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Introduction

“He then that will know much out of this great Book,
the World, must read much in it”

(Lassels, 1670, preface)

Residence abroad has a long tradition in language education, as a means of honing
and developing language skills, and encountering new cultures. The elite Grand
Tour began in the 17th century, taking young English gentlemen through France,
Germany and Italy, to study languages, art and architecture, and more generally to
“enlighten their understanding” and become “acquainted with a world of our kin-
dred we never saw before” (Lassels, 1670, preface). From the early 20th century,
varied forms of study/ residence abroad became institutionalised within formal
higher education (de Wit & Merkx, 2012). Today, with the mass development of
higher education, millions of students spend part or all of their studies as tempo-
rary sojourners in a different country, and acquire new language skills to a greater
or lesser extent, alongside new academic knowledge, and interpersonal and inter-
cultural skills (Banks & Bhandari, 2012).

Among this international flow, languages students in particular are encour-
aged or required to undertake some form of study or residence abroad, on the
assumption of a distinctive contribution to their target language proficiency, and
in particular to oral fluency. Many North American languages students with vary-
ing levels of pre-programme proficiency attend short instructional programmes
organised by their home institutions abroad. In Europe, many languages students
criss-cross the continent to earn credit in a different country for a semester or a
complete academic year, and enrol in a partner university abroad, through student
exchanges funded by the Erasmus programme of the European Union (now
Erasmus Plus: European Commission, 2014). Worldwide, very large numbers of
English language graduates proceed to some form of advanced study abroad in
English-medium educational institutions. Accordingly, research on the language
learning outcomes of study/ residence abroad developed actively in the later 20th

century, largely as a sub-strand of the new discipline of second language acquisi-
tion research (see reviews e.g. in Collentine, 2009; Freed, 1995). Surveys of study
abroad research confirm in general terms the expected broad linguistic benefits,



especially in the areas of oral proficiency, pragmatics and vocabulary development
(Llanes, 2011). However, Llanes (2011) also points out a number of limitations
to the mainstream SLA research in study abroad contexts. For example, benefits
for some areas of language are contradictory or unclear (this is notably the case for
grammar learning); the age range typically studied is narrow (adolescents/ young
adults); and the most beneficial starting age/ starting language level are not
known.

As is well known, second language acquisition research was inspired at its
foundation primarily by developments in theoretical linguistics and psycholin-
guistics (Mitchell, Myles & Marsden, 2013, Chapter 2), and this focus is mir-
rored in the study abroad research tradition surveyed by Llanes (2011). However,
even from the early days of second language acquisition research, there were voic-
es calling for greater sociolinguistic sensitivity concerning constructs such as
“input” and “interaction”, and in recent decades ethnographic and poststruc-
turalist thinking have become increasingly influential within SLA theorising (see
e.g. Atkinson, 2011). Given the social dislocation inevitably attaching to the
experience of study/ residence abroad, it is not surprising that qualitative research
traditions investigating its impact on sojourners’ personality, identity and inter-
cultural awareness has flourished strongly in this particular domain (influential
studies include e.g. Jackson, 2010; Kinginger, 2009; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002;
Pellegrino Aveni, 2005). This research has highlighted sojourners’ growth as
practical problem-solvers, and their increasing ease with diversity and self-discov-
ery. At the same time, this research tradition has documented contradictions and
troubles concerning the evolution of identity and creation of new relationships
(for example with respect to gender). The construction of social groups/ commu-
nities of practice turns out to be easier for many sojourners when getting togeth-
er with other international students than with locals; English turns out to be an
easily available lingua franca to the student sojourner for many types of social
contact, which makes accessing and using other languages more challenging.
Some microethnographic work has demonstrated the complexity of discourse
with e.g. homestay families, showing that accessing “rich target language input”
involves not only the investment of time, but also more crucially the negotiation
of social relationships and discovery of mutually satisfying topics and activities
with host interlocutors.

This book arose from a conference held in Southampton in April 2013,
titled “Residence Abroad, Social Networks and Second Language Learning”. The
conference organisers took the view that in order to further progress the tradi-
tion of research on language learning during study/ residence abroad, it was nec-
essary to bring together the two research traditions outlined above. The broad
aim of the conference was to explore underlying sociocultural reasons for vari-
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ability in language learning success during study/ residence abroad. More specif-
ically, the concept of “social networks” was borrowed from sociolinguistic
research which also sought to explain variability in language use through the
social relationships entered into (by dialect speakers of English in urban Belfast:
Milroy, 1987); this concept was addressed directly in some conference papers,
but by no means all.

Accordingly, the book is divided into four sections. Section 1 “Setting the
Scene” includes two contributions from plenary speakers at the conference. In
Chapter 1, Ulrich Teichler provides an authoritative general overview of trends in
temporary study abroad, noting its well established social and linguistic advantages,
but also its decreasing exceptionalism in a globalising world. In Chapter 2, James
Coleman makes the general case for a poststructuralist perspective on study abroad,
problematizing notions of discrete languages, cultures, and communities, and
stressing the role of virtual communication in disrupting all of these; these two
writers agree in stressing the lifelong impact of the sojourn abroad for identity,
employment, and social relationships.

In Section 2, “Placement Types and Learning Consequences”, different chap-
ters address varied types/ dimensions of the ‘study abroad context’ and investigate
relationships with language learning. Adopting a language socialization perspective,
Kinginger (Chapter 3) presents microethnographic work on dinner table conver-
sations between two American adolescents and Chinese host families, document-
ing the “socialisation of intimacy” and the “socialisation of taste”, as her partici-
pants learn to joke and argue with their hosts. Di Silvio, Donovan and Malone
(Chapter 4) were interested in boosting homestay interaction by providing train-
ing for host families, and ran a large scale study comparing formally the language
progress (in Chinese, Russian and Spanish) of students living with trained (n=87)
vs. untrained families (n=65). The host families receiving training felt enthusiastic
about it, and overall the students’ oral proficiency benefited significantly, but no
significant differences were found between the two student groups; these
researchers expect to explain these findings better, once detailed analysis has been
conducted of host-student interaction samples.

The next three papers in Section 2 involve learners of French undertaking
some form of study/ residence abroad in France, in varying contexts. Dewaele,
Comanaru and Faraco (Chapter 5) look at the affective benefits of a short pre-
sessional language course for 93 students from varied language backgrounds
planning to study for credit in France, many of them within the framework of
the Erasmus scheme. Dewaele et al. investigated the constructs of Foreign
Language Anxiety (FLA) and Willingness to Communicate (WTC) with pre-
and post-tests, finding that for the group overall, FLA was reduced and WTC
was increased as a result of participation in the course. Chapters 6 and 7 exam-
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ine the experience of Erasmus students in France, during their main period of
study. In Chapter 6, Mitchell, McManus and Tracy-Ventura report on the lan-
guage learning, social expectations and experiences of 29 British undergraduates
spending a ‘year abroad’ in France, in three different types of placement: as lan-
guage teaching assistants, as exchange students, or as workplace interns. It turned
out that despite the folk beliefs of participants, language development was very
similar for all three groups, with strong progress being made in general proficien-
cy, oral fluency, and vocabulary. Most participants reported bilingual or multi-
lingual everyday practices, and friendship groups typically involving conationals
or international students; those individuals who formed mostly local French-
speaking ties, seemed to achieve this primarily through personal characteristics
and leisure interests, rather than through placement type. Bracke and Aguerre
(Chapter 7) also compare two groups of Erasmus students resident in Bordeaux
(though of varied national background); their interest in this paper concerns
place of residence, and specifically compares students cohabiting with French
speakers and those living alone or with international students. In this case, group
differences were found, with French flatmates influencing participation in a
range of local communities of practice, and also promoting greater language
awareness among their cohabitants.

Section 3 “Social Networks and Social Interaction” groups papers drawing
explicitly on notions of social networks to explain patterns of language behaviour
and/ or language learning among sojourning students. Gautier and Chevrot
(Chapter 8) explored in depth the friendship networks of seven American stu-
dents studying in France, and related these to the students’ acquisition of selected
sociolinguistic variables in spoken French (deletion of the negative particle ne, and
liaison). They identified three types of social network among their participants:
dense Anglophone, composite Anglophone, and composite mixed Francophone/
Anglophone. The members of the dense Anglophone and composite mixed
groups behaved as expected (i.e. the former stuck with the more formal sociolin-
guistic variants, the latter adopted more informal variants). However the compos-
ite (loose) Anglophone network members also decreased the rate of formal usage;
it seemed that members of this group remained somehow more open/ sensitive to
sociolinguistic input. Roskvist, Harvey, Corder and Stacey also report a small scale
qualitative network study in Europe, in this case of two New Zealand language
teachers undertaking year-long working placements (Chapter 9). Superficially the
two teachers’ experience was similar (both teaching English); however their start-
ing proficiency was very different (the female teacher at C1 on the CEFR, the
male at A1), and the male teacher was joined by his family for part of the time.
The female teacher lived alone but viewed her school role as a highly positive
entry point to a French-using social network. The male teacher however viewed
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his teaching role as restricting him to English, and regretted not taking part in a
target language homestay; these two cases shed some light on underlying reasons
for the creation of different network types while abroad. Bown, Dewey and
Belnap (Chapter 10) tracked 82 students of Arabic on an intensive study abroad
programme in Jordan. The participants took pre- and post-tests for oral proficien-
cy, and documented their interactions/ language tasks through journals and a sur-
vey; the study showed that pre-departure proficiency, personality and – above all
– participant gender affected participants’ ability to engage in frequent/ higher
quality interactions. However as time progressed and social networks became
denser, participants reported “deeper, more meaningful” conversations. In
Chapter 11, Hampton explores and evaluates the role of a virtual network/ com-
munity of practice created from the home institution, in supporting student
sojourners while abroad, in documenting their experience and completing aca-
demic tasks. An interesting feature is the student-led insistence on making the tar-
get language (French, again), a main medium of communication on the network.
Finally in Chapter 12, Campbell explores the maintenance and development of
social networks with Japanese interlocutors, by four Australian students following
a period of study abroad in Japan. The Chapter demonstrates the significance of
virtual means (Facebook, instant messaging) alongside face-to-face encounters in
sustaining these networks, and factors governing language choice within them. A
mix of virtual and face-to-face experience is seen as optimal in sustaining such
longer distance networks.

The final section (Section 4, “Social Networks and Social Identities”) deals
with evolving social identities among study abroad participants. In Chapter 13,
Trentman adopts a poststructuralist perspective on the construction of gendered
identities among 54 American SA participants in Egypt. The main emphasis is on
the female participants’ experimentation with identities such as “traditional good
girl” or “loose foreign woman”, and mechanisms by which they made female
friends, found romantic partners, and/ or gained entry to Egyptian family net-
works. Trentman shows how programme decision-making can facilitate interaction
between sojourners and local Egyptian female students, creating shared communi-
ties of practice and extending the intercultural experiences of both groups. In
Chapter 14, Plews similarly adopts a poststructuralist perspective to explore devel-
opment and change in the national identity construction of Canadian students,
drawing on a dataset of journals and interviews conducted with 33 students study-
ing in German. Unlike in some past studies, where students appeared to choose
between a heightened national identity or a more relativized intercultural identity,
the findings presented here lead to a complex and nuanced picture, where height-
ened intercultural awareness may accompany a heightened sense of being
Canadian.
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Overall this book presents a snapshot of language learning in study abroad as
a dynamic research field drawing on diverse psycholinguistic, sociolinguistic,
ethnographic and poststructuralist traditions. The provision of adequate accounts
of success and failure in language learning, in terms of social contexts, social net-
works and learners’ identity construction, is a main challenge facing SA/RA
research (see also Kinginger, 2013, and Dewey, Bown, Baker, Martinsen, Gold &
Eggett, 2014 for other recent significant contributions). The editors believe that
the collection of work presented here highlights a range of promising research
directions for this future research programme.

July 2015

Rosamond Mitchell
Nicole Tracy-Ventura
Kevin McManus
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Chapter 1
The impact of temporary study abroad
Ulrich Teichler
University of Kassel

In Europe, the Erasmus programme was established in 1987 with the vision that
eventually 10% of students would spend a period in another European country
during the course of study. The Leuven 2009 Communiqué of the Ministers
involved in the Bologna Process set a target of 20% for 2020. This underscores
how highly student mobility that is temporary, “horizontal” and outbound is
appreciated in Europe. Based on various evaluation studies, the author of this
chapter has argued that “learning from contrast” is the key value of horizontal
mobility, i.e. study in another country in the framework of study provisions,
which are different in substance, but more or less equal in quality to those at
home. Various surveys show that formerly mobile students do not achieve a sub-
stantially higher professional status than formerly non-mobile and are consid-
ered only slightly more professional competent. They seem to be more compe-
tent, however, to handle international environments, and they are clearly more
likely to be internationally mobile after graduation. However, a survey undertak-
en some years ago suggests that temporary mobility within Europe might be los-
ing its exceptionality, thus raising the question of how international learning
could be more creative in the future.

1. Temporary outwards mobility: the prime emphasis in Europe

Increasing mobility and enhancing the value of student mobility has been one of
the major objectives of higher education policy across Europe (cf. Teichler, 2009;
Wächter, 2008; van der Hijden, 2012). There has been hardly any other major
theme of higher education policy associated with so much appreciation. While
almost all issues of higher education tend to be discussed controversially, tempo-
rary student mobility seems to be “good” from all points of view – leaving aside
occasional remarks that some students consider temporary study abroad as extend-
ed holidays, that a minority of mobile students have difficulties coping with the
demands at the host institution, and that student mobility for the whole study pro-
gramme has led to “brain drain” of talents from economically disadvantaged coun-
tries (see Wächter, 2006).



Yet, student mobility is such a heterogeneous feature that hardly any general-
isation can be made about its modes and its impact. Only two features are kept in
common: first, there is a contrast between the living and learning environment of
the country that students were accustomed to previously, and the living and learn-
ing settings of the country that students experience when they are mobile.
Secondly, international offices of universities tend to be in charge of the whole
spectrum of mobile persons.

In-depth analyses of student mobility have shown that four distinctions have
to be made to understand its character and possible impact (see the overviews in
Kelo, Teichler &Wächter, 2006; Teichler, Ferencz &Wächter, 2011):

1. “Foreign students” and “study abroad” versus student mobility;
2. Temporary mobility (occasionally called “credit mobility”) versus mobility
for the whole degree programme (occasionally called “degree mobility”);

3. “Horizontal” versus “vertical” mobility;
4. Inward versus outward mobility.

First, most available studies employ the term “student mobility”, but actually pro-
vide information about students whose citizenship is different from that of the
country where they study. Even many experts in student mobility ignore the dif-
ference between foreign and mobile students when they refer to statistics (see for
example Banks & Bhandari, 2012; de Wit, 2012). We know, however, that many
foreign students have already lived and learned in the country where they eventu-
ally study; moreover, some mobile students have lived and learned abroad, prior to
returning to the country of their citizenship for the purpose of study. Therefore, a
distinction has to be made between foreign students and study abroad on the one
hand and student mobility on the other. Moreover, the frequently employed term
international students is most confusing in this context because it evades this dis-
tinction.

Second, many students go to another country with the intention to be
eventually awarded a degree there, and thus spend the whole study period in
another country. But temporary student mobility, possibly for a semester or an
academic year, is by no means an infrequent phenomenon. Temporary mobility
is clearly distinct from degree mobility, i.e. mobility for the whole study pro-
gramme, because learning at more than a single university during the course of
study is a key component of study for temporarily mobile students – experienc-
ing contrasting learning environments and expecting that phases of study at two
or more universities will eventually be recognized as part of a whole study pro-
gramme.

