce policies in which em-
ployees can be let go at will. This has resulted in many academics being em-
ployed in temporary positions with limited access to secure employment.
Meanwhile, as academics face greater pressure to be productive in their
research endeavors by numerically reporting their publications and presen-
tations to meet strict evaluation criteria, university administrators closely
monitor faculty applications for government and private funding. Therefore,
it can be evidenced that HEELTSs are placing an increased international em-
phasis on research output; for example, in China (Bai & Hudson, 2011; Yuan,
2017), Mexico (Reyes-Cruz et al., 2018), and Turkey (Borg, 2007).

The authors’ personal and researcher histories underpin the motiva-
tion for the study. The first author has taught English as a foreign language
(EFL) in Japan for more than 20 years, eight of those in higher education.
The second author previously worked in higher education in Hong Kong for
many years and has considerable experience supervising novice researchers
in both Hong Kong and Australia as they undertake terminal degrees. The

U niversities have fulfilled two roles for centuries: the creation of
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third author has supervised PhD candidates located in Japan and Australia
and worked in higher education language departments for many years. All
the authors have observed that some HEELTs enthusiastically embrace re-
search, while others do not. These experiences have led them to ponder how
and why some HEELTs become eager researchers, and furthermore, how
HEELTs themselves perceive their behavior in regard to research. For ex-
ample, how much research they conduct and the type of research practices
they engage in. These observations led them to explore the current situation
in Japan, a country with an immense higher education sector and a stated
commitment to English language teaching at all levels of education. Our
position as knowledge workers, rather than as members of management,
may well have influenced our interpretation of the data. Finally, it should be
noted that as we are researchers ourselves, we have a personal interest in
discovering what factors contribute to the successful conduct of research.

The present study investigates how HEELTs conceptualize research
engagement in Japan. These educators play an important role in Japanese
higher education — in many cases teaching compulsory English language
courses required for graduation — and represent a wide variety of discipli-
nary backgrounds. In defining research engagement, we follow Borg (2015),
who distinguished between two types: engaging with research and engaging
in research. Engaging with research tends to be more passive; for example,
it involves reading research publications and attending presentations given
by others. Conversely, engaging in research involves actively doing one’s
own research. Our study focuses on engagement in research, which is un-
derstood as research productivity, or the writing, presenting, and publishing
of research.

The professional roles of academics working in higher education are in a
state of flux globally due to neoliberal policy implementation. This precari-
ousness has led to HEELT roles being likely to vary depending on context.
Therefore, the present study aims to elicit HEELTs" understandings of their
particular institutional contexts and experiences of research engagement,
with a view to understand how it is perceived in the Japanese context. We
want to know, from their point of view, if, or how, research has been inte-
grated into their careers, how they perceive their institutional contexts, and
what their attitudes toward and purposes are for doing research. It is impor-
tant to know about these perceptions because unless research is something
that HEELTs embrace and incorporate into their perception of their jobs,
higher education institutions (HEIs) and governments are unlikely to real-
ize their goals. Without a clear understanding of precisely how effectively
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their new roles are being carried out, role conceptualization is unlikely to be
successful for the individuals concerned and for the research-related goals
of the HEIs.

The purpose of this study is to survey a population of HEELTSs to obtain a
sense of how they relate their professional lives to their research, whether
positive or problematic. In short, we seek to investigate HEELTSs’ perceptions
of research as it relates to their professional roles in higher education in
Japan. Therefore, our research question is:

RQ. How do HEELTs understand their research engagement in higher
education institutions in Japan, and how might these understand-
ings illuminate the institutional forces at play in their research
engagement?

Neoliberalism and Research in HEls

We begin our literature review with a brief overview of neoliberalism and
follow by examining the impact of neoliberalism on higher education. Finally,
we describe the effect of neoliberalism on HEELTS’ research engagement.

Neoliberalism is an economic theory in which trade is undertaken by
private individuals for profit, as opposed to being undertaken by the state
for social welfare. Neoliberalist economic theory has three main guiding
characteristics: privatization, deregulation, and individual or corporate
responsibility (Block et.al., 2012). Privatization of entities is encouraged be-
cause corporations and individuals are believed to operate more efficiently
than governmental bodies. Deregulation of markets is also seen as a way to
increase market efficiency through facilitating competition between provid-
ers of goods and services. Finally, both companies and individuals are held
responsible for their own success or failure in the neoliberalist free market.

