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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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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

M any ESOL educators assume that there are considerable benefits
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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 classroomy; 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 reflections 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 (1988), 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
language.

According to their survey, most practicum experiences occur at the
end of the degree program, are compulsory, and involve 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.! Furthermore, little information exists on the effectiveness
of current practicum experiences.?

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
(1990) 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 (1998), 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



McKay 49

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.

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’ (1988) 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.?
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Hideki:

Like most Japanese, Hideki began learning English in junior high school.
He continued studying English in college but, as he says in his back-
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-
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-
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 Japan 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 level students. The
class had close to 30 students, many of them older students, mainly
from Asian and Pacific Rim 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 family and stayed
there for two and a half years because of his father’s job. There he
attended a public elementary school in the regular classroom with na-
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 country and had no prior teaching experience in Ja-
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 country at the age of 21 for a
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two-week English course in Orlando, Florida. He had no prior teaching
experience in Japan though he had recently passed the exam for his
teaching credential and had a job waiting for him at a Japanese high
school. His teaching practicum was in a credit-bearing reading course
for nonnative speakers at a community college. The class had 25 col-
lege-age students, mainly from Asian and Pacific Rim countries.

Mariko

Mariko began studying English in junior high school and majored in
English literature at the university. Her only exposure to an English-
speaking environment was when she was 27 and took a summer course
at San Diego State University. Like Sachiko she had five years teaching
experience, teaching in a junior and senior high school. For her practicum,
she worked in a credit-bearing grammar review class for nonnative speak-
ers at a public university. The class had 22 college-age students, mainly
from Asian and Pacific Rim countries.

Table 1 provides a summary of the English language learning and
teaching experience of the graduate teacher trainees.

Table 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 Junior High 11/2 yrs none
Sachiko F 30 Elementary 2 months 5 years,
School Jr. high
Koji M 27 Elementary 2 1/2 years none
School
Sadayuki M 21 Junior High 2 weeks none
Mariko F 35 Junior High 4 weeks 5 years,
Jr. & Sr. high
Results

Common Concerns
Though the five teacher trainees differed greatly in their English learning
and teaching experience and in their particular teaching contexts, they
shared common concerns that were apparent in many of their teaching
journals, individual 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-
ods to use in both the U.S. and Japan. Whereas native English-speaking
teacher trainees may also experience a lack of knowledge and an uncer-
tainty as to methodology, these five teacher trainees’ awareness that
English was not their mother tongue, coupled with their own English
learning experience in Japan, 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-
mote teaching methodologies different from those emphasized in a U.S.
context, can heighten teacher trainees’ awareness of their lack of knowl-
edge and their uncertainty as to appropriate methods.

Personal Knowledge

In his examination of nonnative English speakers, Medgyes (1992)
contends that the main element that hampers nonnative English speak-
ers’ effectiveness as teachers is “a state of constant stress and insecurity
caused by inadequate knowledge of the language they are paid to teach”
(p. 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-
pects of U.S. culture. In their teaching logs, several of the teacher train-
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,*

Some of the students asked me about grammar and I tried to answer.
Whenever I did not have confidence about my answers, I always asked
questions to my master teacher, because what I was afraid the most
was to give them wrong information. (TL 3, page 4, 12-7-98)
The teacher trainees’ personal lack 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 I was circulating the class, one student
asked me if the word she wrote was correct or not. I told her that was
OK. But she also asked my mentor teacher to make sure if what I
suggested was right or not. The same student said a main idea of a
paragraph comes at the beginning. In class, I told Ss that a main idea
of a paragraph can come to the end of the paragraph sometime. After
the class, I 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 I tried to clarify 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.’

Author: Do 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 ... first assume that you know, because I I am a nonnative
teach, English teacher, so you know, maybe somehow, I I
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 which 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-
vival English unit on finding employment:

When I was asked by my master teacher to give a lesson which relates
to job searching skill, I worried whether I 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, I am foreign student and I 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 Japanese way. I didn’t know how to fill out application form and
what need to write in resume. For example, in Japan, 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 Japan.
But in here, people walk in companies (stores) and ask application
form. The students are serious about finding jobs, so I 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 about getting a job, but he also was uncertain as to specialized vocabulary
involved in finding a job in the U.S. For example, he pointed out that many
job advertisements contain abbreviations that he did not know.

