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ABSTRACT 
 
This is a report on a small-scale survey used to investigate the impact of having overseas 
experience on language teachers’ professional knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and classroom 
practice, regarding (1) second language use, (2) teaching methods, and (3) cross-cultural 
awareness. A questionnaire was administered to EFL teachers practicing in Japan to ask 
them if they participated in any short- and/or long-term overseas programs (e.g. language 
study abroad, home-stay, cultural exchanges, and others) and what they think the impact of 
those experiences are on their professional lives. In this document, after the discussion and 
summary of the survey results, is a list of guidelines for conducting overseas study programs 
for language teacher development. 
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I. Introduction 
 
Since ancient times, Japanese people have gone overseas to learn new things and to bring 
that newly gained knowledge back to Japan. It has been a way of survival for this insular 
nation located at the furthest end of the Asian continent.  
 
Missions were repeatedly sent to the Chinese dynasties of Sui and Tang to study their 
culture and social systems (600-839 AD). Many Japanese priests ventured across the 
raging waves of the East China Sea to learn the state-of-the-art interpretations of 
Buddhism and carried back with them thousands of sutra rolls in Chinese to start new 
denominations in Japan.   
 
What do Japanese teachers of English learn during their sojourns abroad? And what is the 
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impact of these overseas experiences on their professional life?  
 
Many Japanese English-as-a-foreign-language (EFL) teachers these days, pre- and 
in-service alike, have gone on journeys to the so-called “Inner Circle” (Kachru, 1986) 
countries; those English-speaking countries such as the United States and Britain. 
Pre-service Japanese teachers often study English at language schools and/or participate 
in home-stay programs while in-service teachers sometimes take their students to such 
programs abroad and observe the language lessons there. 
 
Since their subject matter is English, it is natural to assume that pre- as well as in-service 
teachers make great efforts to learn English during their stay. As Collentine (2009) 
summarizes:  
 

One of the most undisputed assumptions about the SA [study abroad] context is that 
learners receive vast amounts of input and have numerous opportunities for 
communicative interaction. (p. 226)  

 
Major studies on language study abroad, however, report that the results of the experience 
overseas differ according to individuals (e.g. Kinginger, 2011, 2013 ; Weger, 2013):   
 

…outcomes are occasionally lackluster in comparison to the expectations held by 
teachers and students. Further, many studies find significant individual differences in 
outcomes… (Kinginger, 2011, p. 59) 

 
What is needed is a more qualitative, “situated” study (Block, 2003; Kinginger, 2011) of 
study abroad (SA) experiences to further our understanding of the efficacy of the program. 
Due to the fact that about 80% of the English teachers worldwide are non-native speakers 
of English (Braine, 2010), more situated studies on SA are also needed in order to clarify 
the nature of non-native-speaking language teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and skills and 
how they are acquired (Richards, 1998, 2011; Roberts, 1998). Furthermore, practical 
suggestions must be collected in order to design overseas programs for pre- and in-service 
teachers through such studies (Kramsch, 1993; Larzén-Östermark, 2011; Wernicke, 2010).  
 
Studies on Japanese EFL teachers’ perceptions of their own overseas experiences are 
necessary and would certainly contribute to this thread of research.    
 
This is a report on a small-scale survey used to investigate the impact of having overseas 
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experience on language teachers’ professional knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and classroom 
practice. The study includes the following areas of a language teacher’s expertise:   
 

(1) second language use,  
(2) teaching methods, and  
(3) cross-cultural awareness.  

 
A questionnaire was administered to EFL teachers practicing in Japan to ask them if they 
participated in any short- and/or long-term overseas programs (e.g. language study abroad, 
home-stay, cultural exchanges, and others) and what they think the impact of those 
experiences are on their professional lives.  
 
Following this introduction, a brief literature review is presented to deal with (1) 
professional development needs of non-native-speaking language teachers as well as (2) 
study abroad and home-stay programs in general. The literature review is followed by a 
study section that includes a discussion and summary of the overall study. 
 