Third, there is an important distinction that will never show up in official sta-
tistics: that between vertical and horizontal student mobility. In the former case,
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students move from an academically and often economically less favourable coun-
try or institution, to a more favourable country and institution. This is based on
the hope that the quality of one’s competences will be substantially enhanced by
such a leap upwards, and adaptation to the host country and institution is the
imperative. In the latter case, students are mobile between countries and institu-
tions of a similar academic level: learning from valuable contrasts is the aim, rather
than a leap upwards. Available information suggests that most upwardly mobile
students study abroad for the whole study programme, whereas most horizontally
mobile students opt for temporary study in another country.

Fourth, a distinction can be made between the directions of mobility. For
example, a temporarily mobile student can be viewed as outwardly mobile (or
“outgoing”) from the perspective of the university where she or he has studied
previously, and as inwardly mobile (or “incoming”) from the perspective of the
host university. This distinction certainly plays a role for the universities con-
cerned: they, as a rule, take more active care of the inwardly mobile students from
other countries than of those who left the university for a while, but they are
eventually more responsible for the assessment of the outgoing students, because,
in eventually awarding the degree, the students have studied in another country
as part of the overall achievement in the local study programme. And this dis-
tinction also plays a role in national policies: as regards inwardly mobile students,
the individual country might reflect on how it serves the competence enhance-
ment of students most of whom eventually will live and work afterwards in other
countries. As regards outwardly mobile students, one might reflect on how the
competences of “our” students (and subsequently “our” graduates, who will
eventually live and work in the home country) might change and might hope-
fully be enhanced, as a consequence of experiencing life and study in another
country for a while.

Temporary horizontal mobility has gained enormous popularity in Europe
over the years. It was already addressed by the Council of Europe in the 1950s
when conventions for the recognition of prior learning were formulated for mobile
students and graduates. The Erasmus programme, established by the European
Union in 1987, was a breakthrough to move temporary mobility from an excep-
tional choice to a normal option. The Bologna Declaration of 1999 called for a
similar structure of study programmes and degrees across European countries,
notably for the purpose of facilitating both horizontal intra-European (mostly tem-
porary) mobility and vertical inward (mostly degree) mobility, whereby the latter
was expected to reflect a growing attractiveness of higher education in Europe for
students from other regions of the world. Finally, the ministers of countries partic-
ipating in the Bologna Process agreed with the Leuven Communiqué of 2009 in
setting the target for the year 2020 that 20% of all students should have experi-
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enced a period of mobility (including internships) during their course of study (see
Teichler, 2012).

Thus, temporary study in another country has been emphasized increasingly
across European countries. This is bound to raise questions concerning the actual
impact of this extensive temporary horizontal mobility.

We have to take into consideration, though, that temporary study in another
country does not have the same weight in the higher education policies of all
European countries. Notably, the United Kingdom could be seen as a clear excep-
tion, where most attention clearly has been paid to incoming degree mobility for a
long period. Recent indications of growing attention to temporary study abroad,
however, suggest that the possible value of temporary study in another country can-
not be ignored in the long run: How do our own graduates get competent to be
international players?

This chapter aims at delineating the frequency of temporary student mobili-
ty in Europe and assessing the impact of temporary mobility on the career and
work of formerly mobile students. In the past, temporary student mobility has
been the step-child of official statistical information (see Banks & Bhandari, 2012;
Teichler & Ferencz, 2011), and the majority of surveys have focussed on the con-
ditions and the effects of mobility for whole study programmes (see Deardorff &
van Gaalen, 2012; de Wit, 2008). This chapter intends to contribute to a better
balance of information by drawing from available more complex statistical sources
and by reporting the major results of surveys undertaken in the last decade of the
20th century and the first decade of the 21st century that have addressed the
Erasmus programme, i.e. the largest scheme in Europe for the promotion of tem-
porary student mobility.

2. Deplorably weak information base on temporary outwards mobility

Europe-wide statistics relevant to understanding the frequency of international stu-
dent mobility are produced jointly by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS)
in Montreal, the OECD in Paris and EUROSTAT (the statistical agency of the
European Union) based in Luxembourg. These three supranational agencies, here
called UOE for short, address the national agencies in charge of national collection
of educational data and ask them to deliver national statistics according to a com-
mon set of definitions and operational guidelines that is updated annually. As
national agencies might have definitions and practices of their own, UOE have to
decide whether the information provided more or less fits the guidelines or should
be treated as “missing information”.

We often read publications reporting high absolute numbers of foreign stu-
dents worldwide. It looks impressive to note that this figure has been 300,000 or
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so in the 1950s andmight have surpassed 4 million today. However, the total num-
ber of students has increased similarly; thus, the proportion of foreign students
among all students worldwide did not increase much beyond 2%.

Although student mobility is so high on the political agenda, the quality of
international data collection on the subject is deplorable. Three weaknesses are
most salient in this context:

• Dominance of data on foreign students and study abroad;
• No distinction made between temporary mobility and mobility for the
whole study programme;

• Exclusion of most temporarily mobile students.

First, international student statistics have solely focussed on foreign students (from
the perspective of the host country) and on study abroad (from the perspective of
the country of origin). The United Kingdom was the only country for a long time
that did not deliver data on citizenship to UOE, but rather data on mobility (mea-
sured by the difference between the country of domicile and the country of study).
Nowadays, however, a larger number of European countries measure both, i.e. for-
eign students and mobile students. A recent study employing both measures
(Teichler & Ferencz, 2011) came to the conclusion that only about three quarters
of foreign students in Europe are mobile for the purpose of study; moreover, the
available data suggest that one tenth of mobile students in Europe are not foreign.
The respective figures for the United Kingdom in 2007 were the following, as
Table 1 shows: 13.6% of all students in the UKwere foreignmobile students, 5.9%
foreign non-mobile students, and 1.3% incoming students with home nationality
(mostly “returners”). Thus, the total number of mobile students (the first and the
third figures) was 14.9% and the total number of foreign students (the first and the
second figures) was 19.5%.

TTaabbllee  11..  Percentages of foreign/mobile students 2007 according to UOE data

A CH UK E DK

a. Foreign mobile students 11.9 14.3 13.6 1.8 2.7

b. Home country mobile students 0.5 2.1 0.7 0.0 2.8

All mobile students (a, b) 12.4 16.4 14.3 1.8 5.5

c. Foreign non-mobile students 4.6 5.0 5.9 1.6 6.3

All foreign students (a,c) 16.7 19.3 19.5 3.4 9.0

Source: Based on Teichler, Ferencz & Wächter, 2011
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Second, no distinction is made in the statistics between temporarily mobile stu-
dents and those mobile for the whole study programme. This holds true for the
international statistics as well as for most national statistics. In many publications,
statistics of Erasmus students were provided as a proxy for temporary student
mobility in Europe. At present, however, this approach is employed less frequent-
ly, because experts estimate that Erasmus students comprise less than one third of
all temporarily mobile students in Europe.

Third, although the UOE even recommend the national agencies not to
include students from foreign countries and mobile students who are temporarily
mobile for less than one year in the statistics they contribute to UOE internation-
al datasets, at present about half of the temporarily mobile students in Europe seem
to be counted as “international students” in these statistics (see Teichler, Ferencz &
Wächter, 2011).

3. The frequency of student mobility in the light of available statistics

As pointed out above, the available international statistics do not really provide
an appropriate picture of student mobility. However, we will start off with the
most widely used data and then move towards more accurate data.

According to the combined UOE data, as shown in Table 1, 19.5% of stu-
dents studying in the United Kingdom in 2007 were foreign students. (See
Teichler, Ferencz & Wächter, 2011 for details of data compilation.) Along with
Switzerland (19.3%), this was the highest quota of foreign students, if we disre-
gard very small European countries with “incomplete” higher education systems
(e.g. Liechtenstein and Cyprus). The respective rates were about 11% each in
France and Germany.

In contrast, the ratio of students with home nationality studying abroad to
resident students with home nationality was only 1.2% in the case of the UK in
2007. This was the second lowest among EU countries (following Bulgaria with
1.1%). The respective figures were 3.2% for France and 4.3% for Germany.

If we address intra-European student mobility, we still note non-reciprocity
in the case of the UK: while 0.6% of UK students studied in other European
countries, 5.3% of the students in the UK were citizens of other European coun-
tries. The respective figures for Switzerland were about 6% versus 11%. In con-
trast, reciprocity held true for Ger many (4.3% versus 4.4%) and for all Erasmus-
eligible countries on average (3.3% versus 3.3%).

The picture is similar, if we focus merely on Erasmus student mobility. In
2007, only about 0.3% of all students in the UK studied in another country in
the framework of Erasmus as compared to 0.7% of all students in all Erasmus-
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eligible countries. In reverse, 0.7% of the students in the UK were Erasmus
from other European countries; this proportion was close to the European aver-
age (cf. Ferencz, 2011). According to the first major evaluation of the Erasmus
programme (for the years 1987-1995), UK Erasmus students had lowest expec-
tations, felt least prepared, had least foreign language proficiency, and eventual-
ly were least satisfied with the study abroad period (Teichler, 1997).

The figures presented so far showed proportions of foreign or mobility stu-
dents among all students enrolled in a given year. The ministers in charge of
higher education of the countries cooperating in the Bologna Process, however,
pointed out in 2009 that the most interesting figure is the proportion of stu-
dents having studied abroad – for some period or the whole programme – dur-
ing their course of study (we might call it the “event” or the “occurrence” of stu-
dent mobility), and they put forward a target for 2020: By that year, 20% of all
European students should have been mobile before they eventually graduate.

Graduate surveys so far are the best possible source of information on the
occurrence of temporary student mobility. According to a secondary analysis of
surveys in ten European countries undertaken at different times in the first
decade of the 21st century, the respective rates among bachelor graduates were
24% in the Nether  lands, 18% in Austria, 15% in Germany, 6% in the Czech
Republic, 5% in Italy, 4% in the UK, and 2% in Poland (Schomburg & Teichler,
2011). Although these figures do not include students spending the whole study
programme in another country, we can draw the conclusion that the European
target rate of 20% has been reached already more than a decade earlier in some
countries (i.e. the Netherlands and Austria), can be reached with ease in some
countries (e.g. Germany), and seems to be out of reach in other countries (e.g.
the UK).

4. The value of temporary student mobility

4.1. The information base

There is a multitude of studies on the “impact”, “outcome”, “success” or “value” of
student mobility (see for example the overviews in Deardorff & van Galen, 2012,
and de Wit, 2009; cf. also the general overviews on research on internationalisation
in de Wit & Urias, 2012; Kehm & Teichler, 2007). They cover a wide range of set-
tings of mobility, and they address altogether many dimensions of results, such as
cultural learning, personality development, international understanding, foreign
language proficiency, general academic enhancement, and subsequent mobility, as
well as career enhancement. Most of the available studies, however, address the
results of mobility for the whole study programme.
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The following overview of the impact of temporary mobility will largely
report the findings of an evaluation study of the Erasmus programme published in
2009 which can be considered as the most in-depth study undertaken in recent
years on temporary student mobility (Janson, Schomburg & Teichler, 2009;
Teichler & Janson, 2007). Certainly, we know that there are more temporarily
mobile students in Europe outside Erasmus (funded by national support schemes,
covering the costs themselves, etc.) than Erasmus students. Available comparative
information suggests that Erasmus students are a slightly less selective group, and
eventually also a slightly less successful group, than all temporarily mobile students.
Yet, the survey of former Erasmus students is the most thorough base of informa-
tion available; moreover, it not only shows the views of formerly mobile students,
but also those of teachers, administrators and employers. One has to take into con-
sideration that the study shows the views of persons who had spent a semester or a
year of study abroad in the academic year 2000; more recent information certain-
ly would be desirable, but the data presented here cannot be viewed as completely
outdated (cf. also the findings of a more recent survey in Bürger & Lanzendorf,
2011).

The study named The Professional Value of Erasmus Mobility draws not only
from the survey of 2000 Erasmus students undertaken five years later (called Study
C in Tables 3 and 4). It also takes into account the results of a survey of Erasmus
1989 students undertaken about five years later (called Study A in Tables 3 and 4:
see Maiworm & Teichler, 1996; Teichler & Maiworm, 1997) as well as representa-
tive surveys of all graduates of the academic year 1995 surveyed about four years
after graduation in four European countries (called Study B in Tables 3 and 4: see
Jahr & Teichler, 2007).

4.2. The most visible effects

The surveys show that international mobility increases the interest in further study:
about twice as many formerly mobile students embark on further study as former-
ly non-mobile students. There is another striking, but certainly not surprising
effect: a substantial proportion of formerly mobile students have a foreign partner
or spouse.

In singling out the strongest professional difference between formerly
mobile students and formerly non-mobile students, we have to point to pro-
fessional mobility. A few years after graduation, 15-20% of formerly mobile
students are employed in another European country, as compared to only
about 3% of formerly non-mobile students in Europe. In addition, a substan-
tially higher proportion of the former are sent abroad temporarily by their
employers. 
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4.3. Competences upon graduation

Surveys of former Erasmus students are by no means a perfect tool for measur-
ing the impact of a study period in another country on the competences
acquired overall, when students eventually graduate. The survey of 1995 grad-
uates (Study B), however, allows us to compare the retrospective self-rating of
competences acquired at the time of graduation between those who had been
mobile in the course of study and those who had not been mobile.

As was to be expected, former Erasmus students felt three times as strong
in foreign language proficiency as formerly non-mobile students. They were also
convinced that temporary study in another country was very helpful in getting
to know the culture and society of the host country and in understanding other
cultures and getting along with persons from different backgrounds. The for-
merly mobile ones also viewed themselves as moderately stronger as far as work-
ing independently, adaptability, and general communication skills are con-
cerned. Otherwise, the formerly mobile students reported hardly any major dif-
ference in both specific knowledge and general competences, compared with
formerly non-mobile students. 

In the most recent study (Study C), the formerly mobile students were
asked to compare their competences to those of formerly non-mobile students.
In this case, the formerly mobile rated their level of competences somewhat
higher according to almost all the dimensions addressed in the survey. One
might suspect that the formerly mobile students overrate their competences;
however, the employers surveyed in the same study rated graduates with inter-
national experiences somewhat higher in many respects as well, for example for
their organizing abilities, adaptability, initiative and assertiveness (see Table 2).
Surveys of teachers have also shown that they estimate the academic calibre of
Erasmus students as slightly higher on average than that of non-mobile stu-
dents.

In this context, it is also worth mentioning that former Erasmus students
look retrospectively with a favourable eye on their experiences during the study
period in another country. Problems regarding academic matters were less often
named than those concerning accommodation, financial matters and adminis-
trative matters. Even though former Erasmus students do not get all their
achievements recognized upon return by their home institution, more than half
of them are convinced that they made greater academic progress abroad than
during a corresponding period at home, while about one quarter considered
their academic progress to be equally high and less than a quarter conceived
their academic progress abroad as lower than during a corresponding period at
home. Altogether, the assessment of the Erasmus period has remained surpris-
ingly constant over the years. This suggests on the one hand that efforts for
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Table 2. Competences of young graduates with and without international experience according
to employers 2005 (percentages*)

Young graduates
with without

international international 
experience experience

International competences
Foreign language proficiency 88 48
Knowledge/understanding of international differences
in culture and society, modes of behaviour, life styles, etc. 76 28
Ability to work with people from different 
cultural backgrounds 76 40
Professional knowledge of other countries 
(e.g. economical, sociological, legal knowledge) 59 16

Knowledge and methods
Computer skills 69 66
Field-specific knowledge of methods 64 54
Field-specific theoretical knowledge 62 58

General competences
Adaptability 81 57
Initiative 79 62
Getting personally involved 79 67
Assertiveness, decisiveness, persistence 75 57
Analytical competences 70 59
Problem-solving ability 70 58
Written communication skills 70 58
Planning, co-ordinating and organising 67 50
Loyalty, integrity 66 62
Power of concentration 63 59
Accuracy, attention to detail 59 57
Applying rules and regulations 58 52

Count (N) (187) (250)

Question C4a: Please rate the competences of the young graduates in your organisation. To what extent do
they have competences in the following areas on average? Please answer this question both for the group of
young graduates with international experience and for the group of young graduates without international
experience. 

