
An Investigation of Five Japanese English 
Teachers' Reflections on Their u.s. MA TESOL 
Practicum Experience 

Sandra McKay 
San Francisco State University 

This study examines the practicum experience of five Japanese English teachers 
pursuing a master's degree in TESOL at a U.S . university. Drawing on data 
gathered from individual and group interviews, mentor teacher and author field 
notes, student teaching logs and final reports, the author examines five Japanese 
graduate students ' reflections on their practicum experience. The data suggests 
that whereas the students clearly faced some common challenges, their 
personalities and English learning and teaching backgrounds as well as their 
specific teaching context influenced their particular teaching concerns. Although 
much of the data highlights the special problems that nonnative English speakers 
face in teaching in an ESL context, the paper notes the benefits such an experience 
can afford and suggests ways of modifying the TESOL practicum experience so 
that it is more beneficial to teacher trainees. 
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M
any ESOL educators assume that there are considerable benefits 
in prospective Japanese English teachers obtaining an advanced 
degree in an English-speaking environment. They maintain that 

because students have to use English consistently in their graduate 
program and daily life, they have many opportunities to increase their 
communicative competence in English. In addition, some contend that 
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studying abroad introduces students to the latest and so-called most 
progressive methods being developed in English-speaking countries. 
Yet these students face particular challenges in terms of completing 
their degree and ultimately in entering or re-entering the English teaching 
profession in Japan. Cultural differences in classroom expectations can 
exist between Japan and the host country; overseas professors may not 
be familiar with the English teaching context of Japan and hence not 
examine the appropriateness of particular teaching approaches and 
strategies for the Japanese classroom; finally, much of the research and 
many of the teaching materials introduced in the graduate program may 
be generated in and for an English as a Second Language (ESL) situation 
and not be appropriate for the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
setting in Japan. 

Although recent attention has been given to examining the nonnative 
English speaker as English teacher (Liu, 1999; Medgyes, 1992, 1994), little 
research has been done regarding the preparation of these teachers, spe­
cifically in an English-speaking environment. The purpose of this paper is 
to contribute to an understanding of the teacher preparation of nonnative 
English speakers by examining the teaching retlections of five Japanese 
teacher trainees regarding their teaching practicum. As a forum for com­
bining theory and practice, the teaching practicum provides an ideal con­
text in which to examine the special challenges and opportunities that 
exist for Japanese English teachers studying abroad. Drawing on data gath­
ered over a six-month period, I examine the reflections of these teachers 
and argue that whereas all five students shared particular concerns arising 
from what they perceived as their lack of knowledge of English and of U.S. 
culture, various individual factors such as previous teaching experience, 
English language proficiency, and personality, as well as contextual factors 
such as the language profiCiency of the students and the philosophy of the 
mentor teacher influenced how each teacher trainee assessed his/her teach­
ing experience in an ESL context. 

To begin, the paper considers the role of the practicum in MA TESOL 
programs. 

The Practicum in MA TESOL Programs 

The practicum is a common feature of MA TESOL programs. In fact, 
Palmer (1995) in his survey of graduate programs listed in the Directory 
of Professional Preparation Programs in the United States, 1992-1994 
(Kornblum, 1992) notes that two thirds of the programs responding to 
his survey required a practicum or internship course. Given their wide­
spread implementation, it is surprising how little research exists on the 
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practices or efficacy of practicums. The most thorough investigation of 
the practicum is Richards and Crookes (988), who surveyed 120 pro­
grams in the United States having courses leading to some type of con­
centration or specialization in teaching English as a second/foreign 
hnguage. 

According to their survey, most practicum experiences occur at the 
end of the degree program, are compulsory, and jnvolve approximately 
three units of credit. The curriculum in most of these courses involves 
indirect experiences (i.e., observations of experienced teachers, view­
ing of videotapes of sample lessons, or observations of peers) and di­
rect experiences (i .e., teaching in actual classrooms, teaching peers, or 
teaching classes specifically designed for practice teaching). Of these 
possible practicum experiences, supervised classroom teaching in real 
classrooms is allotted more time than any other component. Based on 
their survey, Richards and Crookes conclude that whereas the impor­
tance of the practicum experience is widely recognized, a great variety 
of different approaches is being implemented in ESOL teacher prepara­
tion courses. I Furthermore, little information exists on the effectiveness 
of current practicum experiences. 2 

Reflective Teaching 

Currently in many practicum experiences, teacher trainees are en­
couraged to monitor their teaching through personal reflections recorded 
in diaries or journals (see, e.g., Stoynoff, 1999; Valli, 1992). As Richards 
(990) points out, "Reflection is acknowledged to be a key component 
of many models of teacher development. The skills of self-inquiry and 
critical thinking are seen as central for continued professional growth" 
(p. 119), The goal of such reflection is to promote a view of the teacher 
as researcher. Wallace (1996), for example, argues that teacher trainees 
should be involved in structured reflection so that "they can become 
their own researcher" (p.281). Stanley (998), in her discussion of teacher 
reflection, sets forth a framework for teacher reflectivity. She contends 
that reflective teaching involves a series of phases that involves engag­
ing with reflection, thinking reflectively, using reflection, sustaining re­
flection, and ultimately practicing reflection. The final phase, practicing 
reflection, requires teachers to actually apply the insights they have 
gained through reflection to their own teaching context. 