A list of guidelines for conducting overseas study programs for language teacher 
development can be found after the discussion and summary sections. 
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II. Literature Review 
 
A. Overseas Experiences for NNS Language Teacher Development  
 
Stressing the importance of “experiential learning” as presented by the American 
philosopher John Dewey (1859–1952), Montrose (2002) states that, “…when we experience 
something, we act upon it, creating a consequence. We do something, and something 
happens to us in return.” Overseas experience is a typical case of “experiential learning.” 
 
Many professional development researchers emphasize the importance of “experiential 
learning” gained through overseas experiences. In most cases, this is usually American 
students teaching English overseas. Examples can be found in the research of Cushner 
(2009), Landerholm and Chacko (2013), Mahon (2007), Sharma, Phillion, and Malewski 
(2011). Mahon summarizes: “Overseas student teaching is just one ‘stock’ to include in the 
diversification of teacher education for a global society” (p. 146).  
 
From the point of view of language teacher development, Smith (2001) also draws on 
Dewey’s notion of “learning through direct experience” (Dewey, 1938/1997) and states: 
 

While cognitively mature learners have more resources for abstraction than children, 
novices of any age and of any subject matter benefit from direct, concrete experience. 
That experience provides prior knowledge from which the learner can develop related 
abstract concepts. (p. 223) 

 
Overseas experiences would certainly provide novice teachers with “direct, concrete 
experiences” and help to expand their professional knowledge. Reporting case studies on 
American student teachers’ language learning experiences in China, de Courcy (2004) 
mentions that the direct experience of language learning is essential “in order for language 
teachers to have empathy with their learners and an understanding of language learning 
processes” (p.276).   
 
“Professional development of teachers,” or “teacher development,” is a term used to 
describe the continuous process of teacher learning. Lange (1990) defines teacher 
development as “a process of continual intellectual, experiential, and attitudinal growth of 
teachers, some of which is generated in preprofessional and inservice programs” (p. 250). 
 
Listed in the table below are several studies looking at the overseas experiences of foreign 
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language teachers as a “professional development” process.   
 
TABLE 1  Research on Overseas Experiences of Foreign Language Teachers  

Study Participants Target 
Language 

Country 
Visited 

Content 

Colville-Hall, 
Adamowicz-Hariasz, 
Sidorova, & Engelking 
(2011) 

American 
Pre-service  

French France Student 
teaching 

Larzén-Östermark 
(2011) 

Finnish 
Pre-service  

English U.K. Language SA   

Moran (1996) American 
Pre-service 

Spanish Spain Language SA 

Palmer & 
Menard-Warwick (2012) 

American 
Pre-service 

Spanish Mexico Language SA & 
Culture Study 

Thompson (2002) American 
In-service 

Spanish Spain Language SA & 
Culture Study 

Vélez-Rendón (2006) American 
Pre-service  

German Germany Language SA 

Wernicke (2010) Canadian 
In-service 

French France Language SA 

 
Wernicke (2010) mentions the paucity of research on language teachers’ overseas studies, 
while Vélez-Rendón (2006) summarizes the value of language SA for foreign language 
teachers: 
 

Language learning is a long, complex process and much of language acquisition happens 
outside the confines of the classroom, therefore, language teacher candidates must seize 
every opportunity available to them to enhance their competencies. (p. 331) 

 
There certainly is a need to investigate what foreign language teachers learn from overseas 
experiences and how those experiences impact the teachers’ professional lives because 
many authors point out the professional development need of non-native-speaking (NNS) 
language teachers, such as language proficiency and cultural understanding (e.g. Igawa & 
Tsujioka, 2009; Richards, 1998, 2011; Roberts, 1998), which could be acquired by 
participating in overseas programs. 
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Roberts (1998) summarizes the professional development needs of NNS language teachers: 
 
 NNS teachers may lack confidence in their English language ability and give their 

own language improvement a high priority. 
 NNS teachers may undergo an erosion in their English language performance 

through its restriction to classroom discourse. 
 They may not have NS intuitions about the language and may need linguistic rules 

as a source of security; they may avoid classroom activities which demand 
unpredictable language use and where rapid and intuitive assessment of accuracy 
and appropriacy are needed; they may need the support of a textbook more than NS 
teachers. (See also Medgyes, 2001.) 

