
 



Foreword 
While there are countless reasons people fail - some within our control and 

some that are not - there really is only one method by which people become 

successful: 

Hard work, done well, with one eye looking down the road to the future. 

When I first arrived to Japan, I knew next to nothing about the job market, 

career prospects, average salaries, or school reputations. Over the years I’ve 

made mistake after mistake, learning by doing and soliciting the advice of any 

kind veteran teacher willing to lend an ear. The internet age has opened the 

floodgates of information, both good and bad, and has encourage people to 

share their stories and advice. I have long seen a need for teaching professionals 

to have a source of solid, trustworthy advice given by real teachers successfully 

living and working in Japan. 

That’s why I was so excited when Live Work Play Japan asked me to be a part 

of this book. Since 2016, they have been providing actionable, high quality 

content to their unique tribe of professionally-minded individuals who believe 

in the incredible opportunities for success that are available in Japan. To help 

those individuals, this book contains advice and information from real teachers 

currently working in Japan, with the goal of turning a life of subsistence in an 

entry-level position into a high paying, highly respectable career. 

Japan can be a difficult country to get a solid footing in. Of course culture and 

language will slow you down at first, but more importantly what you should 

realize is that you are effectively starting your life over again. Nobody knows 

you, you might have just finished university and have unproven skills, and you 

have a ticking time-bomb strapped to your back, your visa. The reality is, the 

barriers to entry for your competition in the job market are lower than ever. 

How do you compete in a new country where you might not speak the 

language? 

You have to put yourself in the way of opportunities you are qualified to do 

well. 

The old adage is true. It doesn’t matter how early you arrive at your eikaiwa, 

how many overtime hours you put in vacuuming the floor and preparing games, 

or even, sadly, the amount of knowledge your students walk away with. When 

it comes to your success, what matters is that you’re working hard in the 

right direction, making the right moves to get to where you want to go. 

Think carefully about the things your current employer will find good and 

impressive, but also the things your future employer will find good and 

impressive. What can you use as ammunition for that better job? This isn’t to 

say you shouldn’t vacuum the floor or prepare fun games, it’s a good habit to 



have and shows you respect your work and your students, but what are you 

actually doing to benefit the school and yourself as a teacher? What can actually 

be converted into written proof of your ability to do a higher job? 

In the same vein, if your colleagues and employers had to choose three 

adjectives to describe you, what do you think they would be? 

Capable, educated and confident? 

Driven, talented and popular with students? 

Or would it be lazy, easily flustered and dull? 

These are all decisions that you make as a teacher in Japan, to either do the bare 

minimum and show up just on time to not get in trouble, or do a remarkable job 

that will set you up for future success. 

Many young professionals get caught up in the minimalistic eikaiwa/ALT 

lifestyle - with the quality of their work not being tested to its limit, and making 

just enough money to feed their fancies and indulge when possible. It doesn’t 

have to be that way, and if you follow the advice in this book you can start 

making a change that will allow you to make more money, have more free time 

for holidays and gain the respect you deserve as a teacher. 

We don’t become experts overnight 

We only gain professional confidence after experiencing success and failure in a 

hundred different scenarios a hundred different times. How can you expect to 

ever get a high paying, high benefits teaching position when you freeze up 

during a particularly bad teacher evaluation? How can you move on in your 

career if you’re self-conscious in front of the classroom, or if you lose your 

temper at the slightest challenge to authority? Are you able to handle a question 

that you don’t know the answer to, or, if you do know the answer and the 

students aren’t getting it, can you recognize that and pull back, start over again 

with a new approach? 

I often think of the book “Outliers” by Malcolm Gladwell when preparing my 

lessons. In it, he discusses extremely successful people and the things they did 

to get to where they are. He argues against innate ability: the Beatles weren’t 

incredible musicians just because they were touched by the divine, and Bill 

Gates wasn’t an extremely successful programmer just because that’s how his 

brain is put together. Their successes were made possible by the thousands of 

hours spent honing their crafts. Gladwell estimates that the number of hours 

Paul McCartney and John Lennon spent performing at county fairs and small 

German clubs before getting on TV, and the number of hours Bill Gates spent 

practicing computer programming on his school computer before starting to do 

it professionally, to be near 10,000. That’s 10,000 hours of practice before 



becoming able to be incredible at what they do. 

