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Preservice training for secondary-school teachers in Japan has been criticized as inconsistent
and ineffective and is seen to have little influence on their teaching repertoire. Early career
teachers tend to be more strongly influenced by their experiences as students and their
observation of senior teachers. However, they lack training in how to effectively observe lessons.
In this study, we explored preservice teachers using classroom-observation rubrics while studying
abroad as a method to encourage them to observe other teachers’ lessons more effectively.
Results show that these preservice teachers noted aspects of their teacher’s classroom practice
including flexibility in the pace and flow of the lesson, techniques for classroom management,
and attention to students’ individual needs and progress. Results also indicate that the relatively
simple intervention, introducing a classroom-observation rubric and encouraging discussion
about it, was a catalyst for students to become reflective and critical observers of senior teachers’
classroom practice.
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P reservice secondary-school English-language teachers in Japan often have
insufficient grounding in language-teaching theory and pedagogy (Cook, 2012;
Umeda, 2014). When they become practicing teachers, their lessons are heavily
influenced by observation of senior teachers and their own experiences as students. In
this pilot project, we investigated the influence of a short-term study-abroad experience
on prospective teachers’ images of language teaching.

Training for Preservice Teachers

In Japan, preservice secondary-school teachers have two licensing options. They may
attend a specialized university program in education and study both educational practice
and their discipline, or they may attend a general education program in their discipline
supplemented with an elective teachers’ licensure program. In either case, the teacher-
education curriculum includes law and the legal responsibilities of schools, psychology,
education theory, and pedagogy. There is also a mandatory teaching practicum in which
they observe classes and conduct lessons (Cook, 2012; Umeda, 2014).

However, preservice preparation in Japan has been criticized as inconsistent and
ineffective (Howe, 2005; Umeda, 2014). Howe acknowledged positive results of in-
service training for teachers but argued that preservice training is “underdeveloped” (p.
130). Howe also noted a disconnect between university education programs and the
reality of secondary-school classrooms, with early in-service training generally ignoring
lessons learned at university. For English-language teaching, preservice teachers often
lack sufficient grounding in language acquisition theory, teaching methodology and
pedagogy, and language testing (Umeda, 2014; Yonesaka, 2004).

The practicum for trainee teachers may compensate for some of these deficiencies.
Observation of lessons conducted by experienced colleagues is an invaluable part
of training, providing insight into classroom teaching (Fujieda, 2010). However, in
Japan, the required practicum is among the shortest in the OECD (OECD, 2014), and
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teacher-licensure programs have been criticized for focusing practicum preparation on
formalities rather than substance. Preservice teachers often receive little guidance on
how to learn from their practicum (Yonesaka, 1999), and lacking such guidance, student-
teachers simply watch senior teachers’ lessons. While this can influence their classroom
practice (Fujieda, 2010), simple observation is not enough to lead to meaningful learning.
Observation needs to be planned and focused in order to be an effective influence on
new teachers’ (Richards & Farrell, 2011).

In addition, the same lack of grounding in pedagogy seen in trainee teachers is
also seen among teachers who host and supervise practicums (Yonesaka, 2004). Few
secondary-school English teachers majored in TEFL or TESL; most are literature majors
with very limited training in pedagogy (Browne & Wada, 1998). Therefore, the practicum
may actually serve to perpetuate traditional methods (Cook, 2012) even though current
MEXT guidelines call for a more communicative approach (Rapley, 2008).

At the time of the writing of this paper, MEXT’s curriculum for teacher licensure is
under revision, with changes scheduled for implementation in 2019 (MEXT, 2018);
therefore, some of these issues may be at least partially resolved in the near future.

In particular, MEXT is calling for more classes on second language acquisition and
classroom pedagogy as well as integrated classes where preservice teachers can engage

in both communicative and theory-based activities. In terms of the practicum, however,
the core requirements are not changing. While the new curriculum does allow for

an extended practicum during which university students can be part-time volunteer
teacher assistants for up to a year, this is not required. Also, because of the considerable
logistical challenge for both the university and the hosting school, it is unclear how many
programs will actually implement this.