For example, I didn’t know the meaning “401k” (I'm not sure, 401k?).
“K” means kilo (thousand), so when an advertisement indicates
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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 similar experience of not knowing the meaning of
a term in a U.S. context.

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

Sachiko’s lack of knowledge about aspects of U.S. society was height-
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-
duced to the concept of the teacher as facilitator who encourages stu-
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 Japan.®

On the other hand, as nonnative English speakers, the five teacher
trainees did have particular personal knowledge that was valued in their
ESL teaching context. For one thing, the teacher trainees’ knowledge of
Japanese 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 Japan asking people
about their jobs is not considered polite, especially in a public context
like a classroom. She believed this knowledge provided her with an
advantage over many native English speakers. ‘

As a non-native speaker, I am glad that I can have a different perspective
from native speakers. For example, | know that at least in Japan teacher
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should not require Ss to talk about their jobs in public. I know 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 I was concerned with the
topic from the beginning. (TL 2, page 2, 11-6-98)
Although 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, I am not sure if the
topic is totally acceptable or not in this country. Moreover, I do not
know if I should adjust American ways or respect Ss’ culture and should
avoid these things as a teacher. (TL 2, page 2, 11-6-98)

Another 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-
ers, sharing with their students their own English learning strategies. This
topic was discussed in the group interview when I asked them about what
advantages they felt they had as nonnative speakers of English.

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

Author:  Yeah. Do you do that?

Sadayuki: I, today I 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 I ... I use that kind of strategy throughout years and
years so. (GI, page 5, 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.

Teacher-centered Versus Student-centered Classrooms

The issue of personal knowledge was not the only common factor to
these five teacher trainees’ ESL teaching experience. All 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 Japan. This
struggle was heightened by the fact that, whereas they had experienced
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largely a teacher-centered classroom in their English classes in Japan, in
the U.S. the advantages of a student-centered classroom was empha-
sized in many of their graduate methodology courses and implemented
in their classrooms. Sadayuki pointed out that perhaps he was too con-
cerned about implementing a student-centered classroom because of
his own experience in Japan and the U.S.

One thing 1 realized was that I might be too conscious about student-
centered instruction (not teacher-centered) because of my educational
background. Since I went through the teacher-centered instruction
including deductive explanations when I was a junior high and high
school student, and since I experienced a lot of student-centered
activities in MATESOL program and gained a sort of bad images about
teacher-centered classrooms, I may be more concerned about Ss
involved and participating activities than native speakers of English. I
came up with this idea because my mentor teacher does sometimes a
teacher-centered talk, which is fun. But what I have done so far is
more Ss-controlled group work activities. (TL 2, pages 4-5, 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 Japan 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.
I didn’t like accuracy over fluency in Japanese English classes. Too
much grammar instruction made me bored in English classes. When I
saw my mentor teacher doing similar things (i.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), I almost
automatically thought that the students must have been bored. I thought
the teacher should have de-emphasized teaching details. I 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.S. could be
different from that of Japanese people in Japan. The adults who were
looking for a job need accuracy (i.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. (TL 2, page 5, 11-6-98)

Hence the teacher trainees, influenced by their own Japanese lan-
guage learning experience and their graduate education, were constantly
struggling with the question of what goals and methodology were best
for which context. By and large, however, perhaps due to the emphasis
on communicative language teaching in their graduate program, they
were convinced that a more student-centered classroom should be imple-
mented, both in the U.S. and Japanese context. They were, however,
quite aware that implementing a student-centered classroom in a Japa-
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nese context may be difficult because many Japanese students and teach-
ers expect a teacher-centered classroom that focuses largely on prepara-
tion for the university entrance exam. In the group interview, I raised
the question of how they hoped to implement a student-centered class-
room once they returned to Japan 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, I mean, you are gonna go back with
this idea, “I'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
Japan, 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 will be quiet for three years.