 They have the personal experience to understand their learners’ difficulties. 
 Where teachers and learners share a common culture, group norms may exert a 

powerful influence on their behavior, whereas NS teachers may be exempted from 
such norms. 

 Language teaching behavior cannot be separated from pedagogic models inherited 
from the mother tongue culture (Koranic, Confucian, African etc.) in such attributes 
as institutional culture, attitudes to authority and knowledge, adult-child 
relationships, etc. 

 The place of English in society at large has a profound influence on the purposes of 
English language education, the English language curriculum, and therefore the 
nature of the teacher's work. (Roberts, 1998, p. 97)   

 
As to the language proficiency need of NNS teachers, Richards (1998) summarizes 
“Presumably one needs to attain a certain threshold level of proficiency in a language to be 
able to teach effectively in it” (p. 7). Richards (2011) then points out the following issues to 
be addressed:  
 

So the issue is, [1] how much of a language does one need to know to be able to teach it 
effectively, and [2] how does proficiency in a language interact with other aspects of 
teaching? (Richards, 2011, p.3) 

 
Language proficiency as well as cultural understanding are needed most by NNS language 
teachers. Yet, at the same time, if those teachers are to function as role models for their 
students (Igawa & Tsujioka, 2009), it is also necessary for them to have experiences in 
countries where the target language is “alive” as the major means of communication for NS 
and NNS speakers.     
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B. Study Abroad Research  
 
In order to properly understand the current SA research, the significance of the context of 
L2 learning must be acknowledged. One of the major variables of the language learning 
context is “whether the learning takes place within the society in which the L2 is 
productive or where the first language (L1) is productive” (Collentine, 2009, p. 218). Three 
contexts for EFL students are generally perceived: 
 
 AH (at home): the formal language classroom (“Learning” Contexts) 
 IM (immersion): the intensive domestic immersion context (“Learning” & 

“Communicative” Contexts in the Classroom) 
 SA (Study Abroad): learners study the L2 in the target culture and often live with 

host families (A Hybrid Communicative-Learning Context) (Collentine & Freed, 2004, 
pp. 155-156). 

 
It is assumed that this “Hybrid Communicative-Learning Context” affords the best 
situation for language learning. 
 
However, Kinginger (2010) casts a skeptical eye on this rosy picture of SA:    
 

Professional folklore would have us believe that the benefits of study abroad are evident 
to all, and they are not. Received wisdom also sustains the assumption that study abroad 
offers unlimited learning opportunities in which students are confronted with difference 
and learn from it. (Kinginger, 2010, p. 224). 

 
Kinginger maintains this is not always the case. The fact that individual differences 
between participants play a significant role in the outcomes of SA needs to be taken into 
greater consideration.  
 
It is worth noting here that recently there are many East Asian students studying in 
English speaking countries such as United States and Britain. Since those students share 
certain characteristics; shyness, fear of making mistakes in L2 communication, tendency to 
stick together with their own group even during SA. Studies specifically dealing with East 
Asian students include the following: Hong Kong Chinese in Britain (Jackson, 2009); 
Japanese students in the US (Sasaki, 2011; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003).    
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III. The Study 
 
A. Participants of the Study 
 
The participants of this study were 52 Japanese teachers of English, all of whom are 
practicing in Japan. The participating teachers are either members of “ACROSS1” (Osaka, 
Japan), an English teachers’ organization to promote professional development, or 
colleagues of ACROSS members who voluntarily responded to the questionnaire prepared 
for and sent by the author of this study. 
 
As indicated in Table 2, the participants, 52 Japanese teachers of English, include 16 males 
(31%) and 36 females (69%). Although the number of junior high school teachers and senior 
high school teachers are almost the same, female junior high school teachers constitute the 
majority of the participants (40%).    
 
TABLE 2  Participants of the Study (by Sex & School) 

 
JHS*=Junior High School, SHS*=Senior High School 

 
In terms of age, the largest age group is made up of those in their 50s (37%), followed by 
those in their 20s and those in their 40s (23% each). As you can see in Chart 1, the 50s and 
the 40s groups, when combined, constitute more than half of all participants (60%). 
However, despite the higher number of veteran educators, it can still be said that a sample 

                                                           
1 http://www.aglance.org/across/main.html 
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of the younger generation of teachers has been included in this study as well.       
 