The teacher education program with which I am involved has encour­
aged reflective teaching through the use of teaching logs. Teacher train­
ees are required to keep a teaching log throughout their semester of 
teaching. In the written instructions they receive at the beginning of the 
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semester, they are told: 

The log that you are being asked to keep . . . is a means for you to 
reflect on your experiences and observations as you work as a student 
teacher in an ESL class this semester . . .. It is an opportunity for you to 
raise questions, to ponder why an activity seemed to work or not 
work, to wonder whether there might be some other way to accomplish 
a comparable goal, to reflect on impressions or surprises or feelings, to 
react to the students' needs, interest, or behavior, to see connections 
between what you have learned throughout your study in the MA 
program and your ESL classroom experiences, to note what impressed 
you, what you learned, what you found clever or noteworthy, to discuss 
your struggles and successes. 
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Teacher trainees are also encouraged to reflect on their teaching 
experience in a final report in which they consider how they have 
developed as teachers during the semester and how they hope to continue 
to grow. In addition, teacher trainees are involved in individual and 
group conferences in which they critically discuss their teaching 
experiences. The goal of the present investigation is to examine the 
teaching reflections of five Japanese teacher trainees, as expressed in 
their teaching logs, final report, and conferences, as a way of gaining 
insights into the particular concerns of nonnative speakers teaching in 
an ESL context. 

The Target Practicum Context 

The practicum experience for these five Japanese teacher trainees 
consisted of a three-unit ungraded course taken in their last semester of 
study for their MA TESOL degree. The teacher trainees had already 
completed prerequisite courses in pyscholinguistics, sociolinguistics, and 
language structure, as well as 12 graduate units of core courses focusing 
on methods and material development and 12 units of elective courses. 
Teacher trainees were encouraged to select their own practicum teach­
ing context based on classroom observations they had been involved in 
throughout the program. The rationale for such an approach to practicum 
placement was that teacher trainees would be able to select a teaching 
context and a mentor teacher they believed would be most beneficial to 
their continued professional growth. In reality, many teacher trainees, 
like those considered in Richards and Crookes' (988) investigation of 
the teaching practicum, selected their practicum context based on such 
factors as personal contact with and reputation of the mentor teacher, 
proximity of the school to their home, and recommendations of other 
teacher trainees in the program. Many of the five teacher trainees se-
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lected their practicum experience based on their work with the mentor 
teacher in earlier semesters or on the recommendations of other teacher 
trainees in the program, often other nonnative speakers. 

Method 

Data 

During the fall semester of 1998 I supervised five Japanese teacher train­
ees enrolled in their teaching practicum for a MA TESOL degree. The 
teacher trainees taught in a variety of ESL teaching contexts ranging from a 
beginning level spoken English class offered at a local community college 
to an advanced grammar course given at a four-year university. All five 
teacher trainees volunteered to be part of a project that explored the con­
cerns of nonnative speakers of English teaching in ESL contexts and agreed 
to write regular journal entries throughout the semester. They also agreed 
to participate in individual and group interviews in which they elaborated 
on issues raised in their journals. In addition, they completed an extensive 
English language learning and teaching background questionnaire at the 
beginning of the semester and wrote a final report on their teaching expe­
rience at the end of the semester. I observed their classes during the se­
mester, noting possible teaching moments in which being a nonnative 
speaker of English was a central factor. Such instances were then dis­
cussed in post-lesson interviews. 

Three of the mentor teachers (i.e., the teachers in whose classes the 
teacher trainees taught) gave me logs in which they recorded specific 
teaching moments that seemed influenced by the fact that the teacher 
trainees were nonnative speakers of English. Because the mentor teach­
ers did this voluntarily and over and above their regular work with the 
teacher trainees, there was no consistency to the length or frequency of 
these logs. I examined all of the data in a recursive fashion, highlighting 
and coding particular themes by type of document (i.e., students' teach­
ing logs, students' language and teaching background questionnaire, 
students' final report, the mentor teachers' logs, and my field notes) and 
by the individual teacher trainee involved. The Findings section below 
discusses the prevalent themes evident in the data analysis and provides 
the source for the data included. 

The Participants 

The five teacher trainees differed in their exposure to English both in 
Japan and the U.S. as well as in their previous English teaching experi­
ence. The following is a brief description of the teacher trainees. 3 
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Hideki: 
Li ke most ]apanese, Hideki began learning English in junior high school. 

He continued studying English in college but, as he says in his backｭ 
ground questionnaire , he “hated to study English." He first traveled to 

the U.S. when he was 20 years old for a one-month vacation , which 
motivated him to take much more of an interest in English. He subseｭ 

quently spent several vacations in the U.S. , and when he was 22 studied 
English for a year in the U.S. He had no teaching experience prior to 

coming to study in the U.S. For his practicum he chose to work in a 
survival English class at a vocational school with a class of six students, 
all Russian speakers with almost no previous knowledge of English. 

Sachiko 
Sachiko began studying English at a small private Catholic school 

when she was in elementary school. She attended a Catholic junior and 
senior high school and college where she received a good deal of inｭ 
struction in English. She first traveled to an English-speaking country 
when she was 19 for a one-month homestay in Canada and then spent 
one month in New Zealand the following summer. In ]apan she had a 
lot of teaching experience , working at a junior high school for five 

years. For her practicum, she worked at a community college in an adult 

evening integrated skills class for high beginning leve1 students. The 
class had close to 30 students , many of them older students , mainly 
from Asian and Pacific Ri m Countries. 

Koji 
Koji started studying English at the age of six at a private English 

conversation school that used drama to develop oral skills. When he 
was seven he went to Portland , Oregon with his fami1 y and stayed 
there for two and a half years because of his father's job. There he 
attended a public elementarγschool in the regular classroom with naｭ 
tive speakers with an ESL class for one hour a day. In fourth grade he 
returned to Japan and again enrolled in the English conversation school. 
Other than the time in Portland, he did no traveling or living in an 
English-speaking countηr and had no prior teaching experience in Jaｭ 
pan. For his practicum he taught at the same school as Sachiko but in a 
lower level proficiency class. 