With both preservice education and the practicum being less than ideal, Lortie’s (1975)
classic notion of the apprentice of observation becomes more important. According to Lortie,
teachers’ classroom practice is more heavily influenced by their experiences as students
than by what they learn in preservice education classes. Crandall (2000) concurred, saying
that teachers’ “prior learning experiences . . . play a powerful role in shaping . . . views of
effective teaching and learning” (p. 35). The apprenticeship of observation strongly influences
how nonnative-speaking teachers of English approach their teaching (da Silva, 2005) and
perpetuates a view of language as an object of study, a set of contents, and the notion that
there is a single correct method for delivering those contents to students (Tedick, 2009).
Thus, exposing preservice teachers to alternate ways of teaching while they are still language
students themselves may influence their eventual classroom practice. Study-abroad programs
may provide one such source of exposure to these alternate ways.

MA(FRONT PAGE <4 PREVIOUS PAGE

NEXT PAGE »

Study-Abroad Programs for Preservice Teachers

Study abroad has cultural and linguistic benefits for students including greater
acceptance of nonnative varieties of English (Kimura, 2017), more self-reliance (Kirchoff,
2015), and improved self-confidence and self-efficacy (Tanaka & Ellis, 2003). Longer
study-abroad experiences lead to better outcomes (Sasaki, 2011); however, short-term
programs are also beneficial. Kimura & Hayashi (2017) found that a 2-week study-abroad
program has positive impacts on motivation, risk-taking, and appreciation of cultural
diversity, and Leis (2015) found that even 10 days abroad increased willingness to
communicate.

For preservice language teachers, study abroad is also linked to their eventual approach
to teaching (Barkhuizen & Feryok, 2000). In a study of preservice English-language
teachers from Hong Kong, Lee (2011) noted how study abroad helped them develop
global viewpoints, improve their language abilities, and find new approaches to teaching.
Lee also found study abroad introduced preservice teachers to new pedagogical tools,
such as different kinds of reading and thinking tasks, and more importantly, showed
them how these tools were applied in practical contexts. The preservice teachers in Lee’s
study also saw new possibilities for building rapport with students and questioned their
assumptions about the relationship between students and teachers. However, they were
not uncritically accepting of everything they saw while abroad. The “participants were
able to question professional practice in the host country and in their home town and
appreciate the importance of making adaptations so as to enjoy the respective strengths
of the two systems” (p. 17).

The Current Study

In the current study, we investigated how preservice English language teachers observe
senior teachers while studying abroad. University students studying to become secondary
school English language teachers joined a study-abroad program, during which they not
only participated in ESL classes, but also observed how those classes were taught. The
following research questions guided this study:

RQ1: What do preservice teachers notice about second-language teaching during
study abroad?
RQ2: Can an observation rubric encourage students to be reflective and critical
observers of senior teachers’ practice?
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Participants also observed one class in each of the programs; however, these observations were not

The five participants in this study (three females, two males) were preservice secondary-
school English language teachers in the second year of their undergraduate program

at a prefectural university. Although they had taken some teaching-related courses as
part of a teacher-licensure program, none had yet experienced an in-class practicum.
Pseudonyms were assigned to protect students’ identities and ensure confidentiality.
Thus, in this study, they will be referred as Ms G, Mr. H, Mr. K, Ms M, and Ms O.
Students signed consent forms and were offered the opportunity to opt out of the study,
should they have wished to.

The participants studied in one of two intensive 5-week ESL programs in Canada,
which consisted of 20-25 hours per week of instruction along with independent study
time and sociocultural activities (e.g., visiting a sugar bush, going tubing, visiting
museums). The ESL classes were taught by three highly experienced and well-qualified
ESL teachers, all of whom possessed graduate degrees in education, had been teaching
for an average of 30 years, and had all taught in various countries, including Japan. The
participants took part in these ESL classes as students, while at the same time observing
their teachers’ classroom practice. The students were escorted by the researchers
on these programs. Participants in this study represented a minority of students
participating in the programs.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data was collected once before the programme and weekly during the 5-week study-
abroad period. Students completed a preprogramme questionnaire about their
experiences as students and their impressions of teaching. During the programme,
students were given a weekly task (see a summary of topics in Figure 1). These tasks were
inspired by those recommended by Richards and Farrell (2011) and Somogyi-Té6th (2012),
though they were adapted to simplify them and to remove aspects of the observation
rubrics that could be interpreted as the participants evaluating their teachers. Each
week, students’ written task notes were collected and discussed in a 20-to-30-minute
semistructured interview in English with one of the researchers. Students also shared
their observations with each other in 30-to-40-minute discussions in Japanese. The
interviews and discussions were audio recorded and transcribed by the researchers.
Qualitative methods of data analysis were used for this study. Triangulation was done
through interviews, observations, and document collection (Creswell, 2009). Where
direct quotes from the participants are used below, some are taken from the students’
English-language interviews; others were translated by the researchers. The researchers
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treated directly as data in this study. Rather, they served to inform the researchers’
interpretation of comments made by the participants.