CHART 1  Participants by Age 

 
 
B. Questionnaire  
 
The participants were asked to fill out a questionnaire and list, at most, three overseas 
programs (“entries”) they took part in. Please refer to the questionnaire in the Appendix for 
more details on the questionnaire itself. The participants were asked to identify:  
 

(1) Experience Type: Language study abroad, degree program, home-stay, international 
conference, workshop, cultural exchange, classroom observation, business trip, and 
other. 
(2) Contribution of the Experience (How has the overseas experience contributed to their 
professional life?): Language proficiency, classroom English, teaching methods and 
techniques, teaching ideas, cross-cultural understanding, teaching other cultures, and 
other. 
(3) Explanation of the Choice: Why does the participant think this experience has 
contributed most to his/her professional life?   

 
The following chart shows the number of entries that were made by the participants.  As 
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you can see, one participant said he had never been abroad. Thirty-two participants (62%) 
made only one entry, nine (17%) made two, and ten (19%) made three.  
 
CHART 2  Participants of the Study (Number of Entries)  
     

  
 
It could be argued that because of the nature of this study, the teachers who have never 
gone abroad shied away from answering the questionnaire and therefore there are far more 
Japanese teachers of English without any overseas experience.  
 
Also, judging from the comments made by the participants, the teachers who made only 
one entry are likely those who have never gone overseas except for the instance. At the 
same time, the teachers who made two or three entries are most likely those who often go 
abroad.  
 
It seems that there is a big discrepancy in terms of overseas experience between the 
teachers who made zero or one entry and the ones who made two or three entries.     
 
 
 

NO 1 Entry 2 Entires 3 Entries 
1 

12 
3 

20 

6 10 

Participants (by Number of Entries) 
Male Female 
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C. Type of Overseas Experience 
 
According to the entries made by the participants, home-stay is the most popular type of 
overseas experience (45): 22 pre-service entries, 22 in-service entries, and 1 unspecified 
entry. The second most popular type is language study abroad (36), followed by classroom 
observation (28), and cross-cultural exchange (21). Please see Chart 3 below for a summary 
of the participant entries by type. 
 
CHART 3  Overseas Experience Entries by Type 

 

LSA (language study abroad), DP (degree program), HS (home-stay), IC (international 
conference), WS (workshop), CEX (cultural exchange), CO (classroom observation), BT 

(business trip), and OTHER 
 
According to Gutel (2008): 
 

A home stay is typically defined as a period of time in which a person resides with a 
family in a home located outside his or her country of residence. (p. 173) 

 
Although home-stay is popular with both pre- and in-service teachers, language study 
abroad (LAS) is more popular among pre-service teachers. It is usually a situation where 
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L2 learners study the target language at a university-operated or privately-run institution 
in a target-language country for a certain period of time. LAS is often set with a home stay 
(HS) arrangement.  
 
On the other side of the coin, classroom observation (CO) and cross-cultural exchange 
(CEX) are more common among in-service teachers. 
 
D. Contribution to professional life 
 
As shown in the chart below, the most popular contribution, as indicated by the 
participants of the survey, was cross-cultural understanding (CU) (58): 23 pre-service 
entries, 34 in-service entries, and 1 unspecified entry. Somewhat surprisingly, language 
proficiency (LP) came in at a fairly distant second (49). Those two options were then 
followed by teaching other cultures (TC) (36), teaching methods and techniques (TM) (27), 
and teaching ideas (TI) (26).  
  
CHART 4  Contribution to Professional Life  

 

LP (language proficiency), CE (classroom English), TM (teaching methods and techniques), 
TI (teaching ideas), CU (cross-cultural understanding), TC (teaching other cultures), and 

OTHER  
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It could be argued that the “moderate” gain of language proficiency could be due to either 
individual differences (Kinginger, 2011) or the briefness of the particular program.  
 