With respect to HEIs globally, there are three main domains where neo-
liberalism'’s influence can be observed: institutions, academics, and students
(Kubota, 2016). HEIs experience the effects of neoliberalism through pri-
vatization, marketization, and corporatization; academics are required to
pursue research grants and provide evidence of publication and are reward-
ed if their works are cited frequently, and students must pay higher fees and
study curriculum designed “for developing human capital” (Kubota, 2016,
p. 488). Working in higher education, HEELTs cannot escape neoliberalism.
Published studies consider on a granular level the precise institutional re-
quirements for research from HEELTSs, specific ways they reward or penalize
teachers for their research output or lack thereof, and ways in which they
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facilitate or hinder research. We also summarise what the same research
teaches us about the attitudes and motivations, or purposes, for research
held by HEELTSs.

HEELTs have been required to become active in research as university
and government guidelines have become more stringent in EFL programs in
many countries (see, e.g., Barkhuizen, 2021, on Colombia; Borg & Liu, 2013,
and Xu, 2014, on China; Reyes-Cruz & Perales-Escudero, 2016, on Mexico).
Research requirements may concern both research productivity and the
acquisition of funding. These requirements are linked to penalties and re-
wards in a variety of ways, depending on the institutional context. This can
be seen, for example, in Reyes-Cruz and Perales-Escudero’s (2016) qualita-
tive, interview-based study of 26 HEELTs working at a public university in
Mexico. The study reported various rewards for productivity in research,
generally monetary in nature, but it also stated that teachers can also be re-
warded in terms of status through designation as members of elite research
groups. Correspondingly, failure to publish regularly is directly linked to the
threat of termination.

Xu (2014) also identified a range of rewards and penalties. In a mixed
methods study that investigated the research practices of 104 HEELTs in
China, Xu reported a range of rewards for research productivity, including
bonus payments, honorary titles, and praise. Conversely, her participants
also reported a range of penalties; for example, failure to publish could
result in disqualification from receiving “excellent teacher” evaluations or
denial of promotion. It is apparent that institutions use various rewards and
penalties to shape the behavior of their HEELTSs.

In league with the aforementioned, transparent and direct efforts to
shape HEELTS’ research behavior can also either facilitate or impede en-
gagement. Little research has explored features that successfully facilitate
EFL research, although Borg & Liu (2013), in a study of 725 Chinese college
English teachers, reported some satisfaction with funding arrangements.
Their findings also indicated that previous experience with research and
mentorship are perceived to be significant facilitators of research efficacy
(Reyes-Cruz & Perales-Escudero, 2016). Nonetheless, most research focuses
on obstacles to research engagement, such as a lack of expertise (Allison
& Carey, 2007), or a gap between institutional expectations for research
and the actual skill level of the HEELTs involved (Borg & Liu, 2013). Heavy
workloads, particularly teaching workloads, are a common hindrance be-
cause they inevitably reduce the time available for research (Allison & Carey,
2007; Borg, 2007; Reyes-Cruz et al., 2018; Xu, 2014). Local research culture
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also plays a significant part. Borg and Liu (2013) reported a highly individu-
alistic research culture that pitted researchers against each other as they
competed for promotion. They argued that such a culture leads to secrecy
and inevitably prevents the formation of collegial support on Chinese cam-
puses that might otherwise facilitate research engagement. In sum, there is
a tendency for previous research in the field to focus on challenges to rather
than facilitators of research.

Neoliberalistideologies that encourage competition and strictly measured
output, and the administrative responses of universities, in particular pub-
lication requirements concerning the frequency of publication and venue of
publication, frame both HEELT attitudes to research and their purposes for
engaging in it. Research in the field frequently reports negative attitudes and
instrumental purposes. Allison and Carey (2007), in a study of 22 ESL and
English for academic purposes (EAP) teachers working at a university lan-
guage center in Canada, found a high level of ambivalence toward research.
The teachers sought recognition but were insecure because they felt that
effort spent on research would not be rewarded. Conversely, amongst those
who wanted to do research, their purpose was to progress in their careers.
Similarly, Borg and Liu (2013) found that their participants were ambivalent
or often had negative attitudes to research. They also determined that a
primary motivator for research engagement by the teachers was instrumen-
tal: they read research and performed research in the lead-up to periodic
promotion opportunities. Their findings were echoed by Xu (2014), who
described both a lack of interest and a lack of motivation in her respondents.
These Chinese studies found that negative attitudes toward research went
hand in hand with instrumental purposes for research. Indeed, Borg and
Liu (2013), Bai and Hudson (2011), and Xu (2014) all reported a desire for
graduation or promotion as the primary purpose for undertaking research.