Sadayuki 

Sadayuki first started studying English in junior high and continued 
to study English at the university, taking various kinds of English classes. 
He first traveled to an English-speaking countηr at the age of 21 for a 



う2 ]ALT]OURNAL 

two-week English course in Orlando, F10rida. He had no prior teaching 
experience in ]apan though he had recent1y passed the exam for his 

teaching credentia1 and had a job waiting for him at a ]apanese high 

His teaching practicum was in a credit-bearing reading course 1.schoo 

for nonnative speakers at a community college. The class had 2ラ c01-
1ege-age students , main1y from Asian and Pacific Rim countries. 

Mariko 

Mariko began studying English in junior high scho01 and majored in 

English 1iterature at the university. Her on1y exposure to an Eng1ishｭ 
speaking environment was when she was 27 and took a summer course 
at San Diego State University. Like Sachiko she had five years teaching 

,practicumFor her 1.a junior and senior high schooteaching in ,experience 
she worked in a credit-bearing grammar review c1ass for nonnative speakｭ 
ers at a pub1ic university. The class had 22 college-age students, main1y 
from Asian and Pacific Rim countries. 
Tab1e 1 provides a summary of the English language 1earning and 

teaching experience of the graduate teacher trainees 

Tab1e 1: Language and Teaching Background of Teacher Trainees 

Name Gender Age First Exposure Time in U.S Years of English 
to English at Start of MA English Teaching 

Hideki M 30 ]unior High 1 1/2 yrs none 

Sachiko F 30 Elementary 2 months う years ， 

School ]r. high 

Koji M 27 Elementary 2 1/2 years none 
School 

Sadayuki M 21 ]unior High 2 weeks none 

Mariko F 3う ]unior High 4 weeks う years ， 

Jr. & Sr. high 

Results 

Common Concerns 

Though the five teacher trainees differed greatly in their English 1earning 
and teaching experience and in their particular teaching contexts, they 
shared common concerns that were apparent in many of their teaching 

journa1s, individua1 conferences, and group interview. These centered 
around their lack of knowledge of English, particularly in their knowl-
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edge of U.S. culture , and their uncertainty as to what method or methｭ 
ods to use in both the U .S. and ]apan. Whereas native English-speaking 

teacher trainees may also experience a lack of knowledge and an uncerｭ 

tainty as to methodology, these five teacher trainees' awareness that 
Eng1ish was not their mother tongue , coupled with their own English 

learning experience in ]apan, made these concerns very salient in their 

teaching logs. Clearly, more research is needed to determine to what 
extent the concerns raised by the teacher trainees are shared by native 

English-speaking teacher trainees and to what degree the fact of being 
nonnative English speakers , trained in educational contexts that proｭ 
mote teaching methodologies different from those emphasized in a U.S. 
context, can heighten teacher trainees' awareness of their lack of knowlｭ 
edge and their uncertainty as to appropriate methods. 

Personal Knowledge 

In his examination of nonnative Eng1ish speakers , Medgyes (992) 
contends 出at the main element that hampers nonnative English speakｭ 

ers' effectiveness as teachers is "a state of constant stress and insecurity 

caused by inadequate knowledge of the language 出ey are paid to teach" 
。. 348). This stress and insecurity was evident in the experience of the 

teacher trainees , whose confidence in English was challenged both by 
their students' perception of them and their own unfamiliarity with asｭ 
pects of U.S. culture. In their teaching logs, several of the teacher trainｭ 
ees reflected on instances of when they doubted their own competency 

in English and feared they were giving students incorrect information. 
Mariko, for example, wrote in her log,4 

50me of the students asked me about grammar and 1 tried to answer. 
Whenever 1 did not have confidence about my answers, 1 always asked 
questions to my master teacher, because what 1 was afraid the most 
was to give them wrong information. (TL 3, page 4, 12-7-98) 

The teacher trainees' personallack of self-confidence was heightened 
when their students challenged the accuracy of their knowledge. 
Sadayuki, for example, recounted the following experience. 

During the group work while 1 was circulating the class, one student 
asked me ifthe word she wrote was correct or not. 1 told her that was 
OK. But she also asked my mentor teacher to make sure if what 1 
suggested was right or not. The same student said a main idea of a 
paragraph comes at the beginning. 1n class, 1 told 5s that a main idea 
of a paragraph can come to the end of the paragraph sometime. After 
the class, 1 happened to eavesdrop that the student was asking my 
mentor teacher to make sure. (TL 2, page 4, 11-6-98) 

In the group interview 1tried to c1arify with the teacher trainees whether 
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or not they felt this challenge was due to the fact they were nonnative 

English speakers or to the fact they were teacher trainees. う 

Author: 	 00 you think they do that because you are, you are beginning 
teachers or do you think they do that because they think , 
“ Ummm, this person is teaching a second language, so , he may 
not know." 

Sadayuki: Yeah... 1 first assume that you know, because 1 1 am a nonnative 
teach , English teacher, so you know, maybe somehow, 1 1 

assumed, somehow those students thinks me as , you know, the 
same learner, so you know , not so trustworthy as the teacher, 
real , you know, native speaking teacher. (GI, page 3, 11-19-98) 

Unfortunately, the teacher trainees themselves seemed to share the 
common attitude that it was only native speakers of English who could 

be the “ real" teachers of English. 
The area in whh the teachers seemed to experience the greatest 

sense of a lack of knowledge was in the area of cultural knowledge. 