All: (Laughter)

Sadayuki: For first like 5, 5 years, 5 years?

Sachiko:  Yeah.

Sadayuki: I will be quiet, I I personally I will be quiet.

Sachiko: Me, too.

Sadayuki: You know for, after five years, I may be get promoted to, you
know, curriculum designer or something like, you know, the
academic year, supervisor or something. You know, when I
when I 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 constraints. (GI, page 8, 11-19-98)
The shared laughter of this moment highlighted the fact that the teacher
trainees realized the conflicts and problems they might encounter when
they returned to Japan with an educational experience that in many ways
had been very different from what they previously experienced at home.

Individual 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. In several instances, this overriding concern of their teaching reflec-
tions would not likely be predicted from looking at their previous En-
glish learning and teaching experience, as is evident in the discussion
that follows.

Mariko: ‘I always became nervous.”

Mariko had had more teaching experience than any of the other focus
teacher trainees. Not only had she taught for five years in Japanese
public junior and senior high schools, she had taught part time for two
years in a juku (“cram” school for exam preparation). In 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-
mine the value of her previous teaching experience. In 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 I teach English or
communicate with students. I'm always afraid I would give them wrong
information (answer). It is easy for me to explain grammatical rules
in Japanese, but it is sometimes hard in English. I can explain if the
sentence is grammatically correct or not, but I 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. I 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 challenging for me to teach university level students in
English. I'm always afraid that I make error when I teach. I feel stress
about my English ability. (BQ, page 4, 9-29-98)
In 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 grammatical errors than she normally would have. This ner-
vousness was in sharp contrast to her teaching experience in Japan.

When 1 had taught in Japan, I rarely became nervous in the class.
However, I always became nervous and felt some stress. At first a
simple thing like calling roll made me feel uncomfortable because I
could not pronounce the student’s name correctly and took much longer
time to remember the student’s names. Sometimes I felt that it was



60 JALT JOURNAL

hard to keep confidence as a teacher in the ESL class. [ made a lot 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, I get the sense some of

them are a little reluctant to go to her for help. She would often volunteer

to help them or I'd tell them to ask her and when I directly told them,

they would go, but I 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 Mariko
noted her nervousness in teaching.

Teaching in Japan was much easier. When I taught in Japan, I gave

directions to the students in Japanese or simple English. I did not have

problems. However, when I taught an ESL class in English, 1 was very

nervous and had trouble giving directions. (FR, page 1, 12-11-98)
In contrast to Mariko’s consistent reflection on her own inadequacies
and nervousness, my post-lesson interview notes described a much
different situation. In the first interview, I noted the following.

Mariko tackled a difficult topic in her advanced grammar class—count

and noncount nouns. [ was impressed by her poise and self-confidence

in the class. . . . In our post-lesson discussion we talked about the

differences she saw in teaching in Japan 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 Japan. 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 I saw few signs of Mariko’s nervousness in class, it was
clear from her written reflections and her discussions with me, that 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 class 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 know.”

Like Mariko, Sachiko had had a good deal of teaching experience
before coming to study in the U.S. However, unlike Mariko, she com-
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-
dents had lived in the U.S. far longer than she had, she expressed a
consistent lack of knowledge regarding life in the U.S. and the English
needs of the students. In her first teaching log she recounted how she
called a friend who was a native English speaker to find out the mean-
ing of several terms that were in the lesson she was supposed to teach.

