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Abstract 
Although the number of US college students who participate in education abroad programs in 
Japan has doubled over the last decade, studies on pedagogical intervention for US college 
students who study abroad in Japan are still limited. The current paper discusses pedagogical 
supports that home institutions can provide to maximize US college students’ linguistic and 
cultural learning during education abroad in Japan. Based on two empirical studies (Tobaru, 
2019b), this paper focuses on pedagogical support that facilitates US students’ social network 
development within a local community. 
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1. Introduction 
Students who participate in education abroad (EdA) programs typically expect that the 
presumably “unlimited” exposure to the target culture and language provided by the programs is 
the best environment for culture and language learning (Dewey et al., 2014, p. 36). However, a 
number of studies have revealed that not all EdA students are able to take advantage of the 
learning environment, and that there are individual differences in the outcomes of the learning 
(Berg et al., 2009; Isabella-Garcia, 2006 among others).  
 Recent studies have reported that strong social ties with locals are significant predictors of 
language gain and cultural knowledge gain during SA, but many EdA students were unable to 
develop such social ties (Baker-Smemoe, et al., 2014). EdA students’ social network 
development within a local community is key for successful EdA learning. Although there are a 
number of studies that have investigated EdA learning, studies that examine the effectiveness of 
pedagogical interventions that focuses on social network development are still limited (Davidson, 
2010; Berg et al., 2009; and Cohen et al., 2005).  
 This paper discusses how home institutions can maximize EdA students’ linguistic and 
cultural learning based on findings in empirical research (Tobaru, 2019b). In the following 
sections, this paper first summarizes findings from Tobaru (2019b). 
 
2. Summary of the objectives and findings of the research  
This original study aimed to investigate (1) types of cultural and linguistic issues US 
undergraduate students encounter regarding building personal relationships during EdA 
programs in Japan; (2) ways in which EdA training can address these issues described in (1); and 
(3) the degree to which EdA training can mitigate these issues.  
 The overall findings suggested that social networks played a crucial role in the seven 
participants’ EdA gains. More specifically, social networks that included negotiated Third Space 
(TS)12 seemed to have a positive impact on their EdA gain. In addition, the findings suggest that 
the design of the EdA programs may have had the greatest influence on the construction of 
negotiated TS in EdA participants’ social networks.  
 One of the most crucial findings regarding the relationships between social networks and 
EdA gain was that participants who had negotiated TS in their social networks demonstrated 
more EdA gain. The findings on social networks, including participants’ EdA experiences, 
suggest that EdA programs (i.e., the structure of the language programs, dorm, extracurricular 
activities, etc.) at the host universities seemed to most strongly influence the production of 
negotiated TS in social networks. Considering that the host universities were the primary place 

 
1  Applying the concept of Third Space by Jian (2018), the original study refers to TS as the intercultural 
communication mode, where people do not exclusively follow norms or expectations of C1 or C2, and either 
consciously or unconsciously co-construct a unique communication environment. In order for the people in the TS 
to be productive and meaningful, they need not only to understand the other side’s culture or to recognize 
expectations from the other side but also to negotiate their expectations so that they benefit both parties. (Tobaru, 
2019).  
2 Negotiated TS refers to TS that allows EdA students to have consistent negotiation with locals and be able to 
develop strong social ties.  



 

 