Week Task

1: Preprogramme  Questionnaire about images of effective teaching and motivations

for becoming a teacher and experiences in language classes

2 Observation rubric - Creating an Atmosphere
3 Observation rubric - Instructional Skills

4 Observation rubric - Feedback and Assessment
5 Free comments

Figure 1. WeeKkly tasks.

Results

A brief summary of each of the topics covered in the study is given below, highlighting
key observations made by the participants.

Predeparture

Before the programme began, students answered questions about their experiences

in secondary-school English classes and their motivations for becoming a teacher (see
Appendix). Students had varying reasons for wanting to become teachers: One was
inspired by her parents who are both teachers and three reported being inspired by a
particular teacher. Interestingly, this was not always a secondary-school teacher. Mr.
H reported much more positive memories of his teachers at cram school than those in
secondary school.

When asked about the kind of teacher they wanted to become, participants noted
passion and connection with students as the primary qualities of good teachers. In terms
of classroom practice, students valued flexibility, the abilities to answer questions and
adapt to individual students’ needs, honest feedback, and natural speaking skills. They
also noted that effective teachers are confident and enthusiastic about what they are
teaching. Interestingly, participants noted that this enthusiasm does not always have
to be genuine. According to Ms M, teachers sometimes have to “put on a show.” More
than in other subjects, “English is irrelevant to most students, so the class itself has to
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be motivating.” Other participants expressed similar sentiments, with three noting that
the most important characteristic of an effective teacher was creating a comfortable
atmosphere where students become excited about learning, can take risks, and feel
confident in their own ability to learn English.

When asked about teachers they had had bad experiences with, the students all
mentioned teachers who did not treat them as individuals. They also criticized teachers
who followed lesson plans or textbooks too faithfully and were not able or willing to
adapt the lesson to suit their students.

Week 1: Experiences in Language Classes

At the end of the participants’ 1st week abroad, which was largely an orientation to the
programme, they were interviewed about and discussed their experiences as students
in language classes at home in Japan. These conversations provided a window into the
kinds of teacher that they themselves did not want to become. One thing consistently
mentioned was that their secondary-school teachers of English tended to rely heavily
on textbooks. More telling, however, was the long list of things they tended not to do,
including not making eye-contact with students, not using body language, not giving
feedback, not giving praise, not allowing students to practice speaking in class, and not
remembering students’ names. Because of these things, the participants felt that they
could not get close to some teachers, that teachers were scary, and that the atmosphere
was hard or severe. Naturally, they did not feel comfortable speaking in front of other
students. In addition, because the goals of the classes were not made clear to them, they
wondered why they had to study English. Ms M added that it was clear to her that the
students’ progress mattered less to her teachers than “getting to the end of the chapter
on time.”

Interestingly, students were more positive in talking about their cram school
teachers, particularly because those teachers remembered their names and gave
them individualized attention. Ms O said that if she had not gone to cram school, she
would have had trouble in junior high school, and Mr. K said that his grades went up
significantly, and thanks to the cram school, he could enter the university of his choice.

Week 2: Creating an Atmosphere

In the 2nd week, participants were asked to focus on how their teachers created
an atmosphere conducive to learning. The observation rubric guided students to
notice how their teachers created and managed the class atmosphere (see Appendix).
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The participants noted that the teachers started the class each day with personal,
individualized attention to each student, greeting them by name and asking about their
experiences in Canada thus far, their homework questions, and their relationships with
their host families. Participants also mentioned that their teachers gave a lot of praise,
not necessarily only for correct answers; they also praised and thanked students for
asking questions, helping classmates, or trying, even if unsuccessfully, to contribute to
class discussion. This made the students less afraid of making mistakes and encouraged
them to be more open to sharing ideas and taking risks. Participants felt that praise and
attention from the teachers were spread fairly among the students. Teachers took the
time to make comments to each group during or after tasks and asked all students to
answer questions or make comments.