Over and over again the five teacher trainees recounted experiences of 

when they lacked the necessary cultural background to teach in an ESL 

context. Hideki , for example, described how his lack of knowledge in 

getting a job in the U.S. influenced his effectiveness in teaching a surｭ 

vival English unit on finding employment: 

Wh en 1was asked by my master teacher to give a lesson which relates 
to job searching sk il1, 1 worried whether 1 teach it or not. Teaching job 
searching skill is different from teaching grammar rules. First of all , 
teaching job searching skill requires both knowledge and experience 
Unfortunately , 1 am foreign student and 1 can't work in the U.S. 
Therefore, 1 don't have enough knowledge about how to get a job. 
Filling out application form and writing resume are totally different 
from ]apanese way. 1 didn't know how to 白Il out application form and 
what need to write in resume. For example, in]apan, when we apply 
for jobs, we hardly use application form. We call, make an appointment 
and bring resume. This is general procedure of applying jobs in ]apan. 
But in here, people walk in companies (stores) and ask application 
form. The students are serious about finding jobs, so 1 couldn't give 
different information or skip this kind of information. (TL 3, page 1-2, 
12-4-98) 

Not only did Hideki's lack of knowledge entail unfamiliarity with how to 

go aboutge凶ng a job, but he also was uncertain as to specialized vocabulary 
involved in finding a job in 出e U. S. For example, he pointed out 出at many 
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information about money , sometimes “ k" is used. But 401k doesn't 
mean about money. It means benefit. It is difficult for me to know all 
meanings of abbreviations. (TL 3, page 2, 12-4-98) 

Sachiko described a sirnilar experience of not knowing the meaning of 

a term in a U.S. context. 

The other day 1 had to teach new vocabulary. Some of them was a bus 
station, a day-care center, a c1 inic, a hospital , a police station, and an 
employment office. In order to teach new vocabulary without a 
translation , 1 thought 1 had to describe what people were doing in 
these places. Then , 1 realized. The places 1 had never been were 
impossible to describe. Even if 1 know those places in ]apan, what 
people are doing could be different in this country. For example, 1 had 
never been to a day-care center, clinic , police station , and an 
employment office in this country. First of all , 1 did not understand the 
difference between a day-care center and a nursery school , a c1 inic 
and a hospital. Both of them are translated into the same word in 
]apanese. (11. 1, page 3, 10-1-98) 

Sachiko's lack of knowledge about aspects of U.S. society was heightｭ 
ened by the fact that in some instances her students, far less proficient 
than she in English, had this knowledge because they had lived in the 
U.S. for a considerable length of time. It is interesting to note that both 

Hideki and Sachiko viewed the role of the teacher as the “knower," who 

is supposed to be able to supply a correct answer to their students' 

questions, even though in their methods courses they had been introｭ
duced to the concept of the teacher as facilitator who encourages stuｭ 

dents to assume the role of the knower in supplying needed information 

It is possible that Hideki and Sachiko, though aware of alternative roles 
of teachers and learners , were operating under assumptions about the 
role of a teacher promoted in their classroom learning in ]apan.6 

On the other hand, as nonnative English speakers , the five teacher 
trainees did have pa氏icular personal knowledge that was valued in their 

ESL teaching context. For one thing, the teacher trainees' knowledge of 
)apanese culture made them more aware of cross cultural differences. 
Sachiko, for example, described an instance when students in her class 
were asked to talk about their jobs. However, she was concerned that 
students may not want to talk about their jobs , especially if they were 
not proud of their job in the U.S. She noted that in )apan asking people 

aboutt 
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should not require Ss to talk about their jobs in public. 1know it is not 
an appropriate topic in Japan. Many native speakers who have not 
lived in the countries where they teach English as a foreign language 
do not realize it for a long time. That is why 1 was concerned with the 
topic from the beginning. (TL 2, page 2, 11-6-98) 

Al though Sachiko was aware of the possible negative feelings students 

may have regarding the topic of jobs, she was unsure as to whether or 
not this topic should then be used in an ESL context. 

However, in case of teaching in an ESL setting, 1 am not sure if the 
topic is totally acceptable or not in this country. Moreover, 1 do not 
know if1 should adjust American ways or respect Ss' culture and should 
a void these things as a teacher. (TL 2, page 2, 11-6-98) 

An other area in which the teacher trainees generally felt they had an 

advantage over native speakers is one pointed out by Medgyes (1992), 
namely that nonnative speakers can serve as models of successful learnｭ 

ers, sharing with their students their own English learning strategies.τ五is 

topic was discussed in the group interview when 1asked them about what 

advantages 出ey felt they had as nonnative speakers of English. 

Sadayuki: 	Ummmm , maybe as a model of learner. Second language 
learner. Yeah , something like that . . . 1 can 1 can tell students 
my strategy to read, and to write, and that stuff 

Author: Yeah. Do you do that? 

Sadayuki: 1, today 1 just talked about little bit about you know how to 
read. How to, you know, approach to the reading. Something 
like , you know,“Okay, first just . . . just first try to get the 
main idea ," something like those directions. And next you 
know if you come up with the unfamiliar word, and you 
think that word has the kind of key meaning and still you're 
not sure, just look up the dictionary or something like that. 
Those 1 . . . 1 use that kind of strategy throughout years and 
years so. (GI , page ラ， 11 ・ 19-98) 

Such examples show that although the teacher trainees' knowledge was 

consistently challenged in their ESL teaching experience, there were 
instances when the teacher trainees experienced the benefits of being a 

nonnative speaker. 

7切cher-centered 防rsus Student-centered Classrooms 

The issue of personal knowledge was not the only common factor to 

these 白ve teacher trainees' ESL teaching experience. Al l of them struggled 

with the question of what method or methods to implement in their 

classrooms, both in the U.S. and once they returned to ]apan. This 
struggle was heightened by the fact that, whereas they had experienced 
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largelya teacher-centered classroom in their English classes in ]apan, in 
the U.S. the advantages of a student-centered classroom was emphaｭ

sized in many of their graduate methodology courses and implemented 

in their classrooms. Sadayuki pointed out that perhaps he was too conｭ

cerned about implementing a student-centered classroom because of 

his own experience in ]apan and the U.S. 