* Responses 1 and 2 on a scale from 1 = “to a very high extent” to 5 = “not at all” 

Source: Janson, Schomburg & Teichler, 2009



improvement have not been visibly successful, but on the other hand that the
growth of temporary student mobility has not decreased the quality. 

4.4. Job search and transition to employment

All three studies addressed the transition from study to employment. The majori-
ty of former Erasmus students are convinced that the temporary study experience
in another country was helpful to obtain their first job. This was stated by 71% of
the Erasmus students of the late 1980s (Study A), 66% of those graduating in the
mid-1990s (Study B), but only 54% of those studying abroad around 2000 (Study
C; see Table 3). The value of study experience in another country, thus, seems to
be on the decline in this respect.

Table 3. Perceived positive influence of the Erasmus study period on employment and work: A
comparison between various surveys of former Erasmus students (percentages of employed graduates)

ERASMUS Graduates ERASMUS
students 1988/89 1994/95 students 2000/01
surveyed 1993 surveyed 1999 surveyed 2005
(Study A) (Study B) (Study C)

Obtaining first job 71 66 54

Type of work task involved 49 44 39

Income level 25 22 16
Question H1 (2005): What impact do you feel that your study abroad experience has had with regard to your
employment?

Source: Janson, Schomburg & Teichler, 2009

The surveys also suggest that temporary study in another country makes the job
seeker’s CV more distinctive. More than 60% of the respondents of all three sur-
veys believe that their foreign language proficiency played a major role in their
employer’s decision to recruit them, and more than 50% noted that their interna-
tional study experiences did so. The employer surveys mention academic knowl-
edge and personality as more important criteria, but also point out that foreign lan-
guage proficiency and work experience abroad, as well as study abroad experiences,
are important criteria for hiring formerly mobile students. 

4.5. The employment situation

Only 25% of the former Erasmus of the late 1980s (Study A) believed that their
study period abroad contributed to a higher income than that of the formerly non-
mobile students. This proportion fell to 22% among the respondents of the later
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study (Study B) and to only 16% of those of the most recent study (Study C) – in
the third case even slightly lower than the proportion of those assuming that they
had a lower income.

Another representative survey undertaken in 2005 of graduates from various
European countries who had graduated around 2000, took into consideration not
only mobility during the course of study, but also shortly after graduation.
Accordingly,

• graduates who had been temporarily mobile (only) during the course of
study, earned 11% more; 

• those who were internationally mobile (only) after graduation, earned 9%
more;

• those who were internationally mobile both during the course of study and
after graduation, earned 14% more than graduates who had not been inter-
nationally mobile at all (see Allen & van der Velden, 2011). One has to
bear in mind, though, that this difference might be partly due to the fact
that some of those working only have a higher income as a temporary
allowance for work abroad.

These small income advantages might be disappointing for those hoping that tem-
porary study in another country is an entry ticket to top careers. But, after all,
Erasmus is a programme providing public support for additional study expenses in
another country. It facilitates study abroad in many respects without requiring sub-
stantial individual monetary and non-monetary “investment”. Such a support pro-
gramme can be viewed as successful, if it contributes to European and internation-
al competences and to related work assignments, rather than promising a higher
status and a higher salary.

About five years after the study period in another country, i.e. less than three
years on average on the job, the transition to employment is not completed by all
former Erasmus participants, and not all have reached a stable employment situa-
tion. In comparing the three surveys, we note: 

• an unemployment quota at the time of the survey of 4% of those in the
first study (Study A), 3% in the second study (Study B) and 6% in the third
study (Study C);

• 10%, 7% and 10% were employed part-time;
• 27%, 27% and 35% were employed on a temporary contract.

Available information suggests that temporary employment of graduates during
their early career has increased in Europe in general. Therefore, there is no evidence
that international study experience is a cause for the increased proportion of tem-
porary employment among former Erasmus students.
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4.6. Links between study and subsequent work

Altogether, 61% of the former Erasmus participants surveyed in Study C stated that
they use the knowledge acquired in the course of study to a high extent. In the pre-
vious surveys, no significant differences could be found in this respect between for-
merly mobile and formerly non-mobile students.

The Erasmus experience was viewed as having had a positive influence on the
graduates’ work tasks some years later by 49% of the respondents of the first sur-
vey (Study A), 44% of the respondents of the second survey (Study B) and 39% of
the respondents of the third survey (Study C). Thus, the positive influence of
Erasmus on later work tasks decreased over the years, according to the former
Erasmus students’ perception. 

As already mentioned, one of the most visible influences of Erasmus on sub-
sequent employment is the high rate of those working internationally or in an
international environment. Actually, 18% of the respondents of the first survey,
20% of those of the second survey and again 18% of those of the most recent sur-
vey reported that they were employed in a country different from the country of
graduation for at least some time after graduation. This compares with only about
3% of all highly qualified Europeans employed in another European country than
that of their nationality.

An international working environment is indicative for the work situation of
former Erasmus students. The majority of respondents of the recent survey stated
that understanding of foreign cultures was an important element of their work
assignment, and about two thirds named working with people of different cultures
and communicating in foreign languages as important. However, less than half of
the former Erasmus students responding in any of the three surveys stated that
their work tasks were to a high extent internationally visible according the five areas
addressed in Table 4. Over the years, this proportion declined. For example, using
the language of the host country frequently on the job fell from 47% to 42% and
eventually to 38%. Similarly, frequent use of knowledge of the culture and society
of the host country was reported by 30% and thereafter even by 32%, but declined
to 24% in the third survey.

The surveys show that former students from all fields of study underscore the
importance of their international competences for their work. The differences by
field turned out to be smaller than conventional wisdom suggests. For example,
professional knowledge of other countries (e.g. economical, sociological, legal
knowledge) was considered most often, as one could expect, as important for their
current work by those students having graduated from humanities and business
studies (52% each), but this was also stated by a substantial proportion of gradu-
ates from natural sciences (31%) and medical fields (32%, according to Study C).
Also knowledge or understanding of international differences in culture and socie-
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ty, modes of behaviour, lifestyles, etc., was viewed as important, as one might
expect, by many of those graduating from humanities (68%), but also not infre-
quently by those from natural sciences (40%). Further, the proportion of those
considering the ability to work with people from different cultural programmes as
important for their work ranged from 71% in business studies to 60% in natural
sciences. Finally, the number who named ability to communicate in foreign lan-
guages as important ranged between 74% by former Erasmus students of business
studies and 61% of those in medical fields.

Overall therefore, the professional value of the Erasmus period in another
European country, and the resulting knowledge and understanding of the host cul-
ture and society, seems to be somewhat in decline. 

5. Concluding observations

A temporary study period undertaken in another European country certainly turns
out to be professionally valuable. As surveys of former Erasmus students undertak-
en in the last decade of the 20th century and the first decade of the 21st century

28 Ulrich Teichler

Table 4. Erasmus-related work tasks of former Erasmus students: A comparison between various
surveys (percentages of employed graduates)

ERASMUS Graduates ERASMUS
students 1988/89 1994/95 students 2000/01
surveyed 1993 surveyed 1999 surveyed 2005
(Study A) (Study B) (Study C)

Using the language of the 
host country orally 47 42 38

Using the language of the host 
country in reading and writing 47 40 38

Using first-hand professional 
knowledge of host country 30 25 25

Using first-hand knowledge
of host country culture/society 30 32 24

Professional travel to
host country 17 18 14
Question F6 (2005): To what extent do the responsibilities of your work involve the following? Responses 1
and 2 on a scale from 1 = to a very high extent to 5 = not at all. 

Source: Janson, Schomburg & Teichler, 2009



show, the majority of them believe that their understanding of foreign cultures and
societies in general or specifically of the host country is important. Their interna-
tional experience seems to have been helpful for most of them in getting employed
for the first time. A substantial proportion, even though less than half, consider
their work tasks to be linked to their study experiences and are strongly involved
in visibly international activities (e.g. utilizing foreign language, communicating
with foreigners, utilizing knowledge on other countries, etc.). Moreover, students
mobile during the course of study are by far more frequently internationally mobile
during the first few years of their career than their colleagues who had not been
mobile during the course of study. Thus, temporary student mobility seems to be
effective in preparing students for an increasingly internationalizing world.

Not only the majority of formerly mobile students, but also the majority of
teachers in higher education and the majority of employers believe that interna-
tionally experienced students turn out to be superior in many professionally rele-
vant competences: general academic competences, professional knowledge and var-
ious communicative skills and personality features. Also, formerly mobile students
reach slightly higher positions and a slightly higher income than formerly non-
mobile students.

These findings vary somewhat by field of study as well as by the formerly
mobile students’ home and host country. As regards field of study, these differences
are smaller than conventional wisdom suggests. As regards country, however, one
finding stands out which was not discussed in this article: Former Erasmus students
from Central and Eastern European countries reported a high professional value
for temporary study substantially more often than former Erasmus students from
Western European countries. In the Central and Eastern European countries, study
experience in another European country clearly was a more exclusive experience
ensuring a higher professional reward – at least in the years addressed in the three
studies examined. This indicates that study in Western Europe on the part of stu-
dents from Central and Eastern European countries is often interpreted as upward
vertical mobility (i.e. not as horizontal mobility which seems to dominate in stu-
dent mobility between Western European countries).

The slight superiority of formerly mobile students over non-mobile students
as regards general competences, professional knowledge, personality, income, pro-
fessional position, etc., cannot necessarily be viewed only as an impact of tempo-
rary study abroad. Rather, it might be explained to some extent as a “selection
effect”, because the available studies show as well that a slightly above average num-
ber of formerly mobile students have parents with high income and high educa-
tional attainment, and also had international experiences more often already, before
embarking in higher education study.

Altogether, temporary mobility cannot be viewed as a magic tool for career
enhancement. It is nonetheless a successful means to strengthen abilities needed in
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the growing number of job roles with visible international work tasks as well as
work tasks requiring understanding of other cultures and lifestyles. The moderate
effect in those directions might be viewed as disappointing as regards some expec-
tations, but certainly it is a success according to the core objectives of
Europeanisation and internationalisation policies in higher education.

There is one finding, however, that suggests some caution in assessing the
overall professional value of temporary study abroad. The professional value of the
Erasmus experience turns out to be more modest for recent generations of stu-
dents than for those having studied in another European country some time ago.
It seems that temporary study in another country offers an exclusive experience to
a lesser extent now than some years ago, and that visibly international work
assignments grow to a lesser extent than the proportion of internationally experi-
enced graduates.

This finding of decreasing “value added” of temporary student mobility might
be explained as being caused by a declining exceptionality of international experi-
ences (see Janson, Schomburg & Teichler, 2009). Over the years, students have
achieved increasing international experiences outside higher education even if they
do not spend a period of study in another country. In addition, the students’
chances to have international experiences at their home institutions of higher edu-
cation increase with growing opportunities of contact with academic staff and stu-
dents from other countries as well as growing efforts to strengthen international
dimensions of the home curriculum, for example undertaken under the label
“internationalisation at home”.

One might draw the conclusion that temporary study experience in another
country will not grow consistently alongside the increasing professional relevance
of international competences. Rather, targeted curricular efforts will be needed to
ensure that temporary study abroad will be a clearly more promising environment
for students who later will play an important role in the internationalising world
of work. 
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Chapter 2
Social circles during residence abroad:
What students do, and who with
James A. Coleman
The Open University, UK

This chapter brings together some of the theoretical approaches which link res-
idence abroad, social networks, and second language learning, and then con-
fronts them with some of the data available on students’ social activities and lin-
guistic encounters during a sojourn abroad. In reviewing past and present trends
in residence abroad research, the paper explores the applicability of a concentric
circles model of socialisation while abroad (Coleman, 2013a) and of a complex
dynamic systems approach in relation to different study abroad contexts.
Following the organisers of the conference at which the plenary on which the
current paper is based, I use the term “residence abroad”, though alongside the
equally current term “study abroad”. The British Government, in 1997, funded
three major university projects to identify and disseminate best practices in this
area. These projects (Coleman 2002) agreed on the generic term residence abroad
as being more inclusive than, for example, assistantship or year abroad. Residence
abroad implies living for an extended period in a foreign country, under many
of the same conditions and constraints as local students and residents, and the
term has since become standardised across U.K. academic contexts.

1. Folk linguistics, SLA research, and social networks

Student residence abroad for academic and language learning started long, long
before the emergence of second language acquisition theory. Erasmus himself, with
his peregrinations as student and scholar, exemplified the academic traditions of
mediaeval Europe. The notion of learning languages through immersion, of resi-
dence abroad to enhance language learning, is equally deeply rooted, based on folk-
linguistic notions of immersion, whose practices preceded theorisation by many
decades.

In the English language, the folk representation of immersion is expressed
through the phrase: “eat, drink and sleep” + noun. Examples from Google range
from the predictable “eat, drink and sleep music”, or “eat, drink and sleep cricket”



to the less expected “eat, drink and sleep body-building” and the downright exot-
ic “eat, drink and sleep moveable type”. As applied linguists, we are interested in
those who, through residence abroad, eat, drink and sleep French or Spanish or
Japanese or Arabic. Whether we accept a cognitive-interactional or sociocultural
theoretical basis for second or foreign language acquisition, we agree on the crucial
role played by intensive, frequent, meaningful interactions in the target language.
Given this shared understanding, what is surprising is that it has taken so long for
applied linguists who are researching study abroad to address the issue of social net-
works.

If students enhance their proficiency in the target language by eating, drink-
ing and sleeping French (or Spanish, or Japanese, or Arabic), i.e. through the
immersion which underpins the whole notion of residence abroad, then no litera-
ture review is required in order to identify the obvious research questions:

• Who do they eat with?
• Who do they drink with?
• Who do they sleep with?

Why did our discipline ignore such self-evident questions for so long, preferring
instead to devise studies which produced inconsistent or even contradictory find-
ings about the impact of “the study abroad context” on language learning? perhaps
our field of enquiry had the wrong starting point, since it emerged not from edu-
cation but from SlA, not from real-life experience and practice but from the lab-
oratory. (Deardorff, e.g. 2006, is not the only one to have observed and underlined
the mutual ignorance and at times even mistrust which exists between those who
administer student mobility programmes and those who research the outcomes.)
At the time when study abroad emerged as a research topic for applied linguistic
researchers, they were themselves immersed in a context which, if it sought at all to
open the “black box” of what happened during a study abroad experience, often
did so by looking at discrete parts in isolation, without considering that the whole
could be more than the sum of the parts. perhaps a further factor was the domi-
nance of research into classroom practice, which led to a tendency to explore those
aspects of language learning which can be most effectively taught in a classroom,
and which easily fit a pretest, treatment, posttest research model. Classroom teach-
ing, and hence classroom-based research, favours syntax, morphology, lexis, pro-
nunciation, measurable fluency, reading, writing, speaking, listening, basic transac-
tional functions (requests, apologies, etc.), or “tasks”, as opposed to those language
skills which are typically acquired outside the classroom and over a long period of
time, such as advanced pragmatics, sociolinguistic and sociocultural aspects of lan-
guage use, prosody or languaging, let alone wider aspects of the real-world language
learning process such as autonomy, identity, agency, and affect.
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Sociolinguistic studies of residence abroad (e.g. regan, howard & lemée,
2009) are immensely more labour-intensive than before-and-after independent-
and-dependent-variables studies, but they unveil the real longer-term development
away from classroom learning and towards the norms of native and expert speak-
ers. They identify learning which cannot be achieved in the classroom, the very rai-
son d’être of residence abroad. more generally, the research community needs to
treat study abroad as a broader ethnographic domain, with language learning just
one of many spin-offs, in order to recognise the significance of social networks.