The Study
Context

Japan is one of many countries seeking to transform its higher education
workforce through increased marketization and internationalization of its
higher education sector. Japanese educational policy has explicitly sought
to raise the standard of research at universities by encouraging increased
publication of research by faculty, increased credentialization of faculty (the
percentage of faculty with higher degrees), and increased globalization of
faculty (hiring from outside of Japan) to increase participation in interna-
tional academic networks and collaborative opportunities (Brotherhood



Mason, Chik, & Roger 87

et al,, 2019; Wadden & Hale, 2019). Therefore, HEELTs in Japan may face
increasing pressure to acquire higher degrees and to produce research in
their field. The present study, rather than assuming this to be the case, aims
to clarify HEELT perceptions. Japanese higher education institutions rely on
receiving grants-in-aid for scientific research from the Japanese government.
These grants-in-aid, known as kakenhi, are the only competitive government
funding scheme to support researchers in all academic disciplines in higher
education.

Methodology

This study focuses on professional autobiographies collected from HEELTs
working in Japan. A narrative approach was selected as it allows researchers
“to uncover commonalities that exist across stories” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p.
14) while obtaining rich data typical of qualitative approaches. Data were
collected as part of a larger research project on HEELTs in the Japanese con-
text. The aim of the present study was to elicit professional histories in story
form from a relatively large number of HEELTS to identify past and present
research experiences, contextual factors that might facilitate or hinder re-
searcher engagement, as well as attitudes to research. Respondents were
requested to provide demographic information such as their geographical
location and place of employment (see Appendix). Narrative data was col-
lected via a narrative frame (Barkhuizen & Wette, 2008; Hiratsuka, 2018;
Swenson & Visgatis, 2011).

Most pertinent to the present study are the works by Barkhuizen (2009)
and Xu (2014). Both explored HEELT research engagement and utilized nar-
rative frames, which are a tool for collecting brief stories from respondents.
In essence, they are templates, story skeletons that the respondents flesh
out by inserting their own personal experiences. According to Barkhuizen
(2009), a primary advantage of narrative frames is that they allow research-
ers to collect stories from a relatively large number of respondents, while
simultaneously confining the stories to those concerns most central to the
research at hand. This overcomes one problem associated with narrative
studies in that they are usually only able to investigate the experiences of a
limited number of participants collected by means of interview methodolo-
gies. Barkhuizen (2009) and Xu (2014) used narrative frames to establish a
small corpus of HEELT narratives that could then be mined to reveal issues
of concern regarding HEELT research. A goal of the present study was to
establish what issues are most salient in researcher engagement in Japan
prior to undertaking a larger study involving more detailed and intimate
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research through interviews with a small group of participants. Therefore,
narrative frames were selected as an appropriate tool for collecting data.

The frame was distributed in November 2019, initially to members of a
sub-group of a language teacher professional organization whose target
membership was faculty at colleges and universities. It was also distributed
to six professional acquaintances of the first researcher who fit the neces-
sary requirements for participation (i.e., they taught English at the tertiary
level in Japan). Seventy-four responses were collected, of which 63 were
completed in full.

Narrative Frame Data

A narrative frame is a template, written in paragraph form and composed
of sentence starters or the first part of a sentence which the respondent is
required to complete. As with stories generally, narrative frames contain
characters, locations, and a temporal aspect. The frame used in the present
study consisted of 13 sentence starters that were designed to elicit brief pro-
fessional autobiographies that focussed on respondents’ research activities.
Data were collected electronically using Qualtrics survey software. Dialogue
boxes enabled participants to write as much or as little as they liked in order
to complete the sentences. The frame was designed to allow participants to
reflect on their professional lives, in particular, their research activities. The
frame was designed in such a way that the respondents were required to
read all 13 sentence starters before being able to enter their responses. This
was to ensure that they had a sense of the narrative structure of the frame
prior to completing it. The instructions and sentence starters provided to
the respondents were as follows:

Following is a set of 13 statement starters. They are designed
to encourage you to reflect on your research experiences.
When put together, the sentences tell a brief story about your
research experience. Please complete the statements. You may
extend your answers by giving examples or explaining your
statements. You may write as much, or as little, as you wish.

1. Thave been teaching English at a tertiary institution for years.
2. Andamnowa ___ (jobtitle)

3. In the beginning (of my teaching career at tertiary institutions) my
research experiences were __ (adjective).
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4. This was because __.

5. My present institution(s) requires teachers at my level to be involved in
research to the following extent:

6. My institution(s) rewards or penalizes teachers’ research activity (or
lack thereof), for example __.

7. lengage in my own research __ (frequency)___.

If I were to conduct research my purpose would be to __.

9. My attitude to my own research is that __.

10. The biggest challenges to my participating in research are __.

11. On the other hand, the biggest facilitators to my participating in re-
search are __.

®

12. My research (output or quality) would improve if __.
13. Looking to the future, in the coming 12 months [ expect my research
output to

Analysis

In line with other research utilizing narrative frames (see Barkhuizen,
2009; Hiratsuka, 2018; Swenson & Visgatis, 2011) the present study used
qualitative content analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Polkinghorne, 1995;
Schreier, 2013).