One thing 1 realized was that 1 might be too conscious about studentｭ
centered instruction Cnot teacher-centered) because of my educational 
background. 5ince 1 went through the teacher-centered instruction 
including deductive explanations when 1 was a junior high and high 
school student, and since 1 experienced a lot of student-centered 
activities in MATE50L program and gained a sort of bad images about 
teacher-centered classrooms , 1 may be more concerned about 5s 
involved and participating activities than native speakers of English. 1 
came up with this idea because my mentor teacher does sometimes a 
teacher-centered talk , which is fun. But what 1 have done so far is 
more 5s-controlled group work activities. CTL 2, pages 4-う ， 11-6-98) 

Koji noted a similar experience when his own aversion to an emphasis 

on accuracy that he experienced in his English classes in ]apan led him 

to believe that such an emphasis should be avoided. Yet he was unsure 

as to whether or not an emphasis on accuracy was appropriate in his 

beginning level ESL teaching context. 

1 didn't like accuracy over 日uency in )apanese English classes. Too 
much grammar instruction made me bored in English classes. When 1 
saw my mentor teacher doing similar things Ci.e. , emphasizing to 
capitalize the first letter in a sentence and person's name again and 
again, to write a period at the end of a sentence , and so on), 1 almost 
automatically thought that the students must have been bored. 1 thought 
the teacher should have de-emphasized teaching details. 1 thought like 
this by transferring my experience and it was not easy to ignore my 
memory. But the need of the immigrated students in U.5. could be 
different from that of )apanese people in )apan. The adults who were 
looking for a job need accuracy Ci.e. , capitalizing the first letter in a 
sentence and person's name, writing a period at the end of a sentence, 
etc.) according to a job. CTL 2, page う， 11-6-98) 

Hence the teacher trainees , influenced by their own ]apanese lanｭ
guage learning experience and their graduate educatio 
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nese context may be difficult because many]apanese students and teachｭ

ers expect a teacher-centered classroom that focuses largely on preparaｭ

tion for the university entrance exam. In the group interview, 1 raised 
the question of how they hoped to implement a student-centered classｭ

room once they returned to ]apan in light of the fact that many of their 

teaching colleagues and students may not support such an approach 

and that as young teachers they may not be in a position to implement 

such change. 

Author: 1 mean, do you think , 1 mean, you are gonna go back with 
this idea ,“l've got to do group work , I've got to do 
communicative language teaching ," and all of the sudden , 
there maybe,“Uh-uh , not here." Sachiko, you say yes, why? 

Sachiko: Yeah , we often talk about it , maybe when we go back to 
]apan , most of them, most of the teachers are older than us , 
and they, they are doing a very very traditional way of teaching, 
and then if we talk about CLT or new way of teaching English 
they will think , we are so naughty 

Author: Uh-huh 

Sachiko: Yeah. 

Author: And what do you think your response to that would be? 

Sachiko: We think we wilI be quiet for three years. 

All: CLaughter) 

Sadayuki: For first like う，ラ years，う years?

Sachiko: Yeah. 

Sadayuki: 1 will be quiet, 1 1 personaIly 1 will be quiet. 

Sachiko: Me, too 

Sadayuki: You know for, after five years, 1 may be get promoted to, you 
know, curriculum designer or something like, you know , the 
academic year, supervisor or something. You know, when 1 
when 1 get into that position, okay, that's the time to for me to 
speak up, about all , you know , ideas here. That's just social 
context, you know, social constrain臼. CGI, page 8, 11-19-98) 

ηle shared laughter of this moment high1ighted the fact 出at the teacher 

trainees rea1ized the conflicts and problems they might encounter when 
出ey returned to ]apan with an educational experience that in many ways 

had been very different from what 出ey previously experienced at home. 

lndividual Concerns 

Although most of the teacher trainees shared the challenges described 

above , their teaching logs and reports made it clear that each of the 
teacher trainees seemed to have a central concern about his/her teach-
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ing. 1n several instances, this overriding concern of their teaching reflecｭ
tions would not likely be predicted from looking at their previous Enｭ

glish learning and teaching experience , as is evident in the discussion 
that follows. 

Mar勛o: "! always became nervous. JJ 
Mariko had had more teaching experience than any of the other focus 

teacher trainees. Not only had she taught for five years in ]apanese 

public junior and senior high schools, she had taught part time for two 
years in a juku (“cram" school for exam preparation). 1n light of her 
teaching experience, one might have assumed she would have had the 
most confidence in teaching English. However, her lack of confidence 
in her English competency, coupled with the fact that her practicum 
class was composed of very advanced ESL students, served to underｭ
mine the value of her previous teaching experience. 1n assessing her 

own strengths and weaknesses in English she wrote: 

My greatest weakness is lack of confidence about my English 
competence. 1 have to use English when 1 teach English or 
communicate with students. I'm always afraid 1 would give them wrong 
information (answer). It is easy for me to explain grammatical rules 
in )apanese, but it is sometimes hard in English. 1 can explain if the 
sentence is grammatically correct or not, but 1 can not say if that is 
natural or not for native speakers. I'm also confused about some 
rules, such as articles , prepositions, countable uncountable nouns, 
because these are also my weakness in grammar. 1 try to check about 
these to my master teacher. 1 sometimes feel inferiority about my 
English ability. (BQ, page 4, 9-29-98) 

She continued by describing the stress this situation caused her: 

It is really chal1enging for me to teach university level students in 
English. I'm always afraid that 1 make error when 1 teach. 1 feel stress 
about my English ability. (BQ , page 4, 9-29-98) 

1n response to this situation, Mariko recounted over and over again 
both in our post-teaching interviews and in her teaching logs how nervous 

she felt about teaching in the U.S. 

In her first teaching log , she noted that her nervousness made her 
make more graαunatical errors than she normally would have. This nerｭ

vousness was in sharp contrast to her teaching experience in ]apan. 