103 

for constructing social networks with both locals and non-Japanese persons, it is understandable 
that EdA programs had the most impact on EdA students’ social networks. As mentioned in 
Chapter One, most undergraduate students who participated in EdA programs in Japan have at 
least Intermediate-Low level proficiency on the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) scale, while 
structures and/or frameworks that EdA programs offered enabled their EdA students to engage in 
intercultural communication and intercultural relationship construction. Without such structures, 
they might not be able to do so.  
 The findings regarding social networks during EdA programs in Japan revealed that host 
universities were the primary place to construct social networks for the participants in the current 
study (see Tobaru, 2019b for a detailed discussion of the findings on social networks during EdA 
programs in Japan). In addition, most of them developed social ties with non-Japanese 
international students who were fluent in English, which enabled them to receive expressive 
returns.3 The use of English seemed to strengthen such relationships. By contrast, being fluent in 
English seemed a hindrance when communicating with local Japanese students. In fact, most of 
the EdA students in the current study struggled with local Japanese students who wanted to 
speak English with them when the EdA students wanted to practice Japanese. In terms of 
establishing external social ties (i.e., social ties that were constructed outside of the host 
university setting), the findings revealed that only the participants who started with Intermediate-
Mid or higher oral language proficiency established social ties outside of the host universities. 
This suggests that EdA students have to be able to fully handle communication in predictable 
and familiar contexts and actively engage in communication if they want to construct social ties 
outside of a school setting.   
 The findings in EdA gains revealed that most of the participants demonstrated EdA gains at 
least with one assessment, but there were individual differences in EdA gains among the 
participants (see Tobaru, 2019b for a detailed discussion of the findings on EdA gains). In 
general, gains in the skills measured by the Japanese Computerized Adaptive Test (J-CAT) 
seemed easier to demonstrate than the oral productive skills measured with the OPI. EdA gain 
measured with J-CAT suggested that EdA students could benefit in vocabulary and reading skills 
regardless of their pre-EdA proficiency, from yearlong EdA programs in Japan. On the other 
hand, grammar skills seemed most difficult to gain during EdA experiences. Examination of 
style-shifting revealed that all participants demonstrated some kind of improvement such as 
increased use of plain forms, non-use or self-correction of inappropriate informal speech style 
(IfSS) in situations where the speakers had a high awareness of the addressee or being able to use 
IfSS appropriately in a casual speech setting. Because the criteria of the two proficiency tests did 
not include cultural knowledge, the examination of style-shifting development provided the 
students’ EdA gains in regard to the students’ language performance in a culturally appropriate 
manner, which is a crucial communication skill to develop personal relationships in L2. 

 
3 Some examples of expressive returns are physical health, mental health, and life satisfaction (Lin, 2001, p. 21).  
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 In the next section, I discuss pedagogical implications 4  for US college students who 
participate in yearlong undergraduate EdA programs in Japan.  
 
3. Maximizing Education Abroad Learning in Japan 
Appropriate preparation at a home institution can also help EdA students engage in social 
network construction with locals, which can facilitate their EdA gain. This section focuses on 
pedagogical support by a home institution for American college students, more specifically for 
American undergraduate students who participate in yearlong EdA exchange programs in Japan.  
 The findings regarding the construction of negotiated TS suggest the necessity of supporting 
EdA students’ negotiation skill development in Japanese that is appropriate in an EdA context. 
College students who attend yearlong exchange EdA programs usually spend time in less 
structured learning environments than students who participate in a faculty-led EdA program. 
The less structured learning environment may work better for some EdA students who already 
established some social networks in Japan or those who already have high enough linguistic and 
cultural skills to actively participate in community activities and construct social ties with locals 
like Henry did. However, such a less structured learning environment may overwhelm and 
demotivate students who started the program with lower linguistic and cultural skills. Such 
learning environments can become obstacles to taking the initiative to utilize interactional 
opportunities. The participants in the current study shared the opinion that the structure and 
content coverage of the language classes often differ from the ones at a home institution, which 
confused them and required some time to get accustomed. The following sections discuss pre-, 
concurrent, and post-EdA training for yearlong EdA exchange students. 
 