The use of Qualtrics facilitated the process of qualitative content analysis
with reports generated by Qualtrics sorting each response into files accord-
ing to its sentence starter. For example, all responses to the sentence starter:

In the beginning of my teaching career at tertiary institutions
my research experiences were ___(adjective)___.

were automatically collated into a file at the time of report generation. Each
file (i.e., each group of sentences beginning with the same starter) was then
coded. The narrative frame used in the study provided a pre-existing code
frame, with themes linked to the sentence starters used in the frame. The
coding took place in a recursive manner: it involved a preliminary reading of
the files to determine initial codes, re-reading of sentences to allocate them
to codes, and the occasional generation of new codes when necessary. Re-
lationships between codes were noted in memo form at the time of coding.
After coding, interrelationships between the categories were reconsidered
and at times the number of categories was reduced.
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Qualitative content analysis produced three main categories of findings:
researcher career trajectories, research cultures, and research perspectives.
All respondents gave informed consent, and all have been given pseudonyms
in order to preserve their anonymity.

Findings
Respondents

The study included a diverse range of participants in terms of gender,
age, location, and nationality. The gender distribution was roughly equal,
52.86% of respondents were male, 47.14% were female, and no respond-
ents chose “other” Both Japanese (18.84%) and non-Japanese (81.16%)
were represented from throughout Japan. Master’s degrees were held by
72.46% of respondents, with the remainder holding terminal degrees. The
majority, 93.65%, worked at universities, and their frames suggest that they
worked at a range of university types, including research-intensive and
more educationally focused. Also, most respondents, 74.60%, held full-time
contracts. The shortest length of time a respondent had been employed in
higher education was two years, and the longest was 35 years. A large per-
centage of respondents, 86.76%, said they had peer-reviewed publications.

Themes

The use of a qualitative content analysis framework aligns with our desire
to focus on teachers’ lived experiences. The analysis of the participants’ re-
sponses produced three categories: (a) research trajectories, including their
opinions as to the success of their early research activities, their present
involvement in research, and their future expectations; (b) research cultures,
for example, institutional requirements, institutional rewards and penalties,
and challenges to and facilitators of research; and (c) present perspectives,
such as purposes for conducting research and attitudes to research. The
terms “research trajectories” and “present perspectives” are not found in
the literature on the topic of researcher engagement; instead, they arise
from our analysis of the data and encapsulate dominant themes. The most
commonly occurring themes are reported below. Because the frame enabled
respondents to express more than one opinion regarding any category, the
references in the categories do not equal 63.
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Research Trajectories

Table 1 summarises the data concerning individual researcher career
trajectories, such as research production in the early years of working in
higher education, reasons for the type of research engagement in the early
years, the present level of research engagement, and anticipated research
production in the coming year.

91

Table 1
Research Trajectories: Research Beginnings, Present Involvement, and
Future Expectations
Themes Details of Themes Frequency
N=63
Research inthe  No start 10
early years Limited start 37
Poor start: emotionally difficult
Good start
Reasons for “no, Lack of skills & research training 12
unpr'(,)ductive, Or  Lack of relevant work experience 12
poor” starts & knowledge of higher education
institutions
Position was teaching focussed 12
Lack of time 11
Lack of interest in researching 3
Lack of money or resources 2
Reasons for Excited by topic, had a research niche 5
‘good” starts Had already gained research skills from
master’s or doctoral program
Stimulating environment 4
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Themes Details of Themes Frequency
N=63

Research Constantly 30
frequency at Sporadically 23
present

Rarely

Never
Anticipated Rise: increase, improve, etc. 26
future output Remain constant: stay the same, remain 34

steady, etc

Fall: output will decrease 3

Perhaps the most salient theme is the difficulty with research in the early
stages of employment in higher education. Narratives included references
to not researching at all in this career stage, using words such as “nil,” and
“nothing.” Others wrote of limited starts, for example, “very little” or “not
sufficient.” The emotional toll of trying to conduct research in this career
phase was another theme, with words used such as “negative,” “frustrating,”
and “stressful.” This is consistent with findings of other studies of academic
careers (Boice, 2000) in general and regarding HEELT faculty members
(Yuan, 2017). The main reasons given for this difficulty were poor prepar-
edness for a career in higher education, such as lack of research skills and
insufficient training, in addition to limited work experience and knowledge
of higher education institutions.