When 1 had taught in )apan , 1 rarely became nervous in the class 
However, 1 always became nervous and felt some stress. At fjrst a 
simple thing like calling roll made me feel uncomfortable because 1 
could not pronounce 出estudent's name correctly and took much longer 
time to remember the student's names. Sometimes 1 felt that it was 
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hard to keep confidence as a teacher in the ESL class. 1 made a Iot of 
grammatical errors and took longer time to answer a student's question 
(TL1, page 3, 10-2-98) 

Perhaps it was because of Mariko's lack of confidence that her mentor 

teacher felt that some students were reluctant to seek her help. In her 

log, her mentor teacher noted: 
In talking to the students as they come to see me, 1 get the sense some of 
them are a little reluctant to go to her for help. She would 0丘envolunteer 
to help them or I'd teII them to ask her and when 1 directly told them, 
they would go, but 1 have the feeling they were a little reluctant to ask 
her for help perhaps because she's a nonnative speaker and they weren't 
sure how much help they would get. (ML, page 1, 12-1-98) 

Unfortunately, this nervousness and lack of confidence continued 
throughout the semester of teaching. Even in her final report Marilω 

noted her nervousness in teaching. 

Teaching in ]apan was much easier. When 1 taught in ]apan, 1 gave 
directions to the students in ]apanese or simple English. 1 did not have 
problems. However, when 1 taught an ESL class in English, 1 was very 
nervous and had trouble giving directions. (FR, page 1, 12-11-98) 

In contrast to Marilω's consistent reflection on her own inadequacies 

and nervousness , my post-lesson interview notes described a much 
different situation. In the first interview, 1 noted the fol1owing. 

MariJ王o tackled a difficult topic in her advanced grammar c1ass-(ごount
and noncount nouns. 1 was impressed by her poise and self-confidence 
in the class. . . . In our post-Iesson discussion we talked about the 
differences she saw in teaching in ]apan and the U.S. She said she 
appreciated not having to deal with discipline problems in her present 
class since this was an issue in ]apan. However, she pointed out that 
she worried about knowing the grammar thoroughly enough to answer 
her students' questions. (FN, page 1, 9-28-98) 

Hence, although 1 saw few signs of Mariko's nervousness in class, it was 
c1ear from her written reflections and her discussions with me，出at her 

nervousness was a primary factor in her ESL teaching experience. Her lack 

of confidence and nervousness may have been heightened by her placement 

in an advanced college level grammar c1ass in which she, like Hideki and 
Sachiko, assumed that the teacher must be the knower and hence be able 
to answer all of the students' grammar questions right away. 

Sachiko: "I just don 't knou人 "

Like Mariko, Sachiko had had a good deal of teaching experience 
before coming to study in the U.S. However, unlike Mariko, she comｭ
pleted her practicum in a beginning level evening adult ESL program. 
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Most of her students were older immigrants who were working full time 

and attending the evening class after work. Because many of her stuｭ

dents had lived in the U.S. far longer than she had , she expressed a 
consistent lack of knowledge regarding life 匤 the U.S. and the English 

needs of the students. In her 白rst teaching log she recounted how she 

called a friend who was a native English speaker to f匤d out the meanｭ

ing of several terms that were in the lesson she was supposed to teach. 

1 called my friend who was a native speaker and asked those questions 

above. He told me the difference between the day-care center and 

nursery school , the difference between the clinic and hospital , and 
what people were doing in an employment office. 1 said people often 
asked directions at a police box in ]apan, and asked if it was the same 
in case of the police station here. He said there were no police boxes 
here. “ People do not ask directions in the police station," he said. 1 
was very surprised and remembered that 1 had never seen police boxes 
here. 1 asked him just for in case, if people would pay money after 
meeting doctors at hospital because 1 was thinking to describe what 

people were supposed to do at a hospital. My original ideas were 
waiting for a doctor, meeting a doctor, and paying money. But he said 
people sometimes did not pay if their insurance covered. 1 was surprised. 
1 told him that teaching ESL made me realize how much 1 did not 
know about the life here. 1 thought when 1 was teaching English in 
]apan, 1 was talking about a hospital in ]apan, for example , not a 
hospital in this country in spite of the fact that 1 was teaching English , 
not ]apanese. 1 said to him,“1 w﨎h 1 were a nat咩e speaker." 1 ha ve 
I�ved here for two years, but 1 still have so much that 1 do not know 
about a da匀y life here. (TL1, page 4, 10-1-98) 

She ended her log on a rather depressing note, again recounting how 
much she did not know. 

If my students were thinking to study abroad, there m刕ht be something 
that 1 could be helpful for them, 1 think , because in that case 1 would 
be able to use some of my knowledge about the other countries and 
linguistic knowledge about English. However, the people 1 am meeting 
every night are studying English to have a better life here. 1 have lived 

here only for two years. 1 do not know how to call for a job interview, 
how to write a job application form , and how to be successful in a ;ob 
interview though they are going to be taught in following weeks. 1 

have never worked her 
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What 1 wrote sounds very negative and depressing, but 1 enjoy going 
to the class very much every night. (TL1, page う， 10-1-98) 

In her final report for the semester, Sachiko wrote that because of her 
lack of knowledge regarding life in the U.S. as well as her lack of 

awareness of the needs of her students, she had not done a very effective 
job teaching. 