2. The phenomenon under study

University study is growing fast, as is student mobility (though as shown in
Chapter 1, the available statistics have to be treated with caution). There were
claimed to be 4.3 million mobile students in 2011 (OECD, 2013), a five-fold
increase since 1975. The European Union’s Erasmus academic exchange pro-
gramme, launched in 1987, has now helped 3 million participants to study or
work abroad as part of their university study. Impressive as these figures are,
they still represent a minority of university students. Fewer than one in 40 glob-
al students is mobile (OECD, 2013), while in Europe mobile students repre-
sent just 0.96% of the student population each year, or 4% during their entire
programme of study. The number of U.K.-based students undertaking some
form of outward mobility, after a decade of decline, has been increasing year on
year since 2007 and is now higher than ever (Carbonell, 2013;
http://ec.europa.eu/education/erasmus/doc/stat/1011/countries/uk_en.pdf ).
residence abroad is thus a significant phenomenon, with huge potential for fur-
ther expansion (despite the cautionary note on the diminishing value of resi-
dence abroad struck by Teichler in his conclusion to Chapter 1). The importance
of international experience for the subsequent employability of graduates (British
Academy, 2012), within an increasingly globalised and marketised higher educa-
tion industry, makes it even more important that we understand how the resi-
dence abroad process can work, both from linguistic and other perspectives.

If we take as the object of study the trajectory of the student during residence
abroad from departure to return home and beyond, then each student brings an
individual profile, comprising biographical variables, including personality, identi-
ties, motivations, willingness to communicate (WTC), agency, hopes, fears and
goals, as well as direct linguistic variables (conventionally designated as l1, l2) and
language learning variables such as styles and strategies. Additionally, the research
subject may be conceived narrowly as a language learner or “learner-as-apprentice”,
or much more broadly as a language user and whole person (Coleman, 2013a;
Kinginger, 2008; Kramsch, 2009; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2007). Similarly, the
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impact of residence abroad may be researched narrowly, as a short-term “treat-
ment”, or more fully across the subsequent life of which a semester or year abroad
is so often a crucially formative part.

labels, however necessary for identifying generalisable patterns, obscure
the complex, multiple and dynamic nature of phenomena. The very widely used
terms “l1” and “l2” are less precise than we would like to think. A much ear-
lier review of study abroad research in Europe and north America (Coleman,
1998a) was prefaced by contrasting the European and U.S. contexts. I empha-
sised then – and it remains true today – that concepts of multilingualism and
plurilingualism are deeply embedded in European legislation and the debate on
language education policy in both the European Union and the Council of
Europe. Yet the terms themselves rest on a particular historical conception of
the nature of language, which prioritises viewing individual languages as dis-
crete and normative entities (Spanish people live in Spain and speak Spanish,
French people live in France and speak French). As linguists in our profession-
al and private lives, each of us knows that each of the languages we use is not a
clearly demarcated entity. my l1 English is composed of varieties, dialects, soci-
olects and idiolects which make it different not only from the l2 (or l3 or ln)
English of my international readers, but also different from the l1 English of
my compatriots. my l2 French or German is not the normative French or
German described in textbooks, grammars and dictionaries, but also a distinct,
impermanent variety comprising imperfectly mastered conventions and para-
digms, insights and inputs from the books I happen to have read and the peo-
ple I happen to have met in successive social networks, but also elements and
echoes of the other languages I have acquired and used over several decades of
international encounters or heard in the current interaction, during which I am
instinctively accommodating to the language of my interlocutor. my l2 is con-
structed afresh each time I use it. In preference to the terms “multilingual” (as
in multilingual turn) or “bilingual”, which imply a count of discrete reified
codes, I use the more messy “flexilingual” (Byrne, 2012).

The Dylan project (http://www.dylan-project.org/: see Berthoud, Grin &
lüdi, 2013), for example, has published accounts of the dynamics of contempo-
rary multilingual practices in varied settings reflecting this perspective, and also dis-
cussed the policy and pedagogical implications, in a European setting.

I have repeatedly lamented the inconsistency of terminology related to study
or residence abroad (e.g. Coleman, 2013a, p. 19). The different labels for different
types of study/residence abroad embrace a continuum from long-term autonomy
for advanced learners (a frequent British or European model) to short constrained
group activities for less advanced learners (a frequent north American model).
Contexts for study/residence abroad vary geographically and organisationally, in
terms of location, accommodation, linguistic and social context, role (work place-
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ment, volunteering, formal study, teaching as a language assistant), and host uni-
versity study (language courses, content courses alongside local students, voluntary
registration, no access to local universities). They also vary according to institution-
al preparation and support, such as those best practices concerning administration,
support, assessment, debriefing on return, follow-up, etc. brought together by the
residence Abroad matters projects (see Coleman & parker, 2001), and still wide-
ly implemented by British institutions.

residence abroad is also located in time, and during the decades in which it
has become a serious research object, societies have evolved hugely, not least as
regards domains such as travel and communications technology which impact
upon the degree of immersion experienced (Coleman & Chafer, 2010). U.K.
teenagers in December 2013 own an average of six digital devices: this “digital first”
generation, for whom “always-on connectivity” is the norm (logicalis, 2013), will
shortly be considering study abroad.

It can therefore be argued that social and technological changes have
impacted on residence abroad to such an extent that “abroad” today is not the
“abroad” of even five or ten years ago, and that it is invalid to cite older studies
as if they addressed the same residence abroad phenomenon. Documentation of
this transformation can be found in more recent studies, such as those of Elola
and Oskoz (2008), hampton (this volume), Kinginger (2008), and lee (2011).
Future researchers need to analyse multimodal communication in Facebook,
Skype or whatever online environments succeed them, both from a social net-
works and a pedagogical perspective – although no agreed methodology yet exists
for recording, transcribing and analysing online multimodal language-learner
interactions. A meta-analysis of research studies has recently shown convincing-
ly that language learning supported by new technologies is typically never worse
than, and likely to be better than, language learning without support from com-
puter-assisted language learning (Grgurović, Chappelle & Shelley, 2013), while
the recent European InTEnT project (www.intent-project.eu/) has also illus-
trated some exciting new approaches to integrating telecollaboration with phys-
ical and virtual student mobility. In the social network context, therefore,
researchers must embrace the full gamut of physical and virtual networks and
their role in language learning.

Since all these divergent external factors interact with the individual’s
changing identities, goals and motivations, the social encounters, language use,
and physical and virtual networks which this book addresses, and the sheer
serendipity of what happens during a foreign sojourn, referring to “the” study
abroad context or “the” study abroad experience is a patent absurdity. It is a tru-
ism in statistics that aggregation conceals heterogeneity, and generalisations in
the domain of study abroad are particularly likely to distort the diversity of the
actual experience.
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Given that the primary shared interest of readers of this volume is language
learning, it is unsurprising that we frequently conceive of our student subjects as
language learners, forgetting for the moment that language gain is just one objec-
tive or outcome. Those of us who have managed residence abroad programmes
know that the students we send out are not the same students who return: the lat-
ter are taller, more confident, more flexible, more open to new experiences, as well
as more linguistically proficient: the language learning is part of a much bigger pic-
ture. When they responded to a closed-item institutional questionnaire, it is true
that mobile students ten years ago did see themselves principally as language learn-
ers (Coleman, 2003: N = 2325). linguistic and cultural objectives were most
important, with personal and professional objectives not far behind, and insights
into the aesthetic/artistic culture of the target language community less important.
But open questions in the same survey showed different emphases. The principal
theme which emerged was a yearning for novelty: new countries, cultures, experi-
ences, people and friends. Alongside this was a desire for personal development in
terms of confidence and independence, and frequent reference to home, both as a
fear of homesickness and isolation, and in seeking a different perspective on the
familiar.

The more spontaneous responses focus often on identity ambitions, on an
ideal l2 self which is more than merely linguistic (Coleman, 2003), for example:

• “The experience of living like a russian, speaking russian with many
russian friends and acquaintances from all walks of life”;

• “To feel like a French person, rather than an English person abroad”;
• “putting myself into a French way of thinking, pretending to be French”;
• “meeting Spanish people and becoming at one with them”.

Applied linguists who speak of “performing” identities will recognise what students
are seeking to articulate. These findings receive striking support from a recent large
scale survey of the priorities of college students of languages in the USA (magnan,
murphy, & Sahakyan, 2014). This study showed students’ leading priority to be
the social goal of participating in new “communities”, with “communication” sec-
ond out of the five national Standards for Foreign language Education.

A wholly different perspective on residence abroad comes from googling
“Erasmus Orgasmus” (Ana Beaven introduced me to the term). Erasmus
Orgasmus is, like nationality, an imagined community, though an online one, with
a particular identity-linked characterisation: “When Erasmus began it was little-
known, and promised nothing more than mobility and educational enrichment.
Today it has become the infamous international social party network that allows
European students to live a lavish lifestyle abroad under the pretext of studying”
(cited in Coleman, 2013b, p.23).
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It is important to bear in mind these different viewpoints when considering
residence abroad, merely as a “sub-field of applied linguistics” (Kinginger, 2009, p.
29) or a “major subfield of SlA research” (Ferguson, 1995, p. xi). Are we perhaps
looking down the wrong end of the telescope, starting from our identity rather
than that of the participants? For them, language learning is a sub-field of study
abroad.

3. Identity, change and dynamic complexity

A U.K. government report (Government Office for Science, 2013) reiterates the
now widely accepted notion that people can have many different overlapping and
fluid identities which we perform according to contexts and in interaction. The
report pinpoints three important ways in which internet technologies are driving
changes in who we are: the blurring of private and public identities, increasing
social plurality, and above all hyper-connectivity. If, previously, you were what you
said, today you are what you tweet (Coleman, 2013b, p.24).

Curiosity has been found to be essential for successful study abroad. Curiosity
is mentioned in various models of intercultural communicative competence
(Byram, 1997), and linked to openness, flexibility, ambiguity tolerance, lack of eth-
nocentrism, interest, discovery of the new. It is developed in houghton’s (2012)
model of intercultural dialogue. A recent best-selling work of popular fiction brings
together the themes of curiosity, of technology impacting the social context, and of
performing identities:

It seemed to me that there was nothing new to be discovered ever again. […] We
were the first human beings who would never see anything for the first time. We
stare at the wonders of the world, dull-eyed, underwhelmed. mona lisa, the
pyramids, the Empire State Building. Jungle animals on attack, ancient icebergs
collapsing, volcanoes erupting. I can’t recall a single amazing thing I have seen
first-hand that I didn’t immediately reference to a movie or a TV show. […] I’ve
literally seen it all, and the worst thing […] is: The second-hand experience is
always better. The image is crisper, the view is keener, the camera angle and the
soundtrack manipulate my emotions in a way reality can’t anymore. (Flynn,
2012, pp. 80-81)

Committed travellers will acknowledge this recognition that the exotic is more
familiar than in pre-internet days, that packaged online icons take precedence over
genuine experience. physical discovery of the new, at least in terms of monuments
and locations, has become subordinate to virtual discovery. In taming the shock of
the unfamiliar, the World-Wide Web is seconded by globalisation, and the

2. Social circles during residence abroad: What students do, and who with 39



homogenisation of consumer products. On my first visit to France, I was confront-
ed by vehicles such as I had never encountered before: Simcas, peugeot 203s and
204s, renault 3s. Visits to Eastern Europe even into the early 1990s produced
ladas, Wartburgs, Dacias, Trabants and Zils unknown in the West. When every-
day objects such as cars are so different, there is inevitably a dépaysementwhich con-
tributes to the sense of immersion in a new context, and which is far less sharp for
today’s sojourners, amidst global brands. In an internet-connected world, where
you can see in advance from above and from street level the very buildings in which
you will be studying, can the same level of curiosity (and the related definition of
intercultural competence) be maintained?

Another example of the unstable (dynamic, complex) context of residence
abroad can be found in evolving national social habits. The author’s year abroad in
Besançon coincided – and it was a genuine coincidence – with France’s highest ever
annual wine consumption, but since then, there has been an 80% fall in consump-
tion, and 38% do not drink wine at all. For the older generation, wine is associat-
ed with national identity, le patrimoine; the middle-aged generation, aspiring to dis-
crimination and quality, drink less but better, while for the internet generation
wine is just another consumer product (Schofield, 2013). France, in reality, has
changed.

Thus, our theoretical understandings are shifting, the focus of study abroad
research is shifting, contexts are shifting through time and place. Theoretical
approaches informing research methods have moved beyond narrow cognitive
approaches concerning the individual brain. The interaction of participant and
context, each with its own set of variables, has been theorised in nested ecosys-
tems (Bronfenbrenner, 1993), the learner-context interface (White, 1999), eco-
logical and environmental approaches (van lier, 2003), and in complex dynam-
ic systems (larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008; larsen-Freeman, 2011).
Complex dynamic systems have become widely accepted as a useful theoretical
framework to embrace the rejection of essentialist notions of culture, identity,
gender, nationality, motivation, attitude, language, and belief; and the recogni-
tion that all of these are fluid, dynamic, situated, and constantly reconstructed
through interaction.Social network theories have a far longer history, and are
addressed in other contributions to the current volume (see especially Chapters
8, 12 and 13). The first use of “network” in a metaphorical sense to refer to
social relations dates back to Barnes (1954):

Each person is, as it were, in touch with a number of other people, some of
whom are directly in touch with each other and some of whom are not. Similarly
each person has a number of friends, and these friends have their own friends;
some of any one person’s friends know each other, others do not. I find it con-
venient to talk of a social field of this kind as a network. Earlier I used the term
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web […] however, it seems that many people think of a web a something like a
spider’s web, in two dimensions, whereas I am trying to form an image for a
multi-dimensional concept. (Barnes, 1954, pp. 43-44)

The sociogram, invented by moreno (1933), is a diagram of social networks, with
the self (ego) and others shown as points and ties as lines. Tie strength is “a (prob-
ably linear) combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the inti-
macy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which characterize the tie”
(Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361).

Definitions depend on your own social networks and disciplinary allegiances.
Within sociology, group organisation and relations provide opportunities and nor-
mative limitations on individual psychological development, beliefs and actions.
mitchell (1969) described an ego-centred network characterised by degree of reci-
procity, intensity and durability. Closed networks are characterised by strong, dense
ties but these require effort to establish and maintain, and while allowing for shar-
ing and co-building of complex knowledge, may not allow sufficient new inputs
for learning. First-order ties may lead to second-order (friend-of-a-friend) ties. Ties
may be uniplex or multiplex (e.g. a cousin is a workmate and friend).

Within sociolinguistics, social networks were first applied in dialectology to
draw isoglosses based on shared lexical and phonological items. Subsequently, soci-
olinguists acknowledged inter-personal variation (class, gender, age) and intra-per-
sonal variation (situation or context, topic), leading to more complex portrayals of
linguistic and social identity through group membership.

In applied linguistics, social networks were initially researched with refer-
ence to child l1 acquisition, and the development of bilinguals (e.g. Wiklund,
2002). more recently, social networks have been addressed in study abroad
research (e.g. de Federico de la rúa, 2003; Isabelli-García, 2006; Jackson, 2008;
Kinginger, 2008; pellegrino Aveni, 2005; Ying, 2002), and this work is closely
linked to identity studies (e.g. Dervin, 2008; murphy-lejeune, 2002;
papatsiba, 2003). Within some programmes, pre-departure social networks are
deliberately constructed among outgoers in order to build a group dynamic
(haug, 1996). A quantitative measure related to social networks is the widely
used language Contact profile (Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz & halter, 2004),
which relies on self-report to quantify accommodation, the days and hours
spent using l1 and l2, interlocutors, and use of the four language skills during
foreign sojourns.