That’s a lot of practice. Luckily, it’s not as much as you might think. When I 

first arrived in Tokyo, I was desperate for a job. I accepted a position at Berlitz, 

a business-English eikaiwa, for one specific reason: they offered a part-time 

contract with flexible hours and bonus lessons were paid at a higher rate than if 

I were to be a full-time employee. I opened my schedule up completely and 

spent months doing 10 lesson days, grinding through lesson after lesson. When I 

left Berlitz, I kept my schedule full by pursuing teaching opportunities in the 

field I wanted to work in at the university level, pushing myself every week, 

spending months working over 100 hours per week. When I finally got my 

first senior high school teaching position (not as a teaching assistant but as the 

head teacher) I was given paid summer breaks, yet I kept working over the 

summer to make extra money and keep building my skills. After three years and 

a half years, I’d completed around 7,000 hours of teaching. As a result, I don’t 

have classroom problems anymore. There are difficult students and difficult 

lessons, but I know what I need to do. I’m not always successful, but I’m 

confident in the direction that I should move in. I’m able to achieve better 

results and become a person who can be counted upon. 

If there’s one thing I’d like to impart on you it’s that this is not a get rich quick 

scheme. This is a guide to building a successful, lifelong career that you are 

proud of and happy with. Don’t expect to be fresh off the plane, Lonely Planet 

guide in tow, and jump right into your successful teaching career. Building your 

skills is an extremely important step, or else even if you are given that dream 

opportunity you desperately desire, you won’t be able to do it well, and may 

even end up blowing your big break. That’s also why anyone reading this guide 

who has long been in the dredges of low-pay/high-bureaucratic eikaiwa or ALT 

work and not sure how to escape, your time has not been wasted. You have built 

a level of expertise that no degree can match, even if you may need that degree 

for future opportunities. 

How am I qualified to give this of advice? Because I’ve used this sort of active 

career management to rise to all sorts of challenges. After finishing graduate 

school, I moved to San Francisco with $400 in my bank account and not a 

single professional contact on the west coast. I rented a room with no shower or 

toilet alongside the MUNI, a light rail train system that made the floorboards 

rumble every fifteen minutes it went by. It was late 2010 and the height of the 

economic recession, making finding jobs through traditional methods next to 

impossible. What I had was a little political experience from college internships, 

so I got to work building on that. I learned the lay of the diverse political 

landscape that is San Francisco and then found out which elected officials were 

running for re-election that year. I purposely chose re-election because my 

ultimate goal was to get into government, not work endlessly on campaigns. 



Once I found my candidates, I started attending their public events, and by 

doing additional research I discovered which political consultancies they used. 

With this information and by using social networking and sending emails, I 

landed in the office of a political consultant, being offered minimum wage to 

make phone calls. A candidate was launching a new community initiative but 

was having trouble getting the word out. The launch would be in less than two 

weeks and press would be there, so we needed as big a turnout as possible. 

“Make as many phone calls as it takes,” they told me. I was given a voter 

registration list, a telephone, and a dollar store notepad. The spreadsheet 

included phone numbers for every resident in San Francisco county, a massive, 

unmanageable list. To work smarter, I used filters to pare down the spreadsheet, 

limiting it only to residents who were registered members of the same party as 

my candidate. Next, to increase the likelihood that the people I called would be 

politically active, I excluded anyone who had not made a political donations of 

at least $100 in the past two election cycles. Finally, to get rid of people who 

were no longer residents, I removed those who had not voted in the last election. 

This left me with a far better list and increased my chances of success. 