Historically, prevalent roles for HEELTs excluded research. Illustrating
this point, Melania (female, tenured professor, doctorate) wrote “We were
considered teachers, not researchers - we couldn’t even use our research
funds for conferences - that was my first position in Japan in 1993 at [uni-
versity] - I think the situation has changed since then.” This may indicate a
change over time concerning expectations for their faculty members that in-
stitutions that formerly did not emphasize research productivity for HEELTs
have changed stance and now do so. This finding aligns with other research
in EFL contexts (see Barkhuizen, 2021; Borg & Liu, 2013; Reyes-Cruz &
Perales-Escudero, 2016) concerning transformation in the roles of HEELTS.

While there were far fewer references to exciting and successful starts,
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some indicate that poor starts are by no means universal. Respondents used
words such as “helpful,” “exciting,” and “enlightening.” Having an established
research niche (5 references) supported some respondents in their early
years. This finding aligns with Xu’s (2014) finding that a stable research
interest promotes research engagement.

In respect of their present research engagement (Table 1), a dominant
theme was constant research engagement (30 references). Yet, comments
suggest a variety of institutional expectations that downplay the value of
research are still extant. One respondent suggested that their institution
does not place much value on research. lllustrating this point, Ben (male,
associate professor, MA), wrote “A couple of years ago, my institution sud-
denly made the weight we can put on research on our self-evaluation much
smaller. We were suddenly told that we are basically ‘just teachers””

Optimism concerning future research engagement was a strong theme
(Table 1), with many respondents indicating an expected increase in re-
search output (26 references). We conclude that, at least concerning the
small cohort of respondents in the present study, poor starts to research
careers can be overcome.

In sum, many of the respondents had trouble with research in the early
stages of their careers in higher education. While these findings may not
appear encouraging initially, it appears that once HEELTSs are more advanced
in their careers it is possible to overcome initial hurdles. This interpretation
is supported by the large number whom report being constantly engaged in
research at present (30 references), a marked increase in the small number
of respondents who reported good starts to research (9 references). How-
ever, it should also be noted that more than half of the respondents were not
constantly engaged in research at the time of the study. These findings are
similar to those of other studies on HEELTs (Borg & Liu, 2013; Reyes-Cruz &
Perales-Escudero, 2016; Xu, 2014).

Research Cultures

Table 2 summarises the themes concerning research cultures that shaped
the research trajectories reported in Table 1. These research cultures are
composed of largely institutional factors that impact the conduct of research,
by encouraging, supporting, facilitating, hindering, or preventing it.
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Table 2
Research Cultures: Factors that Impact the Conduct of Research
Themes Details Frequency
N=63
Institutional None 26
requirements Publish and present 18
Vague or the respondent did not know 13

Apply for government grants

Publications are required only for initial
appointment, for promotion or for
contract renewal.

Research Professional networks/relationships 22
facilitators with colleagues
Adequate research budgets 19
Internal motivation 17

Having enough time

Enrolment in further study

None
Research Lack of time 44
barriers Inadequate funds or academic resources 11

No collaborators/isolation 8
Rewards None 14
for reseellrch Financial (grants, bonuses, salary 13
production increases)

Contract renewal, promotion, gain 12

full-time employment

Don’t know 9
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Themes Details Frequency
N=63
Positive annual evaluations and 8

reputation, social capital

Awards (prizes) 2
Penalties for Financial (less research funding, no 8
not engagingin  promotion, or employment contract not
research extended/renewed)

Indirect (through gossip) 3

Get “spoken to” by department head 1

One noticeable theme concerning institutional requirements (Table 2)
was the lack of a requirement to conduct research (26 references). This
response was reported by 17 respondents who were employed part-time,
for instance: “There are no requirements; research activity is left up to in-
dividual instructors” (Ryo, male, part-time lecturer, MA). These part-time
respondents all noted that publications were purely required for gatekeep-
ing purposes. This means that they are not required to do any research once
they have a job.

Even amongst participants employed full-time, institutional require-
ments for research varied widely. Part of the explanation for this may relate
to the nature of the respondents’ employment contracts. For example, Peta
(female, lecturer, MA) commented, “Since [ am on a lecturer five-year con-
tract, | am not required to be involved in any research per se, although [ am
encouraged to collaborate in developing materials.”

Nonetheless, another theme was a requirement to publish and present.
Some institutions were highly prescriptive in research output requirements.
For example, one respondent reported that teachers at his university were
required to: “Publish in [the] in-house university journal once a year and
once every three years in the school’s other journal or [provide] proof of
publishing outside the university” (Kye, male, lecturer, MA). Earl (male,
professor, doctorate) responded “All faculty members are expected and
encouraged to research and publish. We don’t have an individual quota but
as a department (35 full-time faculty) we have to publish 50 papers a year.”
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These comments directly align with neoliberalist management practices
that require academics’ research output and citations to be monitored in nu-
merical terms. However, whether requirements for research engagement are
always clearly communicated in written form is uncertain. Kanako (female,
lecturer, MA), wrote “at least one presentation at an academic conference
and at least one published journal article [written] in English” was required;
however, when questioned about this via email, she reported being told of
this requirement verbally and in private. This seems to indicate a lack of
open and readily available guidelines at Kanako’s institution. This anecdote
should be taken in conjunction with other comments (13 references) where
respondents indicated requirements were vague or they did not know.