The density and multiplexity of sojourners’ social networks reflect the extent
of their social integration. Of particular interest to study abroad research is
Granovetter’s (1973, 1974) insight into the “strength of weak ties”. These are the
links created with new acquaintances, and they contrast with established, durable
links with friends and family: “Weak ties […] indispensable to individuals’ oppor-
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tunities and to their integration into communities. Strong ties, breeding local cohe-
sion, lead to overall fragmentation” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1378).

The frequently observed difficulty for study abroad students of accessing
locals is due not only to the latter’s uninterest in making contact with incomers
who have come for a short, pre-determined stay and whose linguistic skills may
make conversation difficult. In addition, both locals and the students themselves
have already built close, stable bonds with family, friends and peers. historically,
before the Industrial revolution, most human societies encountered few outsiders;
it is unsurprising that humans are typically satisfied with existing social networks
unless obliged by circumstances, or led by other concerns (e.g. sexual attraction or
desire to practise English with a native speaker) to open them up.

Weak ties enable sojourners to develop as individuals. If no new ties are made,
there will be less change in the individual. The “marginal, those less subject to social
pressures” (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1367) are more open to the reinvention of self
and to new ideas. If you go abroad as an autonomous individual, then you are free
of the constraints of the social identities which your previous social circle imposes
upon you. meeting new people can nurture new activities and new attitudes. This
is the fundamental basis of learning through mobility. The new perspectives of new
acquaintances allow and prompt you to re-invent yourself. The problem with
research which adopts a pre-and-post design is that the person whom you greet on
return from extended study abroad is not the same person to whom you said good-
bye several months earlier.

The relevance of social network theories for study abroad objectives is thus
self-evident, though only recently have they come to the fore in empirical studies
(e.g. Dewey, ring, Gardner & Belnap, 2013). Study abroad can offer huge oppor-
tunities for social interaction, often allied to an active need, born of isolation in an
unfamiliar environment, to link up with people. The “Who?” “how many?” and
“how deeply?” of new social networks will determine many of the outcomes. The
identity of the new contacts has implications for the vehicular language(s) and thus
for linguistic development. The extent of new contacts has implications for the
extent of target language input, and can be linked to quantitative data elicited by,
for example, the language Contact profile. how deeply the student gets to know
new friends has implications for input, output, feedback and the range of language
functions practised, hence pragmatic competence. And of course, greater contact
with locals may impact other objectives (academic, cultural, intercultural, person-
al, professional), not to mention fun and tourism.

Social networks are thus crucial to the learning outcomes of study abroad.
They tend to be formed early (from fear of isolation), and may subsequently either
fossilise or develop. They represent a major influence on the variability of study
abroad experience: Greater contact with the local community leads to greater gains.
Interacting with host nationals has been shown to be a key to successful adjustment
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(Chirkov, Safdar, de Guzman & playford, 2008), while interacting with co-nation-
als reduces contact with locals (Chapdelaine & Alexich, 2004; Teichler, 1991).

Those administering study abroad programmes have long recognised the
importance of social networks. host institutions commonly organise ‘language
buddies’ or paired tasks, parties, excursions, or accommodation which mix local
and international students. preparation, at least in a U.K. context, normally
involves providing outgoing students with strategies for getting to know local peo-
ple. Outgoers are encouraged to use the resto U or mensa for lunch, and to join
a local church, sports clubs, choir or hobby group, while avoiding Irish bars and
other co-nationals. They are urged to make an effort to get to know locals, for
example, within the constraints of security, by advertising English lessons. pre-
sojourn activities to alert students to the significance of social networks (such as the
sociogram described in Coleman, 1998b) can underpin strategies to achieve social
insertion. The residence Abroad matters projects, building on existing practices,
developed guidelines for ethnographic, out-of-classroom tasks and research projects
which obliged students to engage with the local communities, and were highly
effective (e.g. roberts, 2001). The usefulness of Community Service learning for
social integration has been acknowledged in a number of U.S. projects: e.g. Abbot
and lear (2010). homesickness, visits home and from home, frequent online con-
tact, anxiety, and fatigue may reinforce existing strong (probably l1) networks, and
risk limiting new, initially weak ties.

perhaps the most significant route into new social circles is sex. published
research hardly mentions sexual attraction and relationships, yet there is over-
whelming first-hand evidence that taking millions of fun-loving, novelty-seeking,
outward-looking, bright, adventurous young people out of the constraints of
home, family and old friends and releasing them into exciting and unfamiliar envi-
ronments with the instruction to get to know the locals frequently leads to intense
personal relationships, i.e. strong, multiplex ties. The student-generated website
thirdyearabroad.com has a popular thread on making and breaking intimate rela-
tionships: http://www.thirdyearabroad.com/when-you-arrive/long-distance-
love/item/371-love-in-a-foreign-climate.html. The British Council’s (2005) book-
let celebrating the centenary of the British teaching assistantship noted the num-
ber of marriages which the scheme had inadvertently sponsored. Any reader with
study-abroad experience, whether as administrator or sojourner, will no doubt
recognise the picture.

One poignant example from a diary entry of an Italian student studying
abroad in England is cited by Beaven: “This week has been particular, with a happy
side and a sad side. my English friend and I are not friends anymore, but a couple!
We found out to be in love with each other and now we are always together.
Obviously, when you feel extremely happy something bad has to happen and my
beloved dog died three days ago…” (Beaven, 2012, p. 82).
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Studies are clearly needed to identify the link between intimate relationship
patterns and enhanced linguistic and intercultural competences, though ethical
problems need to be acknowledged for both research and good practices.

4. Social circles

One way of representing typical social networks of study abroad is as concentric
circles (see Figure 1, reproduced from Coleman, 2013a, p.31). This model, result-
ing from 25 years of researching and administering study abroad, visiting students
abroad in Europe, and the residence Abroad matters project, may help us better
understand the socialisation patterns of students during study abroad.

Figure 1. Coleman’s concentric circles representation of study abroad social networks

Students begin by socialising with co-nationals. With time and motivation they
add other non-locals to their social circles. If circumstances (including sojourn
duration) permit and their own motivations, attitudes, actions and initiatives allow,
they can additionally include locals. One circle does not replace another; rather, the
process is additive, with the circle broadening during the sojourn. The circles rep-
resent progression of friendships rather than intensity as in Dunbar’s (2010) “cir-
cles of acquaintanceship”, and are not mutually exclusive. They reflect earlier work
by Bochner, mcleod and lin (1977) and de Federico de la rúa (2003, 2008). Co-
nationals may or may not share a mother tongue (one in six British residents has a
first language other than English).
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Individual and institutional strategies can support the process. British uni-
versities will seek to avoid sending large groups of students to the same destina-
tion, and for this reason may prefer language teaching assistantships and other
work placements to Erasmus exchanges. Assistantships and work placements
each provide the outgoing student with a ready-made group of locals with
whom they are obliged to talk (and, additionally, a professional social identity
to start from), although of course work contexts introduce issues of hierarchy
and may involve the use of a lingua franca. many host universities arrange lan-
guage partnerships, with set tasks for pairs to complete together, and this may
lead to extramural social relationships. A local and already acculturated co-
national community can also provide a shortcut to meeting the target-language
community.

how do the concentric circles inform linguistic interactions and input?
much study abroad research concerns students who come from or travel to a
majority English-speaking country. Other studies acknowledge the international
role of English or English as a lingua franca (ElF), especially in higher education
contexts (e.g. Coleman, 2006; Jenkins, 2013; Kalocsai, 2011). But for a majority,
we might expect interactions within the inner circle to be in a shared l1, although
some groups, especially from north America, formally agree to use the target lan-
guage even amongst themselves while abroad. Interaction in the middle circle
might be in the l2 or a lingua franca (often English), while interaction with the
outer circle might range between l1, l2 and lingua franca (French in the case of
the Senegal study described below, where English-speaking students interact with
mainly Wolof-speaking locals). As already mentioned, however, reifying and num-
bering languages sequentially in this way, as if they were entirely separate entities,
is as passé as uncritical acceptance of hofstede’s cultures, or pre-Davies definitions
of the native speaker (Davies, 2003: Kramsch & Whiteside, 2007). Each of us, in
an age of global migrations and internationalised campuses, possesses a linguistic
repertoire embracing more or less complete but overlapping systems, and in any
given interaction we will draw flexilingually on whichever resources best meet the
immediate need.

All interactions, whether with co-nationals, other outsiders or locals, may of
course impact the non-linguistic objectives of study abroad, in particular the devel-
opment of cultural knowledge and intercultural skills, even if there is no linguistic
gain and even if the home and host countries speak the same language. (Even with-
in Erasmus, 44% of U.K. outgoers have no language component in their degree,
and for every ten Erasmus outgoers there are three more heading for the USA,
Canada or Australia: Carbonell, 2013). In social network terms, uniplex ties
become multiplex, first order become second-order, dense networks in the inner or
middle circles become spare networks (with thinner links) in the middle or outer
networks, which themselves become denser.
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It remains to be seen how useful the concentric circles model is in practice,
either for research or the day-to-day running of student mobility programmes.
It can be applied to the Senegal study (Coleman & Chafer, 2011), which com-
prised 47 completed questionnaires and 5 interviews with graduate participants
who had completed a work placement in Dakar over the previous 25 years. Each
former student evidenced an individual trajectory, with more or less stable net-
works. The patterns during the West African sojourn broadly confirm the
model in moving from initial reliance on co-nationals to a greater social mix.
Close friends and new partners were proportionately more likely to come from
the middle than the outer (local) circle, but a majority made both non-local
friends (85.7%) and close friends (69.4%), and Senegalese friends (91.7%) and
close friends (52.1%). networks formed during residence abroad often led to
enduring relationships: Seventy-four percent had visited subsequently, a major-
ity of participants (89.6%) had kept in touch, and 58.3% were still in touch
years or decades later. The same is true of Erasmus students: 91.0% stay in
touch with foreign friends met abroad, 57.0% with five or more of them, and
34.5% visit them subsequently (Boomans, Krupnik, Krzaklewska & lanzilotta,
2008, p. 39). having foreign friends is a predictor for international career
mobility (parey & Waldinger, 2008). We are reminded that study abroad
research which focuses only on the sojourn itself, or at best a short period before
departure and after return, may fail to capture its most significant impacts
which are often lifelong.

The qualitative Senegal study data (about 30,000 words of open questionnaire
responses, and the five interviews) show that networks are linked (albeit unpre-
dictably) to accommodation, with a trend to move from arranged accommodation
to individual choices, and to proficiency in French and Wolof: The latter helped to
moderate outsider status. But networks are linked more closely with attitude or
savoir être, such as using the same minibuses as locals for transport within the city,
or even adopting local styles of dress. While most participants reported making
progress in French, there was no formal measurement of l2 gains, so it was not
possible to make any causal link between social networks and l2 acquisition.

The concentric circles might, it is hoped, help to design future research into
student residence abroad. It would require a good deal more work to properly
explore the fit of the model to other published studies, but a few examples of well-
cited reports can be related to aspects of the model. magnan and Back (2007)
analysed a U.S. model of study abroad, considering English l1 and French l2.
They found progress in French, but it was determined neither by accommodation
arrangements nor by extent of self-reported language contact. however, spending
time with co-nationals (even if speaking French) was acknowledged by participants
as negative: “I lived and socialized with Americans. I think this hurt my French”
(magnan & Back 2007, p. 52).
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Stewart’s (2010) study of e-journals provides four case studies of U.S. students
in mexico which can be related more clearly to the model. There are frequent
changes in accommodation, but daily skyping in English is found not to be signif-
icant in predicting linguistic gains. Individuals plateau at different stages. molly
socialises mostly with her inner circle (no middle-circle contact); Jennifer and
Doug with both inner and outer circles; and Elise with inner and middle circles
(notably one French student). The findings could be said to fit the model, in that
the further they socialise from the centre, the closer these participants move to a
target community identity.

Among mixed-method studies, Dewey, Bown and Eggett (2012) researched
204 US students in Japan, using the Study Abroad Social Interaction
Questionnaire. The particular study abroad context comprised l1 English and l2
Japanese, with no middle circle. nonetheless, social network structures emerged as
a key variable, with results which “indicate connections between social networks,
language use, and language gains”, though the authors comment also that “a more
comprehensive picture can only be gained through a combination of qualitative
and quantitative research methods” (Dewey, Bown & Eggett 2012, p.130).

Finally, Beaven’s (2012) thesis describes a longitudinal multimethod study of
21 Italian outgoers (teaching assistants, Business School, Erasmus students), and
analyses the role of their physical and virtual networks in cross-cultural adjust-
ment and the overcoming of obstacles, e.g. replicating pitts (2009) in identifying
how participants use co-nationals as a coping mechanism. It may be that studies
of European and/or Erasmus contexts which Beaven memorably labels “interna-
tional Erasmusland” (Beaven 2012, p. 221) are better matched to the concentric
circles model than research in non-Erasmus contexts, but more research is
required, especially with the kind of qualitative and longitudinal case studies
which Jackson (2008, 2010) and Kinginger (2008, this volume) have recently
conducted. The model may help to make explicit contextual factors which remain
unexplored or unstated in many studies. We cannot ethically tell our outgoing
students who they should eat, drink and sleep with, but we may certainly ask
them when they get back.
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Chapter 3
Language socialization in the homestay:
American high school students in China
Celeste Kinginger
Pennsylvania State University

The homestay component of study abroad is often credited with particular value
for language learning. However, in quantitative studies of university students
abroad, the putative “homestay advantage” has been difficult to prove. Some
research with high school students suggests that younger students tend to devel-
op more intimate relationships with their hosts than do their older counterparts.
Based on audio interviews and recordings of conversational interactions, this
paper draws on the language socialization framework to explore how two
teenaged learners of Chinese were received by their hosts. The first was a student
of limited Chinese proficiency who was socialized toward the expression of rela-
tional identity and familial intimacy through teasing. The second was a student
of more advanced proficiency who participated in many interactions involving
the socialization of taste, including Chinese food ways for the student, and
American culinary practices for the family.

1. Introduction

What does it mean to be “at home” while also “abroad”? “Home” is often framed
as the polar opposite of “abroad,” and evokes banal platitudes such as “home is
where the heart is,” “home is where you mom is,” or “home is where, if you go
there, they have to let you in.” In the scholarly literature, studies of dinnertime dis-
course clearly demonstrate that the familiarity children enjoy at home is the back-
drop for a broad range of cognitive achievements. As they interact with trusted
family members, children are socialized in myriad ways, learning everything from
taste and table manners (Ochs, Pontecorvo & Fasulo, 1996) to political views
(Gordon, 2004), locally accepted standards for narration (Blum-Kulka, 1997), or
scientific thinking and theorizing about the world (Ochs &Taylor, 1992). At din-
ner, family members display and develop their relationships, thus carrying out the
very activity that defines what it means to be a family. Through “repeated rites of
passage to adult discourse” (Blum-Kulka, 1994, p. 45) beginning in infancy, and



in parallel with language development, children are socialized into practices, values,
and moral stances of their communities.

In the context of student mobility, what kinds of learning take place when
young people temporarily elect to join new families in a foreign country? Unlike
immediate family members, student guests and host families do not usually share
a common cultural background and social history. Neither are they familiar nor on
intimate terms with each other. Meanwhile, in lay perceptions and publicity about
study abroad, the homestay is credited with many virtues: students are offered first
hand experiences of local cultural practices, pathways toward social networks
expanded beyond the home, and of course, numerous opportunities to interact
with hosts in ways that further language learning. To what extent do the rich and
varied socialization processes of childhood also apply in the case of the many
youthful strangers who live with families abroad?