On a related note, the participants mentioned the effective way the teachers used
space in the classroom, moving around the room so that they were always near students
when they talked to them. This made the students more comfortable to ask questions
than if the teacher stayed at the front of the room. For these participants, this was
evidence that the teachers were trying to lessen the teacher-student social distance.
Participants also noticed the teachers’ patience and control of the flow of the lesson.
The teachers did not push students and there was no pressure to “get through the lesson
plan,” but at the same time activities started and ended in a timely way and lessons
flowed from one task to the next naturally.

Week 3: Instructional Skill

In Week 3, the observation rubric guided participants to observe specific aspects of
classroom practice including how their teacher explained or demonstrated tasks,
monitored students’ work, and managed groupings and partner changes (see Appendix).
One aspect of interest to the participants was the latter; not only did the teachers control
groupings and manage partner changes very smoothly, these partner changes did not
seem to be random; students were placed in groups of mixed levels and mixed interests,
and groupings were changed often enough that each student had a chance to interact
with all of their classmates. Although participants appreciated this, they also wondered
how possible that would be in their own teaching context, where Japanese secondary-
school students would be hesitant to talk to a variety of partners.

In a theme continuing from Week 2, the participants made a point of mentioning their
teachers’ patience and attention to individual progress. Activities had a set time limit, but
the teachers monitored progress and adjusted the time accordingly. Also, when students
were asking or answering a question, teachers were careful to not pressure them, instead
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providing hints and waiting for responses. This monitoring also allowed the teachers to
notice when students were having trouble and reteach, offer further explanations, or give
hints. In a comment that may be revealing about his experience in high school in Japan,
Mr. K said that his teacher in Canada “never looked away from a student that looked
confused or uncomfortable,” she always noticed when students did not understand and
tried to reframe instructions or explanations.

The participants also noted how the teachers explained tasks and activities by making
extensive use of examples, demonstrations, and role-plays to ensure that students knew
what they were supposed to do. Although these participants had learned a different way
to structure classes in Japan, they saw that their Canadian teachers were able to achieve
class goals using a variety of methods.

Week 4: Feedback and Assessment

The topic of Week 4 was feedback and assessment. The participants were guided

to observe how the teachers assessed students, gave feedback, and encouraged peer
feedback. Participants noticed that the feedback and praise they received encouraged
them to be more open and communicative. However, they also noted that the feedback
was not always entirely positive. The honest and open feedback they got from their
teachers, both positive and corrective, was appreciated. The participants said that they
could “see through” the kind of superficial, universally positive “good job” feedback they
often received in secondary school in Japan. The honesty they sensed in their Canadian
teachers’ feedback during this program was an important part of its motivational effect.

The participants also noticed that feedback was not given in isolation. In comments
that recalled the lack of flexibility they reported experiencing in secondary school, they
praised the Canadian teachers for “breaking away from the lesson plan” to grasp the
teachable moment. Feedback often led to minilessons on alternative ways to express an
idea, or teachers reteaching a point that students were struggling with. Yet, although
students admired this flexibility, they were unsure if they could be as responsive in their
own future teaching.

Week 5: Free Observation

In the last week of the program, participants were asked to give any other comments they
wished about their teachers or classes. Some of the points raised in this final week were
reiterations of previously noted aspects of the teachers’ classroom practice, such as the
teachers’ patience, flexibility, and attention to individual students’ progress. Participants
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also noted some specific teaching skills such as the use of space, specific honest feedback,
and effective explanations and demonstrations of tasks.