Some senior respondents noted that as they had risen through the hier-
archy at their institutions, the requirement to publish had been reduced,
either because it was only ever a requirement for initial appointment or
because other work duties had to take priority. One full-time respond-
ent observed that he was not expected to do much research because he
had been promoted to professor rank and was therefore required to do a
larger amount of committee work instead. Yves (male, associate professor,
MA) stated “I'm already an associate professor. We wouldn’t have hired me
without a solid research background, but the pressure to produce any more
is strictly intrinsic.” The variety of responses might also reflect differences
between the type of institutions where the respondents were employed.
There is a striking contrast in the following two comments both written by
senior faculty regarding institutional research requirements. Justin, (male,
associate professor, MA) puzzled “on a volunteer basis. Although this is odd
because the president requires all of us to apply for research grants. The
dean of the department considers research activities as optional and not
counted as working hours.” Justin’'s comments clearly express the presi-
dent’s perception that all faculty members should be competing for external
funds. Yet, the dean of his department appears to cling to an approach more
common under the liberal model that sees HEELTSs as primarily educators.
In sharp contrast, another respondent wrote, “it is a research university, all
[emphasis added] teachers are expected to be researchers” (Deanna, female,
professor, doctorate). Clearly, there is a difference depending on the exact
nature of the institution.

Facilitation of research was a somewhat vexed theme. Not all respond-
ents could suggest facilitators to their research engagement; for example,
one wrote, “.. the biggest facilitators to my participating in research are not
too many to be honest [emphasis added]” (Harry, male, lecturer, MA). When
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respondents were able to pinpoint facilitators, the most commonly reported
facilitator was social engagement (22 references), such as professional net-
works and relationships with colleagues, and this was closely followed by
funding (see Table 2). The most reported challenge to conducting research
was lack of time (44 references), closely followed by lack of resources (11
references). This finding is consistent with other research in the field that
indicates time pressure is felt throughout foreign language departments
(Bai & Hudson, 2011; Barkhuizen, 2009; Reyes-Cruz & Perales-Escudero,
2016).

Rewards and penalties were largely conceptualized in financial terms
(Table 2), for example, grants, bonuses, salary increases, and job security or
improved contractual conditions. Non-monetary rewards were also refer-
enced, for example, positive annual evaluations, reputation, and social capi-
tal and prizes. Penalties for lack of output also appeared in the narratives
(Table 2). These included direct financial impact through loss of funding
for research and indirect financial impact through loss of employment due
to failure to have contracts renewed (12 references). However, it appears
that institutions in Japan tend to encourage their staff to conduct research
by linking research output to initial engagement, contract extension, and
promotion, and by subsequently monitoring output through annual evalu-
ations.

To sum up, there are three primary findings regarding research cultures
at Japanese institutions from these HEELTS. First, there is considerable vari-
ation in research requirements. Variation is dependent on both institutional
idiosyncrasies and employment contracts. Second, when asked to identify
research facilitators, respondents could easily identify social factors such
as networks, but when asked to identify challenges to conducting research,
they were more likely to identify time and resources rather than social fac-
tors such as isolation. Finally, respondents more often referenced rewards
for engaging in research than penalties for not engaging in research.

Present Perspectives

Table 3 summarises the themes concerning participants’ perspectives on
their current research engagement. It focuses particularly on participants’
attitudes to their present engagement in and purposes for conducting re-
search.
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Table 3
Participant Perspectives on Their Current Research Engagement
i Frequenc
Themes Details of theme N =q63 y
Attitudes to Positive: Fun, satisfying, etc. 33
research Negative: Difficult, inadequate time 13
available, etc.
Not a priority compared with 10
administration or teaching
It should enhance teaching 10
Mainly done for career advancement 4
Purposes for Contribute to society 21
research Improve resume, employment chances 17
Pursue intellectual interests 16
Improve own teaching quality 11
Gain respect, prestige, extend one’s 6
“reach”
Camaraderie 1

Pleasure in engaging in research was a strong theme present in the data, a
finding that distinguishes our study from others in the field (Allison & Carey,
2007; Borg & Liu, 2013). A range of positive emotions were expressed, in-
cluding joy, satisfaction, and fun (33 references). While many respondents
reported a range of positive emotions, not all respondents were positive;
one part-time respondent observed, “There is no point in doing it if I'm not
going to be rewarded/recognized” (Burt, male, part-time lecturer, MA) and
another commented “I don’t have enough confidence to share my research
and feel I am still roaming in the dark” (Olivia, female, lecturer, MA).