I 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. I said people often
asked directions at a police box in Japan, 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. I
was very surprised and remembered that [ had never seen police boxes
here. I asked him just for in case, if people would pay money after
meeting doctors at hospital because I 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. I was surprised.
I told him that teaching ESL made me realize how much I did not
know about the life here. I thought when I was teaching English in
Japan, I was talking about a hospital in Japan, for example, not a
hospital in this country in spite of the fact that I was teaching English,
not Japanese. I said to him, “I wish I were a native speaker.” I have
lived here for two years, but I still have so much that I do not know
about a daily 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 might be something
that I could be helpful for them, I think, because in that case I would
be able to use some of my knowledge about the other countries and
linguistic knowledge about English. However, the people I am meeting
every night are studying English to have a better life here. I have lived
here only for two years. I do not know how to call for a job interview,
how to write a job application form, and how to be successful in a job
interview though they are going to be taught in following weeks. I
have never worked here, so I do not know how people are interacting
in a working place. I guess the students know better than I because
most of them are working. I do not know how to look for housing
very well, I do not know how people buy houses. I cannot be helpful
very much for them, I think. I do not know both English and skills
which they want to know in order to live here.
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What I wrote sounds very negative and depressing, but I enjoy going
to the class very much every night. (TL1, page 5, 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 Japan, I think my teaching here
is very shameful. I am even ashamed saying that I have a five-year
teaching experience in Japan because of the fact that I myself know
I am not doing well here. . . . If I would stay in this country and teach
English, T think I need to improve everything. First of all, T should not
be so nervous. I should know the students’ proficiency level as well
as their needs so that [ could make lessons which have an appropriate
level of difficulty and also meet their needs. I should be able to speak
clearly and slowly, choosing the vocabulary the students can
understand. 1 think the main reason why I could not do as well as |
did in Japan was that I did not know almost anything about the
students. (FR, page 3, 12-11-98)
In our post-lesson interviews, Sachiko consistently referred to the 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 observation of her teaching,
[ wrote,

Sachiko questioned her choice of topic for the class (recipes). She

said she was struggling with what topic would be sophisticated enough

for adults 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 Japan. 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 adults who had lived in
the U.S. longer than she meant that they knew more than she did about
U.S. culture. Believing that the teacher should be the knower, she was
convinced she had done an inadequate job teaching.
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Sadayuki: “I like innovative ways to teach.” ' ‘

Unlike Mariko and Sachiko, Sadayuki had had no previous teaching
experience in Japan, although he had recently passed the exam to get
a teaching credential and had a job teaching high school English when
he returned to Japan. He was the youngest of the focus students and
had spent less time in an English-speaking country than any of 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-
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-
ing course. His pupils were the most proficient of all of the students’
pupils, except for Mariko, who, as mentioned eatlier, was very nervous
about her own competency in teaching such high level students. Al-
though Sadayuki did express some reservations about his competency
in English, he was much more concerned about how he could design
lessons that he believed were innovative. As he put it in his final report.
“I like innovative ways to teach. So, I want to keep in mind that my
teaching style 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 materials to students
and provided him with a great deal of feedback on his teaching, which
he took very seriously. In trying to use new activities, his mentor teacher
pointed out that he often spent too much time explaining the direc-
tions. In fact, as his mentor teacher pointed out it in her log, “The
instructions were often so detailed that he even forgot to tell the stu-
dents some important aspects of the tasks because he gave more atten-
tion to the smaller details” (ML, page 1, 12-5-98). Sadayuki took this
feedback very seriously and experimented with different ways of giv-
ing directions. In his final report, he reflected on his own progress in
learning to give directions.

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

Still now, T haven’t come up with the “best” way to give Ss directions.
(FR, page 3, 12-7-98)

In one of our post-lesson interviews, Sadayuki and I talked about his
struggle to find out the best way to give directions to a class.
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Sadayuki talked about how he had to acquire the metacognitive
strategies of giving directions in English in a western culture. He
pointed out that models of actvities were tarely used in japanese
classrooms when giving directions. (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-
tivities, the students were concerned with implementing group activi-
ties in their practicum experience. Sadayuki, perhaps more than any of
the other students, tried to implement group activities in his class. In
describing his own work in adapting materials in the textbook, he wrote:

I tried to have as many different kinds of activities as possible
throughout the course. Most of the activities were group activities. I
received the different kinds of reactions about group activities,
especially about the 1st group activity that I did which is called
“Literature Circles” mentioned in my third log. I gave the evaluation
sheet on Literature Circles. Some students gave me very positive
comments on group work in which each S had his or her own role. . . .
But a few of the Ss commented that the group activity was not
helpful. . . . One reason about the negative feedback on the group
work in general is, I assume, because of Ss’ educational background.
Since many Ss 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 SS was not clear . . .
In conclusion what I learned was it might be helpful for me to assess
the Ss’ preference about learning styles. . . . I am sure I will use some
assessment procedures for my future teaching at a Japanese high
school though I can predict now that they will prefer teacher-centered
instruction. But I may be able to change the class atmosphere into
more student-centered little by little, not all 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 Japanese context. Indeed, he
was the one in the group interview who half jokingly pointed out that
he would probably have to wait five years on his new job before trying
to implement significant changes in classroom methodology.
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Conclusion
The Practicum Course

As a regular course supervisor for the practicum experience of a MA
TESOL program this examination of Japanese teacher trainees’ reflec-
tions on their practicum experience has raised my awareness of the
need for change in several areas of the practicum course. First, more
counseling needs to be implemented in the placement of teacher train-
ees in their practicum, particularly for nonnative speakers. Whereas
many teacher trainees are aware of their lack of knowledge of English,
being a nonnative speaker of English can make this concern para-
mount, particularly as it relates to cultural knowledge. One might argue
that placing nonnative teacher trainees in more advanced level ESL
classes could exacerbate this concern. However, as is evident from the
issues raised by Sadayuki’s reflections, some teacher trainees placed in
advanced classes 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 trainees 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-
portant that the experience include mechanisms for bringing teacher
trainees from what Stanley (1998) terms engaging in reflection to prac-
ticing reflection 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 trainees modify
their teaching actions based on their teaching reflections might be in-
corporated throughout the program. Stoynoff (1999), for example, de-
scribes how the practicum experience at his university is integrated
into the academic program for the entire 12 months of the program,
involving the active participation of mentor teachers, graduate program
faculty advisors, language institute administrators, and the teacher train-
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 of a profession”
(p. 150). Implementing a long-term integrated approach to the practicum
would allow teacher trainees to examine their teaching reflections within
the context of their academic program. Hence, for example, if the
practicum experience had been integrated throughout the graduate pro-



66 JALT JOURNAL

gram, the teacher trainees’ specific concern with the methodology imple-
mented by their mentor teachers as well as their concern for its appro-
priateness in a Japanese context could have been raised in the context
“of their methods courses.

The Japanese Native Speaker as a Teacher Trainee in an ESL Context

The difficulties these five Japanese teacher trainees encountered in
their practicum may seem to suggest that there are few benefits for
Japanese 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-
glish grammar and vocabulary, their struggle with these facets of En-
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-
tion. Even more importantly, this experience highlighted for Sachiko the
fact that the meaning of lexical items is embedded in the cultural con-
text of their use. As such, her language expertise, in Rampton’s (1990)
sense, was increased. In addition, the teacher trainees were developing
one important attribute of a native speaker, an attribute highlighted by
Medgyes (1992; 1994), namely the ability to provide their students 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 questioning of 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-
ees experienced between a largely teacher-centered Japanese English
classroom and more student-centered U.S. classrooms, the teacher train-
ees were forced to consider the advantages and disadvantages of each
and their appropriateness for different contexts. In the process of exam-
ining these two types of classrooms, not only were they increasing their
repertoire of teaching approaches, but they were 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 Japan and their
English teaching careers. The expertise they have gained in their gradu-
ate program in terms of linguistic knowledge and teaching methods
may not be valued and perhaps may even be viewed by some as a
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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 expertise in ways that are highly productive
for English teaching in the Japanese 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 Johnson 1996 for a report on a case study of one teacher
trainee’s practicum experience.
. All names are pseudonyms.
. All excerpts 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
5. The following symbols have been used in the transcripts:
... : trailing off / pause
* . unintelligible speech
? . question / rising contour
6. 1 am grateful to one of the JALT Journal reviewers for pointing out this
possibility.
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