C. Comments by the Participants 
 
Below are some excerpts from the comments made by the participants. This qualitative 
section is meant to complement the quantitative data above in order to gain a deeper 
undertanding of the participants’ overseas experiences   
 
First, a female senior high school teacher in her 50s refers to her pre-service language 
study-abroad experience. She mentions the specific teaching method of the school she 
attended. Although she was a student, the situation is similar to a “classroom observation” 
(CO) or “the apprenticeship of observation” (Lortie, 1975) where students unconsciously 
accumulate thousands of hours of classroom observation as students.   
 

I didn’t improve my English very much, but I realized I would need more practice in 
order to be able to use English. The teaching style of the English class had a strong 
impact on me at that time. It was totally different from the English lessons I had taken 
at school. Students are required to speak spontaneously. I felt that if you didn’t speak, 
you would get nothing. [sic] (123F50S)  

 
This teacher vividly remembers her overseas experience of some 30 years ago and it is easy 
to imagine the impact still remains in her professional life.   
 
A male senior high school teacher in his 40s mentioned his in-service experience of taking 
students to the United Kingdom (UK) and similarly emphasized the benefits of 
observation: 
 

The methods they use in teaching English were totally different from mine. It was a good 
experience for me to see them with my own eyes, not through books. [sic] (139M40S) 

 
By observing other teachers teach, in-service teachers learn things they cannot learn 
otherwise. Cosh (1999) recommends “peer observation” as a reflective process of teacher 
development. Peer observation should be the opportunity for “a reassessment of those 
assumptions on the basis of their teaching” (p. 22) and, therefore, it would be better if the 
observation could be followed by a “question and answer” session where the visiting teacher 
could ask pedagogical questions and the host teacher answer them and provide rationale.   
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A female junior high school teacher in her 60s explains her in-service language 
study-abroad experience and mentions the “mental barrier” that hinders the study of 
English as a means of communication: 
 

This was my first and last studying in an English speaking country. I saw a lot of 
classmates from different cultures. Among them, I realized I have the same tendency as 
other Japanese in classes, for example, they are afraid of making mistakes in public and 
don’t want to argue with other people. I needed to overcome this so that I could improve 
my conversation ability. Getting rid of this mental barrier is vital as an international 
social skill. I had never thought such a thing in Japan. [sic] (110F60J) 

 
The reticence and silence of Asians students are often discussed in literature (e.g. Jones, 
1999; Tsui, 1996) and it might be necessary for Japanese EFL teachers to experience the 
process of overcoming these psycholinguistic inclinations in order to function as a role 
model for their students.   
 
Talking about her 6-month in-service study abroad experience in Britain, a female 
university instructor in her 40s says she appreciated the opportunity to use English as a 
lingua franca (Seidlhofer, 2005) among non-native speakers of English.   
 

I had a lot of chances to talk with international students at a university and this gave me 
chances to learn foreign culture and think about my own culture. (103F40U) 

 
Study abroad affords not only chances to communicate with native speakers of the target 
language but also opportunities to meet and talk with non-native speakers from a variety 
of countries using the target language as a lingua franca. This aspect of overseas 
experience seems particularly significant in this globalizing age.  
 
A female retired junior high school teacher mentions confidence she gained through her 
2-week in-service overseas experience. 
 

This experience gave me confidence in using English. Thereafter I offered ALT to 
co-teach in my class in order to give the students as many chances as to talk with Native 
Speakers of English in the real English circumstance. [sic] (111F70J)  

 
Among others, Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide, and Shimizu (2004) point out the study abroad 
experience helps to increase the learners’ willingness to communicate (WTC) in the target 
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language. They state, “To have self confidence in communication in an L2 is crucial for a 
person to be willing to communicate in that L2.” (p. 141) And this confidence is vital for 
non-native speaking language teachers for the widely-recommended teaching method now 
is communicative language teaching, which requires teachers to teach in the target 
language (e.g. Savignon, 1991).    
 
A male senior high school teacher in his 50s writes that he still uses some of the things he 
learned through his 3-week in-service overseas experience in his classroom today: 
 

There are many chances to tell the students about the importance of English as a tool of 
communication. Some of my experiences abroad made me notice that trying to 
communicate in English is more important than trying to speak English fluently. I think 
that’s the point in teaching English to the students. (137M50S) 

 
This teacher is one of the participants who said they had few overseas experiences and he 
participated in this program in New Zealand in the 1990s. The impact of the program is 
still there. 
 