The lower priority of research in comparison to other work demands was
also a theme, for example, “[I] treat it as something [ do when I have time but
teaching and committee work is a higher priority in my context” (Elizabeth,
female, professor, MA).
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Not surprisingly, there was some overlap between attitudes to research
and purposes for engaging in research. A connection between research en-
gagement and enhancing teaching quality is evident in the data, for example,
“If Twere to conduct research my purpose would be to contribute to teaching
contexts” (Yoko, female, lecturer, doctorate). While this theme conflicts with
the argument made above regarding the divorce of teaching from research
in neoliberalism (Olssen & Peters, 2005), it is highly likely the result of many
HEELTs’ formal qualifications in education and English language teaching.

Purposes for conducting research (see Table 3) largely fell into two groups,
altruistic and personal. Altruistic themes include improving teaching quality
(11 references) and contributing to society (21 references). Personal pur-
poses were evident, such as career advancement (17 references) and pursuit
of intellectual interests (16 references). Rikana (female, professor, doctor-
ate), for example, wrote that her purpose in conducting research “would be
to pursue my intellectual interests and possibly to contribute to the society
as a whole.” Some HEELTs indicated that their attitude to research is that it
is for career advancement (4 references). Interestingly, there were six ref-
erences to gaining the respect of others or increasing one’s prestige in the
field. For example, Yves (male, associate professor, MA) commented “LOL! I
have many research interests... many different purposes. But essentially...
to expand my reach in the global community of educators.” Yves’ statement
can be understood in the overall context of career building and professional
roles in higher education. Taken in conjunction with references to career
advancement in the attitudes category, and references to improving employ-
ment chances in the purposes category, it seems that many of the HEELTs
in our sample believe research engagement to be a significant component
of their careers, if not their jobs, in higher education. These findings are
congruent with other studies that also find highly instrumental purposes
for engaging in research among HEELTS (Bai & Hudson, 2011; Barkhuizen,
2021; Borg & Liu, 2013; Xu, 2014).

To sum up the findings, there are stark differences between HEELTSs in
attitudes to their research and purposes for engaging in it. Furthermore,
research is not of equal importance to all HEELTs, and for some already
advanced in their careers, it has a less significant role than administration.
These findings highlight the gatekeeping role and instrumental function of
research in this context.
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Discussion

Our findings address the research question, “How do HEELTs understand
their research engagement in higher education institutions in Japan, and
how might these understandings illuminate the institutional forces at play
in their research engagement?” in three ways: first by investigating HEELTs’
views of the interrelationship of their careers with research; second, by in-
vestigating the ways institutions mold their research engagement; and third,
by investigating HEELT attitudes to research along with their purposes for
conducting research. We now discuss our findings and their implications, in
the context of the neoliberalist management practices put forward earlier
in this paper.

Globally, there has been a strong push since the 1990s for increased re-
search production and accountability by universities as they move toward
neoliberalist management norms (Olssen & Peters, 2005). The narrative
frames analyzed in this article do indicate some change over time toward
an increasing requirement for research; however, this is not universal.
Despite the observation that Japanese authorities are increasing pressure
on academics generally to be research productive, there are still some roles
open to HEELTs where this is not required. Eleven respondents employed
full-time said that they were not aware of any requirements concerning
research production. This suggests that requirements to engage in research
may not always be particularly stringent, that not all HEELTs are required
to be active in research, and that more traditional views of HEELTSs are still
viable in some institutions. The lack of a requirement for research was also
a theme in responses by all part-time HEELTS.

Our findings provide a rich picture of research behavior over the course
of the professional lifespan lived out in numerous locations across Japan.
We believe they can be useful to present and future EFL faculty members
who are interested in being research productive, by providing them with
detailed insight into this context. Nonetheless, the huge diversity of insti-
tutional expectations evidenced in the findings leads us to recommend that
individual EFL academics should first explore the needs and expectations
of their institution, rather than making what may well be false assumptions
about a presumed “publish or perish” culture. Beyond being careful to read
any written information communicated directly from their institution, we
suggest that academics may find it valuable to initiate nuanced discussions
about research-related expectations with department heads and other col-
leagues employed in their own institutions.
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The apparent precarity of employment at higher education institutions,
with many academics employed on short-term and strictly limited-term
contracts, means that these HEELTs may also need to consider future
employment at institutions with vastly different expectations from their
present place of employment. The findings lead us to conclude that various
strategies exist for future-proofing one’s employment in the Japanese higher
education sector by increasing engagement in research. Our findings show
that research engagement was often hindered by a lack of time, skills, and
motivation. In the present competitive environment in higher education, it
seems unlikely that university managers and administrators will increase
time allocation for research. Given that almost all HEELTS indicated time
poverty and yet some HEELTSs did carve out the necessary time for research,
we look to those HEELTs for guidance: Some respondents indicated that
obtaining a doctorate equipped them with the necessary research skills
and confidence to be effectively research engaged. While a PhD is costly and
therefore perhaps beyond the reach of many HEELTSs, other respondents
indicated that membership of professional organizations, and in particular
membership of special interest groups in those organizations, facilitated the
development of both research skills and research engagement. We, there-
fore, recommend that active participation in these types of organizations
may assist HEELTSs to build research-related capital that will serve them well
in their careers.