1.1. A homestay advantage?

No doubt, many people who have enjoyed a successful homestay trace the accel-
eration of their language learning to that experience. In my own case, I was wel-
comed as a 19-year-old into the home of a farm family in the south of France.
Their town, Prouilhe-par-Corniou, had a wintertime population of about 12,
but the summer brought vacationers and returning extended family members
along with all the routine work of animal husbandry, hay mowing, gardening
and preserving. My host mother quickly realized that I had few practical skills,
and set me the task of ironing socks and napkins. Over time, however, the fam-
ily members patiently instructed me in farm and household chores. This instruc-
tion took place in the presence of many physical artifacts serving to clarify
intended meaning: vegetables and fruits to be harvested, goats to be milked,
cheese moulds to be filled, piglets to be evaluated for purchase, slugs to be
washed off salad leaves, hay to be stacked. I was a college student, and legally at
least, an adult and entitled to some degree of self-determination. Sometimes I
experienced mild claustrophobia. But in Prouilhe-par-Corniou there was no
escape and in any case there were no other Anglophones with whom to run away.
I stayed, and learned to talk, to cook, to eat, to care for livestock, and to appre-
ciate both waste-free, sustainable agriculture and the moral and religious values
that sustained it in that place.

Therefore, among the many surprises in store when I began to investigate
research on language learning abroad, the most astonishing was the discovery that
the homestay is not a reliable environment for language learning abroad. At the
macro-level of larger scale quantitative studies, no absolute correlation has been
found between living arrangements and the development of proficiency. For exam-
ple, Rivers (1998) examined the ACTFL OPI (American Council on the Teaching
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of Foreign Languages Oral Proficiency Interview) scores of over 2500 dorm-stay
versus homestay learners in the American Council of Teachers of Russian (ACTR)
Student Records Base for the years 1976 through 1996. The students who had
lived with families were less likely to develop speaking proficiency than those who
did not. Similarly, in a project involving 830 learners of various languages, Vande
Berg, Connor-Linton, and Paige (2009) found no relationship between housing
type and OPI measures. Only when these researchers factored in the estimated
amount of time that students spent with their families were they able to establish
such a correlation. This finding prompted the authors to remark that “the variable
that matters here is whether students take advantage of homestays by engaging
with family members” (p. 16).

Turning to the qualitative literature, one of the only broad generalizations that
can be advanced is that there is considerable variation in the extent to which stu-
dent do, in fact, engage with host family members. Wilkinson (1998) contrasted
the cases of “Molise,” who was warmly welcomed and gently assisted in her French
language learning, and “Ashley,” whose host family did not bother to pick her up
when she arrived, and subsequently demonstrated little interest in anything to do
with her. The accounts of the Russian homestay in Pellegrino Aveni (2005) portray
both “positive, supportive behavior” (p. 61) and terrifying, destructive behavior,
including a host brother who, with support from his father, routinely played a
game of “shoot the American” with a real, though unloaded handgun. In Kinginger
(2008) there is the case of “Bill,” whose low proficiency in French and general
humanistic goals were matched with a host family’s willingness to shepherd him
through lengthy dinner table conversations focused mainly on his language learn-
ing. There is also, however, the case of “Ailis”, whose single host mother preferred
to dine in the company of the television, and who returned from France having
apparently forgotten some of the French she knew before the sojourn.

The success of the homestay as a learning environment seems to depend, on
the one hand, on whether or not students are received as persons of consequence,
deserving of the family’s attention and socializing efforts. To some extent, as
Klapper and Rees have recently pointed out (2012), the nature of study abroad,
including the homestay, can be viewed as arbitrary and idiosyncratic; much
depends upon students’ emotional reaction to the hand they are dealt. On the
other hand, however, this success also depends on how students position them-
selves in their adopted households, the efforts they make to understand the prac-
tices and motives of their hosts, and whether or not they can graciously accept the
role of a temporary “child.”

A recent survey of 116 college-aged American language students (Juveland,
2011) revealed that, while these students do value the unique learning opportuni-
ties afforded in homestays, the most salient negative perception was of “decreased
freedom as an adult” (p. 67). These students were concerned about lack of privacy,
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the imposition of rules or curfews, and the indignity of being interpreted as incom-
petent and childlike. And in fact, when Iino (2006) investigated the approaches of
Japanese host families, he found a continuum ranging from “two-way enrichment,”
favoring intercultural dialogue and learning for all parties, to “cultural dependen-
cy” in which students were considered fundamentally helpless and occasionally
positioned as exotic family “pets” (p. 162).

The literature on the homestay experiences of high school students suggests
(if it does not prove) that younger learners may be more likely than their college-
aged peers to be received in loco parentis as temporary children, and to tolerate and
benefit from this arrangement more easily. This may be due in part to the host
families’ acceptance of legal responsibility for the safety and well being of their
charges. US-based students in particular have yet to experience the taste of free-
dom from familial oversight that university study typically offers. In any case, the
scant research on this phenomenon shows that high school students frequently
make dramatic gains in proficiency and report numerous opportunities to inter-
act in various settings involving all generations of their host families and the fam-
ilies’ social networks. This was the case for Hashimoto’s (1993) 16-year-old
Australian who arrived in Japan with no functional language ability and, a year
later, had developed a broad communicative repertoire along with considerable
awareness of pragmatic norms. Three of the four American high school students
followed by Spenader (2011) through their year-long sojourn in Sweden arrived
knowing no Swedish but returned home with “Superior” (professional level) pro-
ficiency. When Perrefort (2008) compared the portrayal of Erasmus versus a
European secondary school programme in interviews with veterans, she found
that only the high school students highlighted language-learning experiences,
including the importance of intense local engagement for overcoming linguistic
insecurity. The Erasmus students tended to categorize themselves as “spectators”
(p. 77) and expressed frustration at their inability to access local social networks.
Similarly, when interviewed (Kinginger & Tan, 2013), participants in the same
Chinese language programme under consideration here claimed that the homes-
tay experience had offered significant engagement in everyday communicative set-
tings, and has improved their proficiency “exponentially” in comparison with
classroom learning.

1.2. Language socialization in the homestay

If high school homestay sojourners sometimes display remarkable gains in profi-
ciency, and tend to offer praise for the intensity and variety of their participation
in communicative events, what, in particular, takes place in their exchanges with
hosts? To answer such a question, the natural choice of framework is language
socialization, that is, research examining how “acquiring a language is part of a
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much larger process of becoming a person in society” (Ochs, 2002, p. 106).
Through language socialization, children and other novices develop the “commu-
nicative competence, membership, and legitimacy” (Duff, 2007, p. 310) required
for participation in the social life of communities, including both routine language
and literacy practices and the accompanying preferences for action, emotion, and
thought. Language socialization theory is both holistic and particularistic; it
emphasizes how novices are socialized to use language and at the same time are
socialized through language toward community activities and worldviews.
Language socialization research therefore attempts to elucidate the dialectic rela-
tionship that obtains between particular socializing events and their broader socio-
cultural environments, linking microethnographic study with a maximally holistic
interpretive frame.

Originally articulated by Ochs and Schieffelin (1984), language socialization
locates its primary disciplinary source in linguistic anthropology, but borrows lib-
erally from other fields, such as sociology, linguistics, and education, depending
upon the goals of each project. A key influence on the early development of the
approach was the work on interactional and communicative competence by
Gumperz (1982) and Hymes (1972). To recall, Hymes argued against a sole focus
on linguistic competence and for a broader construct, communicative compe-
tence, which “involves knowing not only the linguistic code, but also what to say
to whom, and how to say it appropriately in any given situation” (Saville-Troike,
2003, p. 18). Another significant contribution to the early framing of the
approach (Duff, 2007; Ochs, 1986, p. 2) were the views on the integrity of lan-
guage, mind and society outlined by Vygotsky (1962, 1978) which have evolved
into contemporary sociocultural theory (Lantolf &Thorne, 2006). As a theory of
the mediated mind, sociocultural theory portrays the development of higher order
cognition from the outside in, that is, through interaction with artifacts or more
expert people in the Zone of Proximal Development. Novices are seen to internal-
ize language and other semiotic resources through active participation at various
levels of engagement (from observation to full participation) and in so doing,
transform their own cognition and, potentially, the nature of the activity itself.
Development is viewed as an historical, or genetic process at various interrelated
levels, including phylogenesis, sociocultural history, the ontogenesis of the indi-
vidual, and microgenesis, or the history of particular psychological functions over
short periods of time as development takes place “right before one’s eyes”
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 61).

Early language socialization research focused exclusively on illustrating the
cultural specificity of language and literacy socialization in childhood (Heath,
1983; Ochs, 1988; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). Today, the scope of this work has
expanded to include the study of second or multiple language socialization of
novices of diverse age and in a variety of settings (Duff, 2012). At the same time,
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the field has been influenced by “the poststructuralist realization that learning is a
non-linear, relational human activity, co-constructed between humans and their
environment, contingent upon their position in space and history, and a site of
struggle for the control of power and memory” (Kramsch, 2002, p. 5). In particu-
lar, such poststructuralist views encourage scrutiny of the subtle processes through
which power is circulated and reproduced in language learning and use
(McNamara, 2012), and researchers are increasingly aware that this process can be
dynamic, negotiated, and contested. In the case of language learners abroad, if they
do gain access to socializing encounters, this process may be accepted, resisted, or
rejected, and may lead to innovative or hybrid identities.

Very few studies involve direct observation of language socialization processes
in homestays abroad. Wilkinson (2002) scrutinized the conversations taking place
between students of modest proficiency in French and their host families in France.
Her findings demonstrate the significance of prior socialization into the use of
classroom discourse, as the students displayed a marked preference for pedagogical
talk (including the infamous Initiation- Response- Evaluation structure) in their
attempts to converse. Cook (2008) examined how Japanese host families socialized
student guests to use the addressee honorific masu form. In this study, the families
provided both modeling and explicit instruction which progressively guided the
students toward the ability to shift from plain to honorific style in ways that are
appropriate for “in group” communication.

Another study by Cook (2006) examined the collaborative telling of “folk
beliefs” in dinnertime conversations between Japanese hosts and student guests.
By “folk belief” Cook means the assertion of generalizations about some aspect
of Japanese or the host student’s culture, including stereotypes. The Japanese host
families’ beliefs were frequently interpretable in relation to nihonjinron, an ideol-
ogy framing the Japanese culture and food ways as exceptionally unique and
therefore inaccessible to foreigners. Food and eating habits were frequently dis-
cussed, including the belief that Americans cannot live without beef, or the belief
that foreigners cannot bear to eat fermented soybeans (nattoo). While many of
the assertions discussed went uncontested, the student guests challenged them in
40.4% of cases, typically, out of concern for politeness, by providing counter
examples. Cook concludes that in the case of these interactions, a “two-way
enrichment” (Iino, 2006) process took place. By submitting them to scrutiny
and challenge from a different cultural perspective, both student guests and hosts
became aware that their own implicit assumptions might not be reliable or based
in truth.

DuFon (2006) examined the socialization of taste for American students in
Indonesia. From data collected over a period of five years (field notes, language
learning journals, and recordings of dinner table interactions), DuFon extracted
various themes, including orientation to the food, food as pleasure, rituals involv-
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ing food, and food and health. Because the students were often unfamiliar with the
dishes on offer, their hosts instructed them on the names of foods and ingredients
in ways that greatly resemble the classroom pattern drills of the audio-lingual era:

Bruce: Saya senang. Apa namanya?
I like this. What is it called?

Ibu Djumandi: Jagung.
Corn.

Bruce: Jagung saya?
Just corn?

Ibu Djumandi: Dadar jagung.
Corn pancake.

Bruce: Dadar.
Pancake.

Ibu Djumandi: Dadar jagung.
Corn pancake.

Bruce: (Dadar jagung.)
(Corn pancake.)

(Dufon, 2006, p. 98)

Indonesian hosts also emphasized the pleasure to be taken in eating, and educated
their guests about the aesthetics of their cuisine, including the practice of direct,
unmitigated criticism of dishes improperly prepared. They also attempted, often
without success, to convey their views about the influence of food on health, e.g.
the belief that iced beverages can aggravate a cough.

In concluding her report, DuFon hypothesized that orientation to food is like-
ly to occur in many homestay settings, although the precise nature of this practice
may vary. She also noted that the dinner table was a key context for language learn-
ing in her study and that this setting “offers many opportunities for learning
through the use of language about a culture’s values, beliefs, attitudes and view of
food, and for learning to use the language in certain ways in order to talk about
food” (pp. 117-118).

2. The current project

The current project is an exploration of the particular socialization practices
taking place in the short-term homestay programmes that are now the norm for
American students abroad. It was inspired in part by comments of earlier pro-
gramme participants to the effect that the homestay is a rich environment for
language and culture learning (Kinginger & Tan, 2013), and in part by previ-
ous quantitative research measuring dramatic gains in language ability for high
school students abroad. Our data come from an intensive Chinese language
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programme (Landon-in-China) enrolling American high school students for
two- to four-week homestays in Beijing and Chengdu. While the brevity of the
programme precluded longer-term documentation of socialization outcomes,
we can examine the families’ and students’ attempts to socialize each other and,
on occasion, we can also observe the microgenesis of particular language fea-
tures. This paper offers brief considerations of two participants’ experiences: 1)
a student of modest proficiency (David) who became actively involved in his
host family’s routine practice of teasing; and 2) a student of more advanced pro-
ficiency (Sam) who participated in many interactions involving the socialization
of taste.

2.1. Setting

Data were collected from 12 students and 22 host families involved in the Landon-
in-China programme in the summers of 2011 and 2012. The regular programme
included a two-week tour followed by a four-week language immersion period dur-
ing which students were placed individually with Chinese host families for two
weeks in Beijing and then in Chengdu. The host families typically included one
host sibling whose interests were matched with those of the guest. An optional
three-week internship was also available in combination with the programme or as
a separate offering; in this case students were placed in homes where the parents’
professional interests aligned with theirs.

The Landon-in-China programme was unlike offerings for college-aged
students in that the programme operated in loco parentis for the students. The
programme director, chaperones and faculty from the United States, the
Chinese host parents and siblings, as well as instructors hired locally, jointly
assumed responsibility for the students’ well-being and the quality of their expe-
rience. Although the programme expressly discouraged American participants
from gathering together after school, they were very rarely alone. With the
exception of the morning intensive language classes, the programme invited all
Chinese host brothers and sisters to join in its afternoon activities as well as
weekend trips to surrounding sites of interest. The programme also attempted
to match the ages, interests, and hobbies of the participants with those of the
host siblings.

2.2. Participants

When David joined the Landon-in-China programme, he was a rising junior, 16
years of age. David’s family had immigrated to the US from Ecuador to pursue pro-
fessional opportunities. He grew up in a Spanish-speaking household and was
bilingual in English and Spanish. He had studied Chinese for two years, and was
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described by the programme director as possessing a caring and open personality,
displaying strong desire to learn about other cultures, and proud of his own cultur-
al heritage.

At 17, Sam was entering his final year in high school. His parents had emi-
grated from Ethiopia as teenagers, raising their children to be bilingual in Amharic
and English. Sam had studied Chinese for 11 years, beginning with a maths, sci-
ence and social studies Chinese immersion programme in elementary school. He
had taken an Advanced Placement course as a high school junior, awarding him
college-level credit for language study.

David’s Beijing hosts included a mother (HM), a father (HF) and a sister (HS)
of approximately David’s age. Sam’s Beijing hosts included a mother (HM), a
father (HF) and a brother (HB) of approximately Sam’s age. All of the participants,
students and hosts, are of relatively privileged socioeconomic backgrounds, with
the parents employed in professional or managerial roles.

2.3. Data

Data for this study include field notes from observation performed by the pro-
gramme director, transcriptions of semi-structured interviews at the programme’s
end with students and host families, and audio recorded interactions. The study
was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the Pennsylvania State
University, and informed consent was obtained from all participants. David pro-
vided us with six separate and sequential recordings of interactions in various set-
tings totaling 170 minutes. Sam recorded nine sequential mealtime interactions
totaling 262 minutes, with an average length of 29 minutes.