Compared with my own teaching in ]apan, 1 think my teaching here 
is very shameful. 1 am even ashamed saying that 1 have a five-year 
teaching experience in ]apan because of the fact that 1 myself know 
1 am not doing well here. . . . If 1 would stay in this country and teach 
English , 1 think 1 need to improve everything. First of all , 1 should not 
be so nervous. 1 should know the students' pro自ciency level as well 
as their needs so that r could make lessons which have an appropriate 
level of difficulty and also meet their needs. 1 should be able to speak 
clearly and slowly , choosing the vocabulary the students can 
understand. 1 think the main reason why 1 could not do as well as 1 
did in ]apan was that 1 did not know almost anything about the 
students. (FR , page 3, 12-11-98) 

In our post-lesson interviews, Sachiko consistently referred to 出e struggle 

she was having both with teaching adults as opposed to young people 

and with her lack of knowledge about her students' needs and their life 

in the U.S. In my interview notes after my last obser、rationof her teaching, 
1 wrote, 
Sachiko questioned her choice of topic for the class (recipes). She 
said she was struggling with what topic would be sophisticated enough 
for adu¥ts but not too difficult in terms of language. She mentioned 
that she (and the master teacher) had little sense of when these adults 
actually used English. She was surprised that students hadn't been 
asked this. She emphasized how much harder it was here to teach 
adults rather than junior and senior high students in ]apan. She said 
this again was due to choosing a mature topic and dealing with it in 
simple language. (FN , page 1, 11-4-98) 

Although Sachiko believed that her lack of knowledge of U.S. culture 

and of the needs of her students was a significant obstacle to her teaching 

effectiveness, it was clear that the experience raised her awareness of 
the relationship between language and culture and her conviction that 

needs assessment is critical to effective teaching. As in the case of 

Mariko, Sachiko's placement may have exacerbated her personal teaching 
concerns since the fact that her students were a 
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Sadavuki: "1 like innovative ways to teach." 
u心王e Madko and Sadiko, sadayuki had had no pmious teaching 
experience in japan, although he had recently passed the exam to gd 
a teachipo credential and had a job teaching high school English when 

he r児eturr
had spent less time in an Eng斜li恒sh-s叩peωaking c∞ountr可y than any 0ぱf the 
other students.In light of these factors , one might have anticipated that 
he would have had the most difficulty in coping with the many chalｭ

lenges of being an ESL teacher. However, my observations of his classes, 
as well as his own reflections on his teaching, suggested otherwise. 
Sadayuki chose to work in a credit-bearing community college readｭ
ing course. His pupi1s were the most proficient of all of the students' 
pupils, except for Mariko , who, as mentioned earlier, was very nervous 
about her own competency in teaching such high 1eve1 students. A1-
though Sadayuki did express some reser、rations about his competency 
in English, he was much more concerned about how he cou1d design 
1essons that he believed were innovative. As he put it in his fina1 report. 

“1 like innovative ways to teach. So, 1 want to keep in mind that my 
teaching sty1e in the future will be very different from that of today." 

(FR, page 3, 12-11-98) 
He was fortunate to work with a mentor teacher who encouraged 
him to experiment with new ways of presenting materia1s to students 
and provided him with a great dea1 of feedback on his teaching, which 
he took very serious1y. In trying to use new activities, his mentor teacher 
pointed out that he often spent too much time exp1aining the direcｭ

tions. In fact , as his mentor teacher pointed out it in her 10g,“The 
instructions were often so detai1ed that he even forgot to tell the stuｭ
dents some important aspects of the tasks because he gave more attenｭ

tion to the smaller detai1s" (ML , page 1 ，ローラー98). Sadayuki took this 
feedback very serious1y and experimented with different ways of givｭ
ing directions. In his fina1 report , he reflected on his own progress in 
1earning to give directions. 

1 tried several ways to give directions. I used models about activity, 
oral explanations, printed handout, written explanations on the board 
1 was also careful with the timing to give Ss handouts since if 1 gave 
them handouts at the beginning of the activities, Ss would pay attention 
to the handout and never listen to me 

Still now, 1 haven't come up with the “best" wa y to give Ss directions 
(FR, page 3, 12-7-98) 
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5adayuki talked about how he had to acquire the metacognitive 

strategies of giving directions in English in a western culture. He 

po�te� out th:at ffiOcle¥s 0¥ ac:¥w¥¥.¥es wetモ ~(n巳\~ \.\~巳c.\ ¥¥¥ )'Ó-,Yó.\\\:'S\: 
classrooms when giving directions 目 (FN ， page 1, 10-30-98) 

As mentioned earlier, because of the focus in their graduate program 
on communicative language teaching and student-centered group acｭ

tivities, the students were concerned with implementing group activiｭ
ties in their practicum experience. Sadayuki , perhaps more than any of 
the other students , tried to implement group activities in his c1ass. In 
describing his own work in adapting materials in the textbook, he wrote: 

1 tried to have as many different kinds of activities as possible 
throughout the course. Most of the activities were group activities. 1 

received the different kinds of reactions about group activities , 
especially about the 1st group activity that 1 did which is called 
“Literature Circles" mentioned in my third log. 1 gave the evaluation 
sheet on Literature Circles. 50me students gave me very positive 
comments on group work in which each 5 had his or her own role. 
But a few of the 5s commented that the group activity was not 
helpful. • • • One reason about the negative feedback on the group 
work in general is, 1 assume, because of 5s' educational background. 
5ince many 5s in this course might have been accustomed to the 

teacher-centered style or might feel secure because of their language 
proficiency if the class is teacher-centered and there is fewer 
opportunities to talk , they may not prefer group work as a learning 
process. Another reason might be that my explaining about the 
rationale of the group activity to 55 was not clear 

In conclusion what 1 learned was it might be helpful for me to assess 

the 5s' preference about learning styles. . . . 1 am sure 1 will use some 

assessment procedures for my future teaching at a ]apanese high 

school though 1 can predict now that they will prefer teacher-centered 

instruction. But 1 may be able to change the class atmosphere into 
more student-centered little by little, not aIl of a sudden. (FR, page 2-
3, 12-11-98) 

This entry was typical of Sadayuki's general approach to teaching. He 

liked to experiment with new ways of teaching, but he was equally 
concerned with carefully assessing how successful the activity had been. 