As with teachers working outside of higher education, many respondents
in the present study argued that they found meaning in their research be-
cause it directly supported their teaching. This is the same argument that
has been put forth by scholars promoting teacher research among general
teacher populations. Continued participation in research may not be a man-
datory aspect of HEELTs’ professional roles at all higher education institu-
tions in Japan; nonetheless, it can provide meaning and job satisfaction for
them.

One significant theme is the importance of social connectedness as it re-
lates to productive research engagement. This contrasts with other studies
that reported individualistic research cultures (Borg & Liu, 2013). If pleas-
ure and camaraderie are important aspects of a research career, how can
this be encouraged? In a neoliberalist managerial environment, academics
are held accountable for their own economic success. While we in no way
wish to suggest that universities should not provide funds for the research
work of part-time and early career researchers, the clear implication is that
in the absence of such support HEELTSs in these categories should prioritize
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self-funding memberships of professional associations, attendance at their
conferences, symposium dinners, and the like, in order to facilitate friend-
ship building, networking, and collegiality.

Conclusion

In this study, we asked the question “How do HEELTs understand their re-
search engagement in higher education institutions in Japan, and how might
these understandings illuminate the institutional forces at play in their
research engagement?” In concert with other studies in the field, our find-
ings indicate that many HEELTs understand the role of research in higher
education in Japan in instrumental terms. They perceive its gatekeeping
function, and a notable percentage of the present study reported negative
experiences and unsupportive research cultures. In view of the neoliberal-
ist ideology surrounding many institutions, it is somewhat surprising that
many respondents did not report pressure to be engaged in research. For
example, “I'm already an associate professor. We wouldn’t have hired me
without a solid research background, but the pressure to produce any more
is strictly intrinsic.” This comment does reflect that in many instances,
research output continues to have primarily a gatekeeping function. It is
difficult to read comments such as this and not feel somewhat disheartened.
It implies that at least some institutions are not seeking to promote contin-
ued research engagement, and the loss to society if the HEELTS’ intrinsic
motivation does not continue is twofold. First, if academics choose not to
do research, they are also choosing not to take advantage of the established
pedagogical washback from researching in one’s field (Barkhuizen, 2021;
Borg, 2010). Second, society loses because academics that are not engaged
in research are no longer contributing to the knowledge economy or to in-
creasing humankind’s knowledge in general.

A limitation of the present study concerns the sample distribution
(18.84% Japanese - 81.16% non-Japanese), which would undoubtedly have
impacted the results. We believe this resulted from the original nationality
distribution of the special interest group in which the study was advertised.
The study, therefore, presents the experiences of non-Japanese respondents
more so than those of Japanese respondents.

Our findings indicate that while many HEELTs have instrumental pur-
poses for research, others’ purposes are connected to a desire to enhance
their teaching. In this instance, continued participation in research activities
reflects intrinsic interest, rather than a professional identity mandated by
their higher education institution. This possibility requires further research.
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Appendix
Questions Collecting Demographic Information

Survey

Q: Are you currently teaching English as a foreign, or second language at a
tertiary institution in Japan? Y/N

Demographics
1. Gender: Male Female Other
2. Age: 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54

55-64  65-74 75-84
3. Nationality
¢ Japanese (including dual citizenship holders)

e  Other

4. Prefecture residing in:
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5. Your main employer:
e University
e Technical institute
¢ Vocational School
¢ High School
e Junior High School
e  Primary (Elementary) School
e Preschool
¢ Conversation school
e Other

6. What is your highest level of education?
¢ Undergraduate degree
e Master’s degree (coursework only)
¢ Master’s degree (coursework and dissertation)
e Doctorate

7. Are you currently studying for a master’s degree or doctorate? Yes/No

8. Are you planning to enrol in a master’s degree or doctorate within the
next 12 months? Yes/No

9. Do you have any publications in peer reviewed journals? Yes/No