Over the next ten days I made over 5,000 phone calls. This averages into a call a 

minute, for nine hours a day, day after day, asking strangers to come to a 

political event for a politician they’d never heard of. The first five hundred cold 

calls were terrifying. I was bothering people during meals, advocating for one 

candidate when they were already supporting another, injecting politics into 

their lives. But I kept dialing. It took 5,000 phone calls to get 113 people to 

show up, but a small crowd look big on television. On the day of the event, the 

candidate thanked me. One year later I was sitting at my desk in San Francisco 

City Hall, meeting with community leaders to discuss some of the biggest issues 

in the city. 

I parlayed these lessons into coffees and cocktail when I arrived in Washington, 

DC. Once again, without any network or contacts, though now with my political 

experience in San Francisco to begin to shape my brand image, I secured a 

position in a Senator’s office within 30 days. There are ivy league graduates, 

lawyers, business people, military veterans, and the children of very wealthy 

families, all vying for Capitol Hill positions. 

Why did I get the job while they didn’t? 

A personal touch. I learned how Capitol Hill emails are formatted and used 

online. I also learned where to find physical resources to discover staff names. 

To do this, I had to send dozens of emails using every combination of first and 

last names until my request for a coffee went through. I checked my university 

alumni records and old newsletters to find fellow graduates who were now 

working in DC and started with them. I never framed these meetings as job-



seeking, but rather as information seeking. A lot of people were happy to take 

meetings and offer their knowledge and expertise, and this experience more 

than any other taught me the importance of being generous with your time. 

I forged relationships, made impressions, and would not finish my coffee 

without getting the names of at least two other people I could reach out to for 

more information. I held over 65 coffee meetings in those thirty days, and 

amassed enough Congressional business cards that you might mistake me for a 

lobbyist. 

And the truth is, I was. I was lobbying for myself. 

Using this guide to get the best jobs in Japan 

I used these research and information gathering skills once again after I quit my 

first job in Japan. I’d been in the country for three months, located in a small, 

countryside town on the island of Shikoku. This wasn’t the countryside we see 

in old samurai movies or Ghibli films: It was a desperate place, full of senior 

citizens, a run-down main street, and abandoned factories filled with rust, moss, 

and cicada carcasses. It had been a port town in the 1950s, but now had no 

industry other than exporting udon noodles. My job had me teaching 

uninterested children colors and numbers in stuffy classrooms several miles 

from my home, and it really wasn’t my pace at all. After one particularly 

grueling class, caring for a room full of four year olds who were simultaneously 

crying, shouting, running, and wetting themselves, I decided this was not the 

kind of teaching I wanted to be in. 

I resigned, and the next night I bought a green car ticket on the Nozomi bullet 

train to Shinagawa Station in Tokyo. 

I spent the four hour train ride researching the Tokyo metropolitan area job 

market. As I went along, I was, applying for positions on my cell phone. I 

arrived in downtown Tokyo in the late afternoon. It was August and I was 

dragging a large, heavy suitcase onto and off of the Yamanote Line, sweaty and 

lost. I stopped by the Sakura House headquarters in Shinjuku and rented a room 

in Asakusa. It took me twice as long as it should have to get to where I was 

going after getting lost on the subway. When I arrived at the correct stop, I 

purchased a bento from a conbini down the street from my new place, stumbled 

into my new room without greeting my fellow housemates, turned the air 

conditioning on high, and fell asleep. By the time I woke up I found that I 

had already lined up five job interviews for the next day, my first full day 

in Tokyo. By the end of my first week I’d secured three offers. 

Fast forward to one year later, and I was being offered a solo teaching position 

at one of the most prestigious senior high schools in the country. A year after 

that I was lecturing on political communication at a famous graduate institution 



in Minato Ward. A year after that I was accepting an offer to teach international 

affairs at a university and fielding offers at other schools. It’s all possible if you 

put in the effort and keep moving forward. To help guide you through your 

journey of professional accomplishment, this book, full of Charlie and Martin’s 

excellent advice, will help prepare you to get in the way of opportunities and 

begin to make your own. 

  



How to use this book 

This is a roadmap for launching & accelerating your career in Japan. 

Thank you so much for picking up this guide to teaching English in Japan. You 

have made an important step in your teaching career in Japan by investing in 

yourself and your learning, and it is a step we promise you will benefit from for 

years to come. Disclaimer: Parts of this book were written and distributed 

through the Live Work Play Japan website. These sections only make up a small 

part of this book. 