In addition , he was fully aware of the fact that what was successful in 
a U.S. context may not be successful in a 
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Conclusion 

TJ.うePracticum Course 

As a regular course superv﨎or for the practicum experience of a MA 
TESOL program th﨎 examination of Japanese teacher trainees' reflecｭ

tions on their practicum experience has raised my awareness of the 
need for change in several areas of the practicum course. Fírst, more 
counse1ing needs to be implemented in the placement of teacher trainｭ
ees in their practícum, part兤ular1y for nonnative speakers. Whereas 
many teacher trainees are aware of their lack of knowledge of Eng1ish, 
being a nonnative speaker of Eng1ish can make this concern paraｭ
mount, particularly as it relates to cultural knowledge. One might argue 
that placing nonnat咩e teacher trainees in more advanced level ESL 
c1asses could exacerbate this concern. However, as is evident from the 
﨎sues raised by Sadayuki's reflections , some teacher trainees placed in 
advanced c1asses are less concerned with their lack of knowledge than 
with other issues of being an effective teacher. Hence, more extensive 
interviews with teacher trainees and their teaching concerns may help 
practicum supervisors counsel teacher tra匤ees to select a context that 
would be most beneficial to their development as teachers. 

Second, to the extent that practicum experiences encourage teacher 
trainees to undertake reflections on their teaching experience, it is imｭ
portant that the experience include mechanisms for br匤ging teacher 
trainees from what Stanley (1998) terms engaging in reflection to pracｭ
ticing reflect卲n so that teachers apply the insights they have gained 
through reflection to their own teaching context. Although this can be 
done and often is done in practicum supervisors' conferences with 
teacher trainees , additional ways of helping teacher tra匤ees mod凬y 
the叝 teach匤g actions based on their teaching reflections might be inｭ
corporated throughout the program. Stoynoff (999) , for example, deｭ
scribes how the pract兤um exper冾nce at his university 﨎 integrated 
into the academic program for the ent叝e 12 months of the program, 
involving the active part兤ipation of mentor teachers, graduate program 
faculty advisors, language institute administrators, and the teacher trainｭ
ees themselves. Although such a practicum involves greater costs and 
coordination, Stoynoff contends that such a model “offers students an 
integrated, developmental experience that acknowledges the long-term 
process of learning to teach and becoming members 
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gram, the teacher trainees' specific concern with the methodology impleｭ
mented by their mentor teachers as well as their concern for its approｭ

priateness in a ]apanese context could have been raised in the context 
of their methods courses. 

1be ]apanese Native やeakeras a Teacher Trainee in an ESL Context 

The difficulties these five ]apanese teacher trainees encountered in 
their practicum may seem to suggest that there are few benefits for 
]apanese graduate teacher trainees to have an ESL teaching experience. 
There are , however, several benefits these teacher trainees did gain 
from the experience. First, even though several of the teacher trainees 
such as Mariko and Sachiko expressed a lack of knowledge about Enｭ
glish grammar and vocabulary, their struggle with these facets of Enｭ
glish served to increase their knowledge of English. Whereas Sachiko 
was not originally familiar with the differences between such words as 
“clinic" and “hospital," or “day-care center" and “nursery school" in the 
U.S. context, her practicum experience provided her with this informaｭ
tion. Even more importantly, this experience highlighted for Sachiko the 
fact that the meaning of lexical items is embedded in the cultural conｭ
text of their use. As such, her language expertise, in Rampton's (990) 
sense, was increased. In addition, the teacher trainees were developing 
one important attribute of a native speaker, an attribute highlighted by 
Medgyes 0992; 1994), namely the ability to provide their stu�nts with 
more cultural information surrounding the use of English. 

Secondly, experiences such as Koji's uncertainty as to whether or not 
ESL students need a focus on accuracy or Sachiko's questio凶ngof whether 
or not ESL students should learn to talk about jobs because this was an 
acceptable U.S. classroom topic served to raise the teacher trainees' 
awareness that student needs and appropriate classroom topics may 
differ cross-culturally. Finally, because of the contrasts the teacher trainｭ
ees experienced between a largely teacher-centered ]apanese English 
classroom and more student-centered U.S. classrooms, the teacher trainｭ
ees were forced to consider the advantages and disadvantages of each 
and their appropriateness for different contex白 . In the process of examｭ
ining these two types of classrooms, not only were 出ey increasing their 
repertoire of teaching approaches, but 出eywere also learning to assess 

these approaches in light of specific teaching contexts. 
Perhaps the most difficult challenge confronting these five teacher 
trainees is the one they may face as they return to ]apan and their 
English teaching careers. The expertise 出ey hav 
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threat. On the other hand , hopefully their increased awareness of how 
language and teaching methods are socially and culturally bound will 

help them apply their new expe氏ise in ways that are highly productive 

for English teaching in the J a panese context. 
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Notes 

1. For a recent description of two practicum experiences, one in the EFL and 
the other in an ESL context, see Flowerdew , 1999 and Stoynoff, 1999 
2. However, see ]ohnson 1996 for a report on a case study of one teacher 
trainee's practicum experience. 
3. All names are pseudonyms 
4. All exce中旬 are marked with the source of the data , the page number, and 
the date. The following abbreviations are used with the data 
TL -the students' teaching logs 
BQ -the students' language and teaching background questionnaire 
FR -the students' final report 
GI -transcripts of the group interview 
FN -the author's field notes 
ML -the mentor teachers' logs 

う. The following symbols have been used in the transcripts: 
: trailing off / pause 

• : unintelligible speech 
手 : question / rising contour 
6. 1 am grateful to one of the jALT journal reviewers for pointing out this 
possibility. 
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