2.4. Analysis

The aim of the project was to understand the specific communicative practices that
students like David and Sam are referencing when they describe the Chinese
homestay as a rich environment for language and culture learning (Kinginger &
Tan, 2013). In David’s case, our first overview of the data revealed that the family,
and eventually David, were involved in frequent episodes of teasing, so we elected
to focus on the evolution of David’s participation in this particular, routine speech
event. In Sam’s case, a considerable amount of the talk was devoted to the topic of
food and taste. We first isolated the many taste-related episodes, and determined
that these accounted for nearly a quarter (24.9%) of the talk. We then classified
these episodes by thematic category, and analyzed episodes typifying each theme as
opportunities for learning for Sam and his hosts.

From language socialization theory we borrow the idea that language learn-
ing is more than the mere accumulation of usable forms, but is linked in a
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dialectical relationship with the learning of culture in a holistic process of
“becoming a person in society” (Ochs, 2002, p. 106). Also relevant to our analy-
sis are several key notions from sociocultural theory (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006).
A fundamental notion is that human action, including thinking and speaking,
is mediated by cultural-psychological tools (Kozulin, 1998), especially semiotic
tools such as language. While built on a biological substrate, the higher mental
functions are cultural and historical in origin. Second is the conceptualization
of learning as process of internalization. Through engagement with other
human beings and with culturally-evolved artifacts, learners gradually develop
internalized repertoires for thinking and speaking that are provided by the soci-
ocultural environments they frequent. Third is Vygotsky’s (1978) genetic
method based on his understanding of development as a dynamic, historical
process, and calling for observation of this process as it takes place “right before
one’s eyes” (p. 61). Particularly relevant for our study is the microgenetic study
of interactive settings and affordances where researchers may trace the history of
particular functions over short periods of time, in this case the participants’ abil-
ity to participate in the expression of intimacy through teasing, for David, and
talking and think about Chinese and American taste, for Sam.

3. Findings

3.1. Teasing and familial intimacy

The recordings provided by David included numerous instances during which
his host family engaged in teasing, an interactional practice that normally index-
es a degree of familiarity and intimacy. Specifically, teasing is a form of situa-
tional humor in which participants create a “play frame” on a backdrop of
shared knowledge and assumptions, using both utterances and suprasegmental
features and/ or nonverbal communication (Boxer & Cortés-Conde, 1997, p.
277). Teasing is pleasurable because, like irony and other forms of humor, it
involves the interpretation of hidden meaning (Tannen, 1986). More impor-
tantly, and although it can be a high-risk game, teasing can support the display
and development of relationships. Specifically, among intimates or friends, the
successful negotiation of identity through humour results in bonding and the
enhancement of relationships. Teasing can also play an important pedagogical
role because it often invokes societal norms and their violation (e.g., Schieffelin,
1986).

We therefore hypothesized that involving David in this practice, and eventu-
ally inviting his participation, was an index of the degree to which he developed an
intimate relationship with his hosts. From the beginning of his stay, he was party
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to teasing on the part of his host family members. Before the entire assembled
extended family, his host sister was teased about her relatively poor academic per-
formance in comparison to a classmate. His host sister retaliated later on in teasing
her mother about the effects of age on her appearance. Toward the end of his stay,
our data show that David became the target of his family’s situational humour.
Specifically, David had revealed his distaste for seafood, which the family had to
date avoided serving in an effort to please him. However, when enjoying a packet
of snack crackers, David’s HM and HS noticed that the crackers had a theme,
namely SpongeBob SquarePants, the undersea cartoon hero and his equally aquat-
ic friends Patrick Star, Mr. Krabs, Squidward Tentacles, and Plankton:

Excerpt 11

1. HM: chī ba ((passing the food to David))
eat PRT
(Please) eat
tiāo yí ge
pick:up one CLF
Pick up one
(LAUGHTER) <@ tā bù chī yú @>

he NEG eat fish
He doesn’t eat fish

2. HM&HS: (LAUGHTER)
3. David: yú (LAUGHTER)

fish
Fish

4. HM: <@ zhè dōu @> (LAUGHTER)
this all
This is all

5. HS: <@ ((indecipherable)) @>
6. David: <@ Yeah yeah @>
7. HM: (H)
8. David: and that
9. HM: zhè dōu shì hăixiān

this all COP seafood
This is all seafood

10. All (LAUGHTER)

In this case, the teasing invokes David’s violation of the Chinese moral precept that
one should not disclose personal food preferences, especially as a guest. Such dis-
closure may of course cause inconvenience for the host, but the precept is itself
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embedded in a larger concept of etiquette involving the avoidance of waste, learn-
ing to appreciate food in all its forms (Cooper, 1986; Hsu&Hsu, 1997), and valu-
ing the “five tastes in harmony.” According to an expert on Chinese food ways,
“…when eating, one should not be inclined to eat excessively only the foods with
one particular taste and ignore the others. ‘Harmony’ is the essence of Chinese phi-
losophy” (Liu, 2011, p. 73). Seen in this light, the activity taking place in Excerpt
1 is not just teasing, but also reinforcing a morality (the avoidance of disclosing
food preferences) that is tied to ideology and identity.

At the very end of his stay, David became an active participant in his host
family’s intimate practice of teasing. In Excerpt 2, we find David and his host
family discussing the photos in a family album, including many pictures of HS
as an infant. HS had repeatedly expressed her annoyance both at having her
baby pictures revealed and at the participants’ comments about those pictures.
In this case, the presence of a physical artifact clearly assisted David in follow-
ing the topical content of the talk, which occurred in cycles, with comments fol-
lowing the presentation of each photo’s theme. Earlier in the interaction, David
had succeeded in amusing the entire family by suggesting that HS looked
“fierce” in one of the photos. Here, once again, his contribution was deemed
humorous:

Excerpt 2

1. HM: zhège shì HS
this:CLF COP (name)
This is HS

2. David: (LAUGHTER)
3. HM: hěn xiăo hěn xiăo

very little very little
Very little, very little.
zhè yàng hăoxiàng dōu bú dào yí- yí- yí suì
this look seem even NEG arrive one one one year:old
(She) looks to be not even one, one, one year old
yí suì?
one year:old
one year old?
ha?
PRT
right?
zhè shì
this COP
This is
(LAUGHTER) <@ zhèige gèng xiăo @>

this:CLF more young
This one, even younger

4. David: (LAUGHTER)
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5. HM: tā xiăo shíhòu jiù zhè yàng
she little when already this look
When little, she already looked like this
suŏyı̆ tā xiăo chéng zhè yàng
so she small become this look
so she was this small

6. David: (LAUGHTER)
7. HF: (LAUGHTER)
8. David: That’s you? ((referring to HS))
9. HM: (LAUGHTER)
10. HF: mh

INT
Yeah

11. HS: ou= (LAUGHTER)
PRT
Oh

12. David: méi yóu toufa
NEG exist hair
No hair

13. All: (LAUGHTER)

Laughter at the expense of the grown-up “baby” in the photo may well be com-
mon in middle-class households around the world. In this particular case, situa-
tional humour was clearly intended to reinforce the affective bonds that the fami-
ly had been building with David throughout his stay. In tracing the development
of David’s ability to participate in the (potentially risky) teasing, we suggest that his
sojourn led to the onset of socialization toward familial intimacy despite his mod-
est initial proficiency. Perhaps, it is these kinds of personally meaningful interac-
tions that students are referencing when they describe the homestay as a rich envi-
ronment for language and culture learning.

3.2. Talking about food

Unlike David, Sam arrived in Beijing having invested considerable time and effort
in learning Chinese, and was able to begin active participation in home-based con-
versations, occasionally supported by his family’s proficiency in English, from the
beginning. Sam had attended an elementary school offering Chinese immersion in
maths and science, and had then continued to study Chinese throughout his
school years, culminating in an Advanced Placement (college-level) course. He had
taken several short trips to China and had spent the previous summer in an inten-
sive residential Chinese course in the US. Sam participated only in the optional
internship aspect of the programme, and lived with a family whose father worked
at the same petrochemical company where Sam was temporarily employed. All of
the recordings that Sam provided for the study were of mealtime interactions
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whose topical content was dominated by questions of food and taste. The themes
of these conversations paralleled those of DuFon’s (2006) research: orientation to
food, food as pleasure, and food and health.

Sam’s HM routinely oriented him to the foods she served in much the same
manner that was observed for Indonesian hosts by DuFon (2006). That is, she
labeled dishes and ingredients and had Sam repeat the labels. In Excerpt 3, from
Sam’s first recording, the family was eating rice porridge (congee) with mung beans.
HM first ensured that Sam could name the dish itself, then, shortly afterwards, its
ingredients.

Excerpt 3

1. HM: Sam zhīdào zhèige jiào shénme me
know this:CLF call what PRT

Sam (do you) know what this is called?
nı̆ chī de nèige wăn lı̆miàn de
2sg eat NOM that:CLF bowl inside NOM
what you’re eating in the bowl

2. S: bù- bù zhīdào
NEG NEG know
(I) don-don’t know

3. HM: zhèige shì
this:CLF COP
this is
zhè jiào xīfàn
this call thin:rice
this is called congee

4. S: xīfàn
thin:rice
congee

5. HM: [xī ]fàn
thin:rice
congee

[13 turns]
19. HM: Sam what do you call

this
20. S: unh bean?

uh s- I donno what [that is]
21. HM: [bean ] bean

uh bean maybe is
a little bigger than this

22. S: mhm
23. HM: than this bean
24. S: um

wŏ bù zhīdào
1sg NEG know
I don’t know
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25. HM: Chinese
in Chinese is
lǜdòu
green:bean
mung beans

26. S: lǜdòu
green:bean
mung beans

27. HM: yah so
xīfàn
thin:rice
congee
zhèige lı̆miàn jiùshi
this:CLF inside ADV:COP
Inside it is what we call
rice and

28. HF: lǜdòu
green:bean
mung beans

29. HM: lǜdòu
green:bean
mung beans

30. S: mhm
31. HM: dàmı̆ hé lǜdòu

rice and green:bean
rice and mung beans

32. S: dàmı̆ hé lǜdòu
rice and green:bean
rice and mung beans

33. HM: yah

Like the data examined by DuFon (2006), this interaction exhibits a strong
pedagogical cast: it greatly resembles a classroom vocabulary lesson in the IRE
(Initiation- Response- Evaluation) structure. In three separate cycles, separated by
an interval in which HM inquired about a word in English, HM as “teacher” intro-
duced a lexical item, had Sam repeat it, and confirmed that his repetition was cor-
rect, either through further repetition of her own (Turns 3 – 5) or with an explic-
it evaluation (Turns 25 – 27 and 31 – 33). Here, however, the talk differs signifi-
cantly from classroom discourse in that it is relevant to the immediate demands of
the situation. Thus, in Vygotskian terms, we claim that HM was working in Sam’s
Zone of Proximal Development. First, she located this Zone by determining that
Sam did not know how to name the dish, then, rather than simply telling himwhat
it was called, she and HF assisted his performance in naming the foods himself.
What we are observing here, then, is one episode in the microgenetic development
of Sam’s ability to talk about Chinese food.
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Another common practice at the dinner table was the negotiation of “folk
beliefs” (Cook, 2006) about food as pleasure and the relationship of food and
health. For example, Sam contested HF’s claim that Americans invest little effort in
cookery, and attended to HM’s complaints about the fast food she had been obliged
to eat during a business trip to the US. He was also party to HB’s ongoing social-
ization, as HM chided him for failing to eat enough or to choose enough vegetables.
In Excerpt 4, from the sixth recording, Sam attempts to defend the hamburger as a
nutritious food, offering his HM an alternative view but failing to convince her:

Excerpt 4

1. S: unh wŏ – wŏ yào gěi ni shuō
unh 1sg 1sg want give 2sg say
unh I-I want to say to you
nı̆ uh uh
2sg uh uh
you uh uh
mēi- zài mēiguō suóyŏu de hànbăo bú shì
Amer-in America all ASSOC hamburgers NEG COP
In America, all hamburgers aren’t
bú shì duì shēntı̆ bù hăo
NEG COP for body NEG good
aren’t bad for the health

2. HM: [èn ]
INT
mhm

3. S: [yīnwei] zài méiguó zhí zhí yŏu uh
because in America only only have uh
because in America there’s only only uh
màidāngláo de hànbăo
McDonald’s ASSOC hamburger
hamburgers from the McDonald’s
tā jiù shì bù
3sg ADV COP NEG
it’s just not
duì shēntı̆ bù hăo kěshì
for body NEG good but
not good for the body but
unh most zhōngwén zěnme shuō
unh most Chinese how say
unh most how to say (this) in Chinese?

4. HB: dàbùfen
most
most

5. S: dàbùfēn dē hànbăo shì wŏ-
most ASSOC hamburger COP 1sg
most hamburger are I -
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bú duì shēntı̆ bù hăo
NEG for body NEG good
not not good for the health

6. HM: dànshì chī hànbăo
but eat hamburger
but hamburgers
cài tài shăo le
vegetable too few CRS
have too few vegetables

7. S: uhuh
8. HM: ròu

meat
meat
tā lı̆miàn jiùshì
3sg inside ADV:COP
it only has
liăng piàn miànbāo
two piece bread
two pieces of bread
zhōngjiān jiā le yīdiănr cài
middle add PFV few vegetable
add few vegetables in the middle
jiā le liăng céng ròu
add PFV two layer meat
and two layers of meat

9. S: uhuh
10. HM: cài tài shăo le

vegetable too few CRS
too few vegetables
wŏmen jiù xíguàn chī
1pl ADV used:to eat
we are just used to eating
en bı̆jiào duō de cài
INT relatively many NOM vegetable
unh relatively more vegetables
měi yī dùn fàn ròu chī de shăo
every one CLF meal meat eat CSC little
every meal we eat little meat
dànshì cài dăo chī de duō
but vegetable instead eat CSC many
but a lot of vegetables

In this case, Sam nominated the topic of the healthful hamburger, attempting to
convince HM that her perspective represented an overgeneralization and that vari-
ations on the hamburger exist. HM’s response is to reject Sam’s assertion, explain-
ing that hamburgers contain too much meat and too few vegetables. In Chinese
culture, like in many others, a significant theme is the belief that food and medi-
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cine share the same roots, and one aspect of this relationship is the proper balance
of meat and vegetables (e.g., Liu, 2011). Thus, in this case, although Sam was
unable to defend the hamburger, we see HM offering him a concrete example
which she relates to a principle of Chinese food culture.

4. Conclusion

In this study, both host families adopted a “two-way enrichment” approach (Iino,
2006), interpreting the homestay as offering opportunities for learning by every-
one involved. In both cases, the focal students became very much engaged in the
routine communicative practices of their hosts, participating in socializing encoun-
ters to the extent that their language proficiency permitted. Although his speaking
ability was limited, David nevertheless developed the ability to participate in situ-
ational humour indexing intimacy. His experience speaks to the emotional dimen-
sion of study abroad. Forming close relationships with local people is, after all, an
important first step toward understanding these people and mastering their com-
municative resources. Although these kinds of relationships are certainly docu-
mented for older participants (e.g. in the case studies of Kinginger, 2008, or
Jackson, 2008), there are also many stories of misunderstandings and failure to
reach common ground. We wonder if David’s experience illustrates how younger
students’ willingness to be integrated into host families, along with the families’
own protective stance, may increase the likelihood that homestays will succeed as
contexts for language learning. For Sam, because of his more advanced proficiency
and his hosts’ attentiveness, the homestay also offered many opportunities for lan-
guage socialization, that is, integrated learning of language and culture. His hosts
took the time to provide developmentally sensitive assistance as he learned to talk
about food, and also explained to him how they viewed the relationship between
food and much broader cultural, aesthetic, moral, and health-related concepts.