When we first realized we wanted to write this book, the main question we 

wanted to address is this: 

“Can you make a decent enough wage to live comfortably and save for the 

future while working in Japan, even if you do not know Japanese?” 

The answer is yes, you can! Throughout this guide we’ll be dispelling myths 

about teaching English in Japan and giving you the tools you need to make 

more money, have more free time and learn valuable skills that will benefit you, 

not only in your time in Japan, but for the rest of your life. 

Whether you are from the US, the UK, Canada or Australia, the Philippines or 

Timbuktu, whether you are a long term resident of Japan or are only just 

exploring the idea of going to Japan now, this book will serve as a road map for 

you to navigate your career in Japan.  

As a guiding principle for starting Live Work Play Japan, Charlie and Martin 

see Japan as a land bursting with opportunities for both Japanese and non-

Japanese alike. There is a lot of misinformation floating around on the web that 

if you are a “foreigner,” you can only teach English and will barely make 

enough to survive. There are those that will say that only people from certain 

western countries can be successful in Japan. We wrote this book to show you 

some of the career paths available and to help you on your journey to a fantastic 

experience living and working in Japan.  

We hope you will revisit this book at different points in your career in 

Japan 

The advice in this book is going to be valid at different points in your journey 

here, and we go into detail about every career stage. If you are just starting out 

here, some of this book will not be relevant to you yet, and if you have been 

here for a long time then the sections about getting to Japan will obviously be 

moot. Don’t worry about understanding everything the first time around if you 

are new to this, and remember that even though our globalized world brings us 

closer together, living in a foreign country is still and incredibly tough and 

complicated thing to do. It isn’t for everyone, and some people will struggle. A 



lot of foreigners come here to teach straight out of university, and if that is you 

then you are doubly brave for learning both how to be in the workforce and how 

to live in a foreign country at the same time. 

A lot of Japanese companies know this and take advantage of new graduates’ 

inexperience in the workplace, but there are just too many excellent 

opportunities in Japan to get stuck in the first company you land on here unless 

you actually really enjoy it.  

Clearing the fog of war and showing you the options 

We want to cover everything so that you can use this guide throughout your 

Japan experience. You’ll probably start by finding a lot of jobs boards and 

recruiters, and we will cover some of the main ones you should know like Jobs 

in Japan, GaijinPot and others. We’ll show you how to use these resources, craft 

your resume or CV with a strong narrative and give you what you need to 

succeed at interview. 

But by itself, this guide will not be able to make a job magically land in your 

lap. One of the biggest issues people face in their job search, not only in Japan, 

is that they expect a lot for very little. Tell me if this story sounds familiar: 

“I wrote my resume and put it up on all of the major job sites. I looked through 

the jobs and applied to 100+ positions in Tokyo and only got a few callbacks for 

the ones that didn’t pay so well. I went to the interviews ready to answer 

questions about where I see myself in five years and what my weaknesses are. 

Now I don’t know what to do or where to find other job opportunities, so I think 

I’ll just have to stick at my ¥230,000/month eikaiwa job that sucks, but at least 

it pays the bills.” 

Unfortunately this kind of story is all too common in Japan. Nobody ever 

showed us how to be effective in our job search. In this book, we will show you 

how to get yourself in front of people who are looking for candidates just like 

you, and not get stuck by the gatekeepers who don’t have the power to hire you. 

We’ll explain why blasting out hundreds of resumes to every position on a jobs 

board will prevent you from standing out, and how to really crush it with your 

resume that you send to just five schools that you passionately want to work at. 

We’ll give you scripts for contacting people in positions to help you get a job, 

and advice for networking with long-term expats in Japan who are connected 

enough to get you some of the best paying jobs you’ll ever see in Japan. There’s 

no reason to get stuck teaching somewhere that not only makes you miserable, 

but doesn’t help you learn and grow to build a better career for your future. 

Is More Money The Answer?  