3.1 Pre-departure training duration and content, cast of characters: Focusing on negotiation skills 
and the process of EdA learning 
Pre-departure training should include contents to help students develop negotiation skills as well 
as viable personae in EdA contexts. Although it was already discussed in Chapter Three as a 
pedagogical implication, the importance of developing skills to manage the informal 
conversation, including abilities for style shifting in Japanese, cannot be overemphasized. In the 
original study, the practice of self-introduction focusing on style shifting was done once 
individually via Skype due to restrictions of time and location. Although all four participants 
who went through the pre-EdA training mentioned that it was very helpful, they also reported 
that having multiple practices to develop accuracy and fluency in interactive performance would 
have been more beneficial than doing it once.  
 Because repeated practice is crucial for smooth communication, style-shifting skills should 
also be practiced in formal instruction at the home institution. Traditional formal instruction or 
Japanese language textbooks5 often de-emphasize the importance of such communication skills 

 
4 Pedagogical implications focusing on style-shifting skills were discussed in Tobaru (2019a). Therefore, this paper 
focuses on pedagogical implications based on the findings on EdA gain and social network development. 
5 NihonGo Now! (Noda et a. forthcoming), which includes style shifting throughout the lessons, would be a great 
pedagogical material to practice such communication skills.  
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and focus on not mixing speech styles within a conversation. However, previous research (Cook, 
2006; Okamoto, 1999; etc.) on Japanese L1 and L2 speakers’ communication suggest that such 
skills are crucial for all L2 learners to communicate effectively. 
 Although such performance in casual speech style is primarily for students who participate in 
undergraduate EdA programs in Japan, students who wish to participate in graduate-level 
programs or to work for Japanese companies in Japan can benefit from such instruction 
considering that even at a workplace, informal communication skills, for example at nomi-kai 
(drinking parties), are necessary to develop close relationships with colleagues.  
 As mentioned before, style-shifting can be used as a communication strategy because it 
enables one to recognize, negotiate, and co-construct expectations, but these expectations differ 
depending on contexts and naturally shift even within the same context. Practice with style-
shifting skills helps students to respond to and continue to develop a viable persona in each 
encounter. It is also helpful to practice cultural scripts to negotiate local peoples’ expectations. 
One possible cultural script, based on the findings of this research, would be one in which the 
non-Japanese explains his/her difficulty in using plain forms, including their conjugation as well 
as their primary learning experience of using masu forms at the home institution to a local 
Japanese person. This is more practical for yearlong EdA exchange programs where training for 
local Japanese students is difficult. By practicing such scripts, EdA students can initiate 
negotiations of Japanese people’s expectations toward their speech style.  

In addition, students can benefit from group discussions on potential struggles, such as how 
to deal with Japanese students who want to speak only English. During the discussion, an 
instructor shares a scenario of each struggle that the students may encounter during EdA 
programs. Such discussions must aim to negotiate and co-construct productive TS with locals, 
which enables students to construct social ties with the locals rather than a confrontational TS 
where they discontinue future interaction. Due to the complexity of the content, such a 
discussion should be done in English so that all students can engage in discussion. After 
discussion, the students create their own script in Japanese by incorporating what they have 
discussed, which is followed by a practice of the performance. Although the instructor should 
provide feedback on language and cultural aspects during the discussion and the process of script 
making, he or she should not provide an answer for the students. In this way, the students will 
learn how to deal with struggles by themselves during EdA programs. All scripts are shared in 
the class, and through these, students can learn other ways to deal with struggles, and it provides 
them more choices to use during EdA programs in Japan based on what context they encounter. 
To optimize students’ learning, pre-departure training should be done in person rather than 
online, and as a group rather than an individual lesson as done in the current study. 

The findings also suggest that it is crucial to understand the EdA learning from the students’ 
perspective, and pre-EdA training should provide the support that meets students’ needs in 
different EdA programs. One way to do this is to invite former EdA students to share their 
experiences, including their struggles (which I consider to be the most helpful advice that pre-
EdA students can get from former EdA students), in pre-departure training. I found that after 
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interviewing more than thirty former EdA students in the last seven years, these students were 
often eager to share their experiences in Japan, and many of them thanked me for giving them 
the opportunity to share their experiences (even those with negative experiences). Inviting 
former EdA students to pre-departure training is a win-win situation for both former EdA 
students who want to share their experience in Japan and pre-EdA students who desire to learn 
about their EdA program from former EdA students’ perspectives. In addition, such former EdA 
students’ perspectives provide the home institution valuable insights on how EdA programs are 
structured, which is something that they may not able to learn from direct communication with 
the EdA programs or from information on official university websites or EdA program 
pamphlets. 