However, in this final week, the participants also noted some things about the
Canadian teachers’ classroom practice that they felt may not be appropriate in their own
future classes. First, they noted that their classmates were all highly motivated students
who had made the conscious decision to study abroad in Canada. Ms M wondered if
these Canadian teachers would be able to teach in the same way with a class of “normal
students” in Japan. Second, participants also noticed that Canadian teachers seem to
have more freedom and control of their own classroom than is typical in secondary
school in Japan. The participants believed that the teachers’ ability to respond to
individual students’ needs, parlay feedback into teachable moments, and reteach
confusing points may be related to that freedom and autonomy. They were unsure that
they would have the freedom to teach in the same way at home in Japan in “regular
classes” in secondary school.

Discussion and Conclusions

Our results point to two areas of interest: for the students, an awareness of the purpose
of language learning, and for the researchers, the use of a simple rubric to focus students’
awareness. As to the former, as Mr. K said, “Learning English in Canada is about using
English. In Japan, it’s about passing the test.” With this in mind, participants noticed
Canadian teachers’ patience, flexibility, and ability to grasp the teachable moment. They
also noted the teachers’ skill at giving feedback, fostering rapport, motivating learning,
and managing groupings. The teachers in this program also used space and movement in
a way that was new to the participants.

For the researchers, the relatively simple intervention of giving a weekly observation
rubric and offering participants a chance to discuss their observations seemed to be
successful. Participants observed their teachers’ practice reflectively, noting similarities
and, more often, differences between their experience in Canada and their experiences
in secondary-school language classes in Japan. They also applied some of what they had
learned about pedagogy to their observations, noting how these teachers’ practice did not
always accord with what they had been taught about effective teaching. Participants also
approached their observations critically, noting for example that some of what they saw
as effective teaching methodology in the Canadian context might be difficult to apply to
their own future classrooms in Japan.

The reflective and critical observations of these students is promising for future
applications of the approach used in this pilot study. A similar intervention could help
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preservice teachers become more effective observers of senior teachers during their
practicums in Japan, or it could help preservice teachers observe the language classes
they enroll in as students on their home campus. We are currently exploring both
options as potential follow-up studies.
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2: Creating an
atmosphere

The teacher begins lessons with an interesting/fun warm-up activity
relating to what students are going to learn.

The teacher creates a comfortable environment where learners are
willing to take risks using English.

The teacher gives equal attention to learners depending on their
need.

The teachers help students see their own accomplishments.

The teacher speaks at an appropriate speed for students.

The teacher uses body language, gestures, and teaching space as
needed.

Appendix
Each Week’s Focus
Week Questions
Preprogramme | Why did you decide to become an English teacher?

1: Information
about the
students/Beliefs
about “good”
teachers

Who was your favourite English teacher in junior high school and
high school? Why?
Who was your least favourite English teacher in junior high school
and high school? Why?
In your opinion, what qualities should a good English teacher have?
Based on what you've studied about English education at (home
university) so far, what do you think are the most important things a
teacher should do?
Rank the following characteristics of teachers from 1 (low) to 9
(high) in order of importance for you:

Knowing students’ names

Creating a comfortable environment for learning

Using different groupings (all class, groups, pairs, individual

work)

Being able to speak English

Being able to explain grammar

Having experience overseas

Grading students fairly

Having cultural awareness

Using a variety of methods to teach

3: Teaching skill

The teacher brings the outside world into the classroom (authentic
materials, nontext materials, etc.)

The teacher gives clear instructions including examples or
demonstrations.

The teacher gives students enough time for each activity.

The teachers give students lots of opportunities to practice.

The teacher is flexible and recognizes moments to suddenly teach
something and accepts correct but different answers.

The teacher monitors students during the activity to help them stay
on task.

The teacher reviews what was learned in previous lessons.

The teacher uses a variety of groupings (whole class, small group,
pairs, and individual).

The teacher uses a variety of materials (textbook, prints, audio-
visual, etc.)

The teacher uses all four skills in each class.

The teacher uses technology.

The teacher allows enough time for students to respond to
questions.

The teacher makes expectations for students clear.
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4: Correction In class, the teacher gives helpful feedback on students’ questions

and Assessment | and answers.
The teacher gives helpful feedback on homework assignments.
The teacher gives students opportunities to evaluate each other’s
work as appropriate.
The teacher explained clearly how students would be graded earlier
in the semester.
The teacher uses various methods to assess students (tests, essays
presentations, etc.)

5: Other Please write any other free observations about the teacher you have
been observing over the past 5 weeks.
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