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Abstract - Learning a foreign language is a cognitively complex and demanding process that requires learners to show long-
term commitment in order to acquire a high level of proficiency. This becomes particularly important in the context of 
migration where acquisition of the national language is a central aspect of integration into the host society. Language 
distance, i.e. the degree of relatedness between one’s native language and the new (target) language, plays a role for whether 
linguistic integration (i.e., the learning of the new language) will be successful. Here, the concept of ‘language difficulty’ is a 
crucial predictor for language learning motivation. The present study investigates migrants to Japan and Korea and their 
perceptions of ‘language difficulty’ of the Japanese or Korean language. Specifically, the influence of perceptions of 
difficulty on learning commitment, personal motivation and ultimately learning success, are examined.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  
 
The integration of migrants into a society is a complex 
process, consisting of a multitude of factors that 
predict how well the immigrants can adjust to the new 
culture [1]. What is termed “linguistic integration” is 
regarded as a difficult type of integration, the learning 
and using of the language of the host community in 
order to be able to communicate successfully in a 
wide range of social interaction within that society [2]. 
Identity markers, such as languages, help build 
individual and group identities, and therefore learning 
a new language can trigger processes that impact on 
the self-perceived identity of migrants, including 
anxiety about sense of belonging or enrichment of 
their individual identities[3].  
Acquiring a new language requires migrants to invest 
psychological and financial resources for long periods 
of time since language learning is a cognitively 
demanding task that requires continuous attention. 
Linguistic integration is thus considered ‘costly’ from 
an individual view point, ultimately preventing many 
immigrants from fully achieving it[4].   
 
In a globalized world, like today, some languages are 
more familiar to a large audience than others. English 
is undoubtedly the number one ‘global language’, 
with high numbers of first and second language 
learners distributed across the world [5]. Immigrants 
moving to countries where English is the host 
language or lingua franca show a high likelihood of 
having at least some basic knowledge of the language. 
Contrarily, lesser-taught languages with smaller global 
reach are less likely to be familiar to a large number of 
people outside the original linguistic community [6].  
Immigrants moving to such countries face the 
additional difficulty of having to learn a language 
from the very beginning.  

This essentially means that their personal costs of 
language learning may even be higher and the 
detriments they experience due to an allocation of 
time and resources to language learning are more 
severe. Expected commitment of social integration in 
a place certainly plays a role in migrants’ choice of 
host country [6].  
 
The presentstudy will focus on two lesser-taught East 
Asian languages (on a global scale), Japanese and 
Korean, and the attitudes of immigrants to those 
countries toward learning the languages. Specifically, 
two groups of medium- and long-term migrants to 
Japan and Korea have been surveyed in order to 
determine their perceptions of ‘language difficulty’ 
and how it is related to their willingness to learn the 
language of their host country. Factors, such as age, 
gender, years a migrant has spent in the host country, 
whether s/he is a good language learner, the time and 
effort invested in studying the language, and the 
achieved proficiency will be investigated in terms of 
their correlation with the individual perceptions of 
‘language difficulty’.  
 
II. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 
 
In an anonymous online survey, migrants to Japan and 
Korea (i.e., international faculty members at 
institutions of higher education) were asked about 
their attitudes toward and experiences with learning 
the language of their host country. A total of 62 
participants (females=18, males=44), originating from 
12 different countries (see Table 1), holding tenure-
track positions at eight Japanese and six Korean 
universities (see Table 2 for an overview of academic 
disciplines) were recruited. It was required that they 
learned Japanese/ Korean as a second language. 
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Those participants who did not define ‘language 
difficulty’ as a main issue with learning Japanese/ 
Korean, tended to rate themselves as less efficient 
language learners and had learned fewer foreign 
languages in their lives. In this case, lack of 
experience with foreign language learning likely 
biases judgment of ‘language difficulty’ and may 
cause learners to underestimate the task.  
As a result of perceptions of ‘language difficulty’, 
participants concerned about the difficulty of Japanese 
and Korean, had invested more time in studying their 
host language. This included taking classes more 
rigorously and over a longer period of time as well as 
devoting more weekly study time to language 
learning. Participants less concerned about ‘language 
difficulty’ consistently invested less time and effort 
into their language study.  
There was also a notable gender difference, with male 
participants tending to perceive Japanese/ Korean as 
less difficult than their female counterparts.  
One major concern of participants that is directly 
related to ‘language difficulty’ was the fact that 
foreign-language teaching methodology was 
considered unsatisfactory in both Japan and Korea. 
The low availability of suitable classes and especially 
the suboptimal pedagogy that many participants 

encountered in their classes (“Textbooks seem to be 
mostly held over from the 80’s and focus too much on 
business Japanese”; “Classes focus too much on 
grammar rather than communicative Korean”) added 
an extra layer of difficulty to language learning. This 
may have played a role in migrants’ reported low 
motivation to attend Japanese/ Korean classes. 
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