Choosing the right EdA program based on not only each EdA student’s academic needs but 
also their interests in other fields is one of the most important supports that a home institution 
can provide. All participants in the current study mentioned that their yearlong EdA experiences 
were successful and great despite the struggles that they faced.  

However, some of the participants in the original study struggled with constructing social ties 
with locals partially due to their lower language proficiency and partially due to how their EdA 
programs were structured. For example, the participants complained that it was difficult to find 
and join school clubs because there was no major school event to help them do so. Advanced 
level learners may have been able to find other ways to connect with local students, but without 
such help from the host institutions, it might have been extremely difficult for lower language 
proficiency students to do so. It might be also possible that the participants’ low language 
proficiency hindered them from finding helpful resources that host institutions had provided. 
Considering that, it is crucial for home institutions to understand each EdA program at their 
affiliated Japanese universities and what resources that EdA students can use to gain access to 
local students based on their pre-EdA language proficiency.  

 
3.2. Concurrent-EdA training with the utilization of technology 
Once EdA programs start, students often have to deal with struggles mostly by themselves. This 
is why pre-departure training is crucial. While the main focus of the pre-departure training is to 
prepare for potential struggles stemming from cultural differences and to determine how to 
overcome such struggles by training them with communication strategies, the main purpose of 
the concurrent training is to check the progress of EdA learning and help the EdA students find 
solutions to overcome struggles or concerns regarding Japanese language and culture if needed. 
Concurrent training can be done by utilizing technology, such as Skype or Zoom. 

If possible, having students conduct participant observation is also a great way for them to 
actively engage in their EdA learning (Kawamura, 2007). Such online feedback might not be as 
effective as in-person (Kawamura, 2018), but using pedagogical materials designed for such 
actives (e.g., Action! Japan by Noda et al., 2017) may compensate for such gaps. Findings from 
the participant observations can be shared in an online bulletin board with other EdA participants 
to encourage student discussion. However, considering intense schedules during EdA programs, 
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such activities do not have to take place frequently during EdA programs. Rather, such data can 
be used as materials in the post-EdA training. 

 
3.3. Post-EdA training 
Providing support post-EdA programs is as important as support pre- and concurrent-EdA 
programs to facilitate further learning in Japanese language and culture. Many EdA students 
experience reverse culture shock (Paige et al., 2002) upon returning to their home country. Post-
EdA training is a great place for the EdA students to overcome reserve culture shock and share 
their experiences, including TSs they experienced and findings from participant observation if it 
was conducted. This can be done as a course in which students use both English and Japanese, 
depending on the level of proficiency and difficulty of topics. As a final project, they present 
their findings and learning experience in Japanese. As a class, students discuss and summarize 
their findings and learning experience and make an English version of the presentation, which 
can be used at the pre-departure training for students who attend EdA programs in Japan the 
following year.  

As mentioned above, returned students can serve as student advisers for the students who 
will attend the same EdA program in Japan, and it can also be a part of the course requirements 
to provide more specific information and advice to maximize their learning experience at each 
host university. Such a sequence of activities pre-, concurrent-, and post-EdA program not only 
helps EdA students receive academic (instrumental) returns, but also provides them a resource 
from which they can seek psychological (expressive) returns when they encounter struggles 
during their EdA program by connecting with former and potential EdA students at their home 
institution. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 It is crucial to provide pedagogical support to students’ development of relationship-
building personae in Japanese undergraduate settings by utilizing style-shifting as one 
communication strategy that EdA students can employ to recognize, negotiate, and co-construct 
expectations with the locals. In addition, it is essential to understand each EdA program from the 
students’ perspectives and utilize them as a valuable resource to provide support to students who 
will participate in the same EdA program. Such support enables EdA students to develop a 
relationship-building persona to forge intercultural relationships with locals, which facilitates 
their EdA gain.  
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