Finally, a female junior high school teacher in her 50s summarizes the benefits of her 
1-week overseas program in Korea. Her comments could also accurately represent the 
thoughts and feelings of many of the other participants of this study.  
 

I learned and realized the following things. They made my foundation of my teaching 
style.  

1. Teaching methodology in theory (by attending the Intensive Course for Japanese 
Teachers) 
2. Improvement of language proficiency  
3. How English and other languages are taught (by school visit) 
4. The importance to share the experience. After the oversea study, I was asked to 
write a report and give a presentation on what I learned. In that way, I shared the 
experience with other teachers and colleagues. I was able to set a new task by 
exchanging ideas with them. [sic] (102F50J) 

 
The final part is considered as a “reflective process” necessary for teacher development, as 
recommended by many authors. (e.g. Freeman, 1999; Schön, 1983)    
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IV. Summary of EFL Teachers’ Overseas Experience 
 
Although there are limitations of the study due the small scale and self-selected 
participants, the results of the study can be summarized as follows: 
 
1. Popular Destinations include the USA, Australia, United Kingdom, Canada, New 

Zealand, and South Korea. 
2. Popular Programs include HS (Home-stay: both Pre- & In-service), LSA (Language 

Study Abroad: Pre-service), CO (Classroom Observation: In-service), and CEX 
(Cultural Exchange: Both Pre- & In-service). HS and LSA are often provided as a set. 
OTHERS include in-service participants’ taking students to overseas programs.  

3. Areas of contribution include CU (cross-cultural understanding), LP (language 
proficiency), and TC (teaching other cultures). Many in-service teachers also listed  
TM (teaching methods and techniques), TI (teaching ideas), and CE (classroom 
English). 

 
Through this study, I have come to strongly believe that overseas experience, short or long, 
pre- or in-service, is imperative for non-native speaking language teachers. It is a good 
opportunity for them to gain confidence in their professional life; target language use, 
teaching methods, cultural understanding, and teaching the target language through the 
target language. 
 
The teachers’ overseas experience and the confidence thereof have a long lasting impact on 
their career and help them establish and maintain themselves as a role model for their 
students.  
 
It could be argued that overseas experience broadens the horizon for the teachers’ “possible 
selves” (Markus & Nurius, 1986). As Dörnyei (2008) explicates, “possible selves involve a 
person’s specific image of oneself in future states, and they are therefore similar in many 
ways to dreams and visions about oneself ” (p. 3). Possible selves are a powerful source of 
motivation for professional development. 
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V. Guidelines for Overseas Programs 
 
1. Short-term language study abroad programs contribute to participants’ language 

proficiency improvement. In terms of pre-service versus in-service teachers, it would 
be said that perhaps pre-service participants benefit more. 

2. Home-stays could improve both pre- and in-service participants’ cross-cultural 
understanding, as well as language proficiency. Therefore, home-stay should be a 
major part of teachers’ overseas experience.   

3. Classroom observation could be a reflective opportunity to provide participants, 
particularly in-service participants, with rare chances to see other teachers’ teaching 
methods and ideas. It would be even more beneficial if the host teacher could explain 
to the visiting teacher the rationale behind the pedagogical decisions made before 
and during the lesson and answer the questions.   
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海外での経験が日本人英語教員に与える影響 

井 川 好 二 
 
 

本稿は、語学教員の(1)第２言語の使用、(2)教授法、(3)異文化理解に関する専門知識、教育理

念、教育態度、授業実践に、海外での経験が与える影響を調査した小規模なアンケート調査の結

果を報告するものである。日本人英語教員にアンケート調査を行い、長期あるいは短期の海外プ

ログラム（語学研修、ホームステイ、文化交流、その他）への参加の有無を尋ね、参加したプロ

グラムの教員人生への影響をきいた。調査結果の報告とまとめに加え、語学教員向け海外研修の

ためのガイドラインを付した。 
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