Live Work Play Japan isn’t all about the work. There’s Live and Play in there as 

well. We believe in finding success in all facets of your life, and that means 



having an amazing life experience in Japan as well. As Charlie learned, after a 

certain income level, more money shouldn’t always be your driving force. He 

let himself choose a job based solely on the ¥300,000/month salary and found it 

to be too soul-crushing to bear. But then when he made a decision to work for a 

school whose message he truly believed in, he somehow wound up making 

more money than he had ever made in his career. Choosing your work based on 

lifestyle and free time can be the best choice you can make. 

Charlie also invited his good friend Diego to contribute on the world of 

university teaching. Aside from getting several months of paid vacation, it is not 

unheard of for lecturers to rake in more than ¥500,000 a month as a starting 

salary. Martin worked as a bilingual real estate broker in Tokyo, and while 

there, he saw the tax returns of many expats. Among them, university teachers 

had some of the highest demonstrable incomes of all the expats he saw. Not 

only do you pull in the big bucks teaching at university, but you can easily get 

two or three months of paid vacation as well as generous health, pension and 

travel benefits. We’ll go through that more later in the book. 

Whatever you do learn from this book, we will be putting all of the resources, 

links and bonus extra content on our site at liveworkplayjapan.com/teach-

english. 

https://www.liveworkplayjapan.com/teach-english
https://www.liveworkplayjapan.com/teach-english


But I’m Not A Native English Speaker... 

A quick word to our readers from countries like India, the Philippines and 

Romania. First off, thanks for picking up this book. We appreciate that you are 

reading and we hope you give us plenty of feedback. Many of you may be 

wondering: 

“If I am not a native English speaker, do I even have a chance of getting a good 

job in Japan?” 

Let’s just talk about English teaching as an example for now. The answer is yes, 

you can definitely get an ESL (English as a Second Language) job paying 

¥280,000 and above. You can even teach at a university like Charlie’s long time 

friend Vey-Yin from Singapore.  

In the beginning, and especially for young people, it can be hard to get your first 

legs in Japan when you are not a native speaker. It is hard enough for an 

Australian or Canadian to get a job teaching English in Japan with the kind of 

salary we are talking about getting in this book. It is even harder for those of 

you who are not considered natives, but it is possible if you have the skills and 

know how to present yourself. This book will help to teach you how to do that.  

Do not be dismayed by the difficult start, but make the decision to bring change 

to your life. Follow the guidelines we set in this book closely and carefully read 

later where we talk about success stories from other non-native English 

speakers like yourself. We have worked with and for non-native English 

speakers in Japan. It is only impossible if you believe it is impossible. 

If you are not a native speaker of English, I will say that any accreditation and 

recommendation you get will be a big help to you. Of course, this goes the same 

for our friends from the US, Canada and Britain, but doubly so for non-natives 

where forms of proof can help to bring your profile up and to exceed the natural 

qualifications that native English speakers are privileged to have. For you, we 

highly recommend you consider a TEFL course of some kind and that you 

continually seek out education in the field of teaching. Checking sites like the 

Oxford University Press for seminars is a great way not only to network in 

Japan, but to get accredited further in the teaching field. 

Whatever path you take, this book will help you to find better opportunities in 

Japan.  

If you want to move into other industries 

This is exactly what both Charlie and Martin have been doing for more than a 

year now, and while Charlie loves teaching and still has his hand in that 

industry, Martin has moved out of teaching using his Japanese skills. We will 

talk more about Japanese and the methods and strategies to learn it. Japanese 



language ability isn’t necessary to apply a lot of what is in this book, but it is 

absolutely unquestionable that it can help you grow your career whether you are 

still teaching English or if you want to move into a Japanese company, or even 

starting your own company or school where you will need to work closely with 

Japanese people (big money can be made here). 

Explore your options with us in this book and be open to the change that we are 

trying to make. None of this matters if it isn’t applied, just like reading a book 

about how to ride bicycles won’t help you to start pedaling. Be bold and apply 

the strategies to find your success. 

 

一緒に頑張りましょう 

Isshou ni gambarimashou 