The limitations of this study are multiple and diverse. Many themes beyond
intimacy and taste may be explored in the data we have transcribed so far, andmore
will no doubt emerge as we examine the data from the other ten participants and
their hosts. To minimize the intrusion and disruption involved in the data collec-
tion, we elected to record on the audio channel only, and this both limits the inter-
pretability of the data and excludes analysis of gesture, gaze, eye-contact and other
crucial, non-verbal features of communication. Perhaps most importantly, the
length of the programme under study limits our ability to trace the longitudinal
effects of students’ participation to the microgenetic level. Our focus on the partic-
ular compromises both trustworthiness and generalizability. We do not (yet) know
how representative the data presented here will be in comparison to those of the
other participants. However, this limitation is also a strength. In response to criti-
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cism of qualitative approaches and their failure to generalize, van Lier (2005) once
argued that particularization can also be a virtue of research. If qualitative accounts
are read with interpretive acumen and sensitivity to the transferability of their find-
ings from one context to another, they can yield useful and durable insights. In fact,
for study abroad, the results of more macrolevel research, including the near-uni-
versal findings about significant individual differences, could be profitably supple-
mented, and perhaps interpreted, by examining what happens, in particular, when
language learners go abroad.
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Appendix A
The following conventions are adopted in transcribing the interactional data. For
detailed descriptions of transcription system, please refer to Du Bois, Schuetze-Coburn,
Cumming, & Paolino (1993).

- truncated word
: speaker identity/turn start
? appeal
( ) vocal noises
(H) inhalation

<@ @> laugh quality
(( )) researcher’s comment

Appendix B
Grammatical Glosses

ADV adverb
ASP aspect
CLF classifier
COP copula
CRS current

relevant
state

INT interjection
NEG negative
NOM nominalizer
POSS possessive
PRT particle
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Chapter 4
Promoting oral proficiency gains in study abroad
homestay placements
Francesca Di Silvio, Anne Donovan and Meg Malone
Center for Applied Linguistics

Although the study abroad homestay context is commonly considered the ideal
environment for language learners to develop oral proficiency, host-student
interactions may be limited. The goal of the present study was to assess the
impact of an intervention with host families designed to increase meaningful
conversational exchange with hosted learners of Spanish, Mandarin, and Russian
participating in semester-long study abroad programmes. The study used a
pretest and posttest Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPI) to investigate
the oral proficiency gains of students whose families received the training inter-
vention (n = 87) and students whose families did not (n = 65). Surveys of stu-
dent and family participants examined target language use and attitudes about
the homestay experience and the training. Students as a whole significantly
improved their oral proficiency over the semester abroad, and though there was
no statistically significant difference between groups, qualitative findings suggest
that the intervention was well received and confirm the importance of encour-
aging study abroad learners to increase their engagement with hosts.

1. Introduction

Study abroad is often viewed as the ideal environment for aspiring language learn-
ers to develop their capabilities, particularly in the domain of speaking. A study
abroad experience is assumed to provide a depth of immersion in the target lan-
guage; further, placement with a host family is considered to be the optimal living
arrangement to foster language gains because it provides continuous opportunities
for target language input. The conventional wisdom about the guaranteed benefits
of the homestay frequently touted by study abroad programmes and satisfied
sojourners has been challenged, however, by a growing body of research on lan-
guage learning in study abroad contexts. A number of investigations have found
that living with a host family does not always produce extensive or linguistically
rich interactions (Diao, Freed, & Smith, 2011; Iino, 2006; Kinginger, this volume;



O’Donnell, 2004; Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight, 2004; Wilkinson, 1998) or
expected language gains in contrast with learners in other living arrangements
(Magnan & Back, 2007; Rivers, 1998; Vande Berg, Connor-Linton, & Paige,
2009). Recent studies examining study abroad outcomes have identified the need
for in-programme interventions to support language development by encouraging
students to increase the quantity and quality of their engagement with native
speakers (Cadd, 2012; Du, 2013; Kinginger, 2011) including homestay hosts
(Knight & Schmidt-Rinehart, 2010; Martinsen, 2010; Shively, 2010; Vande Berg
et al., 2009).

The present study sought to investigate the impact of structured training
of host families designed to increase meaningful interaction with students.
Using a pretest and posttest design with an experimental and control group of
university students in one-semester study abroad programmes, the study exam-
ined the relationships between oral proficiency gains, target language use, and
student and host beliefs about the study abroad experience. This research was
motivated by the relative lack of empirical studies focusing on homestay inter-
actions and behaviours of host families. Its results are intended to contribute to
the development of in-programme interventions to promote student engage-
ment with hosts.

The following literature review discusses findings on the development of oral
proficiency during study abroad and outlines studies examining the relationship
between language contact and speaking gains, as well as investigations of the home-
stay experience. Studies cited involve U.S. university students unless otherwise
noted.

2. Background

2.1. Oral proficiency gains from study abroad

Researchers investigating oral proficiency development as a result of study
abroad have frequently used such measures as the American Council on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI)
and the Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPI), which are rated accord-
ing to the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines, a scale commonly used in U.S. con-
texts. Numerous studies using the OPI and the SOPI have documented gains
in ACTFL ratings by groups of students in varied study abroad programmes,
for example, learners of French (Magnan & Back, 2007) and German
(Lindseth, 2010) after one semester abroad, learners of Portuguese after a six-
week summer programme (Milleret, 1991), and learners of Spanish after sum-
mer and semester programmes (Mendelson, 2004a). Across studies, proficien-

76 Francesca Di Silvio, Anne Donovan and Meg Malone



cy gains were more common for students who entered the programme with
lower proficiency levels. One shortcoming of the OPI and similar instruments
for investigation of study abroad outcomes is that the rating scale may not be
sensitive enough to measure the incremental progress made by learners during
their time abroad, especially for those with higher proficiency levels and in
shorter-term programmes (Freed, 1998; Llanes, 2011; Magnan & Back, 2007;
Milleret, 1991).

In his examination of OPI outcomes of more than 5,000 U.S. undergraduate
and graduate students of Russian who participated in study abroad programmes of
varying durations between 1994 and 2009, Davidson (2010) found that gains were
strongly correlated with longer lengths of stay and displayed a wide range of indi-
vidual variation. Numerous studies have compared oral proficiency outcomes of
students studying abroad with control groups at their home universities and found
that abroad groups are more likely to make gains and make greater gains than those
studying at home (Freed, 1995; Hernández, 2010a; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004;
Vande Berg et al., 2009).

2.2. Language contact and development of speaking skills

To illuminate the results of early outcomes studies showing great differences in
individual achievement, subsequent study abroad research attempted to relate stu-
dent language gains to target language use. This trend has been accompanied by a
movement to incorporate qualitative research on the nature of student interactions
and social networks while abroad through the use of ethnographies, case studies,
and mixed methods (Kinginger, 2011).

Many studies have used versions of the Language Contact Profile (LCP), a
questionnaire asking students to report the average number of hours spent on
various language activities, to quantify contact with the target language.
Findings from studies using the LCP have not been consistent, however, in sup-
porting the common assumption that increased contact leads to greater
improvement in speaking performance. Yager (1998) found a significant posi-
tive correlation between amount of interactive contact and gains in speaking
sample scores by learners of Spanish after two consecutive five-week summer
sessions, and Hernández (2010b) found that total contact with the target lan-
guage was a significant factor in SOPI gains by learners of Spanish after a semes-
ter abroad. By contrast, Mendelson (2004b) did not find any relationship
between total, interactive, or non-interactive contact hours and OPI gains of
learners of Spanish in summer and semester programmes. Segalowitz and Freed
(2004) also concluded that total contact was not correlated with gains in oral
performance after one semester for either at-home or study abroad learners of
Spanish. Finally, Martinsen (2010) found that interaction in the target language
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did not predict changes in oral skills by learners of Spanish after a six-week sum-
mer programme. Regarding time spent on specific language activities, Magnan
and Back (2007) found that of the types of contact reported on the LCP, only
speaking the target language with American classmates was significantly and
negatively correlated with OPI gains for learners of French in a semester pro-
gramme.

Mixed methods studies have sought to scrutinize the student experience
abroad in combination with assessment of language learning outcomes. Isabelli-
García’s (2006) study showed gains in SOPI ratings by three of four Spanish
learners after one semester abroad and suggested a positive relationship between
development of oral proficiency and engagement in the local community.
Spenader (2011) documented gains in OPI ratings over a year abroad by three of
four high school and gap-year learners of Swedish and observed how divergent
reactions to the host environment influenced language learning. In case studies
of six students of French in a semester programme, Kinginger (2008) also inter-
preted individual differences in language growth to be linked to contact with and
attitudes towards the host community. Du (2013) found that learners of Chinese
in a semester programme who observed a language pledge performed significant-
ly better on measures of fluency than peers who mainly spoke English outside of
class. Dewey, Belnap and Hilstrom (2013) investigated the relationship between
social network development and perceived gains in oral proficiency by learners
of Arabic in a semester programme. Predictors of gains included greater intensi-
ty of friendships, more time spent speaking with people outside of established
social circles, and, most strongly, higher levels of English language proficiency of
Arab friends.

2.3. The homestay experience

Research examining the relationship between study abroad housing type and
language learning outcomes has shown mixed results. One of the first studies
to challenge common assumptions about the benefits of the homestay setting
was Rivers’ (1998) analysis of proficiency scores from more than 1,000 under-
graduate and graduate learners of Russian over 20 years, which found that
homestay participants were less likely than those who lived in dormitories to
gain in speaking proficiency. In the French context, Magnan and Back (2007)
did not find a difference in OPI gains between learners living with native
speakers and those living with non-natives in a semester programme. By con-
trast, in their large-scale study of learners of seven target languages, Vande Berg
et al. (2009) found an association approaching significance between homestay
living and greater oral proficiency gains for students of less commonly taught
languages, and Hernández (2010b) noted that 15 of 16 Spanish learners who
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made gains on the SOPI after one semester abroad lived with a host family,
while three of four who did not improve lived in apartments with non-native
speakers.

Findings from studies investigating contact in the home and language
growth also dispute the assumption that a homestay provides a linguistic advan-
tage. Martinsen (2010) found no relationship between Spanish learners’ evalua-
tions of relationships with their host families and gains on an oral skills test after
a six-week summer programme. In Segalowitz and Freed’s (2004) study of learn-
ers of Spanish in a semester programme, there was a negative correlation between
time speaking with the host family and gains in length of longest turn, suggest-
ing that homestay interactions may have been mostly short and formulaic.
Dewey (2008) found that vocabulary development by learners of Japanese in a
semester study abroad programme was more highly correlated with time spent
speaking with friends than speaking with host families. However, Vande Berg et
al. (2009) reported a significant relationship between the amount of time spent
with hosts and oral proficiency gains for students of French, German, and
Spanish. Evidence that the homestay is not always a source of rich and pragmat-
ically appropriate target language input can be seen in Iino’s (2006) recordings
of interactions at home, which demonstrated that family members used simpli-
fied language and provided limited corrective feedback to learners of Japanese in
an eight-week summer programme.

Other research has reported largely positive participant perspectives on the
homestay experience and its contributions to language learning. Knight and
Schmidt-Rinehart (2002) interviewed host families in Spain and Mexico and
found that while all considered the family to be a valuable linguistic resource for
learners, many mentioned individual student differences as factors limiting inter-
action and thought that it was the student’s responsibility to join in family activ-
ities. Allen and Herron (2003) reported that in evaluations of a six-week summer
programme, 18 of 20 learners of French thought that living with a family pro-
vided a linguistic or cultural advantage and nine thought that speaking with fam-
ily members helped improve their speaking skills. Schmidt-Rinehart and Knight
(2004) found that among 90 learners of Spanish in summer and semester pro-
grammes, 85% felt comfortable with their host families by the end of the pro-
gramme, although some students expressed disappointment at their level of
interaction with and integration into the family. Questionnaires indicated that
over 90% of students would recommend a homestay to others, and time spent
with the family was significantly correlated with learning as much language as
anticipated. Allen (2010) reported that 12 of 18 learners of French in a six-week
summer programme expressed satisfaction with their homestay interaction in the
target language in post-programme surveys. Using weekly questionnaires of 70
learners of French in a semester programme, Diao et al. (2011) found that stu-
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dents spent significantly more time interacting with host families than with any
other local group. At the end of the programme, nearly two-thirds of participants
gave unequivocally positive responses about the contribution of the homestay
setting to their language learning; in the 26% mixed and 10% negative respons-
es, students discussed limited interaction, a sense of exclusion from conversa-
tions, and host use of English.

Studies looking in depth at the quality of individual students’ connections
with their host families support the conclusion that homestay, like study abroad
more broadly, is a complex context in which great differences in outcomes can
emerge. Wilkinson (1998) collected ethnographic data from seven learners of
French in a summer programme and reported varying attitudes toward the home-
stay placement including feelings of discomfort and tension. O’Donnell (2004)
found in a diary study of 22 learners of Spanish in a semester programme that stu-
dents reported misunderstandings in conversations with their hosts and described
interactions as focused on a narrow range of everyday topics. In a diary study of
six learners of Russian over an academic year, Pellegrino Aveni (2005) detailed
widely divergent perceptions of homestay experiences ranging from a context of
comfort and support for linguistic development to situations of intimidation and
isolation. Castañeda and Zirger’s (2011) ethnographic study of eight learners of
Spanish in a three-week programme in a small town found that participants
viewed the host family as a key point of access to language practice and social net-
works.

3. Method

Within the wealth of literature on language development during study abroad,
gaps have been identified that limit the potential generalization of findings.
Researchers have noted that many of the studies involve a small number of par-
ticipants (Diao et al., 2011; Llanes, 2011) and report student viewpoints to the
exclusion of perspectives from members of the host community including fam-
ilies (Kinginger, 2013; Knight & Schmidt-Rinehart, 2002). As Knight and
Schmidt-Rinehart (2010) found in attempting to implement task-based assign-
ments to increase student-family interactions in programmes for Spanish, there
is a discrepancy between what students say they want to accomplish in a study
abroad homestay experience and the behaviours they actually engage in, in the
absence of additional programme and family support. The current study was
designed to address these gaps by establishing programmatic and family respon-
sibility for a language learning intervention and collecting data from a large
population of study abroad learners of Spanish, Mandarin, and Russian and
their host families.
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This chapter addresses the following research questions:

1. What oral proficiency gains do study abroad participants in homestays
attain after one semester, and is there a difference between gains made by
participants whose families receive training on ways to extend conversation
with students and those whose families do not?

2. Do student characteristics and target language use affect language gains?
3. What do students and their host families believe was effective about the
homestay experience and the training intervention?

3.1. Participants

Between the (U.S.) spring 2011 and fall 2012 semesters, data were collected
from 161 students enrolled in semester study abroad programmes and living in
homestays in Lima, Peru and Valparaíso, Chile; Nanjing, Beijing, and Shanghai,
China; and Saint Petersburg, Russia, as well as hosts of 89 participating students.
The programmes were operated by the Council on International Educational
Exchange (CIEE), a U.S.-based organization that accepts students from a variety
of American colleges and universities. Coursework varied by programme and ini-
tial proficiency level, though all required classes in the target language.

Although programme staff assisted in recruiting for this study, there was no
requirement for either students or host families to participate. Student assign-
ment to the experimental or control group was conditioned by their hosts’ will-
ingness to attend one training session and complete pre- and post-surveys, and
invitations to participate in the family training were staggered over the multiple
semesters of data collection. Upon completion of all study requirements, stu-
dents in both groups and hosts of experimental group students received compen-
sation for their time.

For this analysis, nine students were excluded from the data set: seven who
were not eligible due to previous participation by their host families, one who left
the study abroad programme, and one who failed to complete all measures of the
study. Table 1 shows the composition of the student sample by language and
group.

Table 1. Student participants

Language Experimental Group Control Group N

Spanish 31 22 53

Mandarin 26 23 49

Russian 30 20 50

Total 87 65 152
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The final population included 92 females and 60 males between the ages of 18 and
45 who were currently or recently enrolled in university study, with an average age
of 20.9 years (SD = 2.30). The population included a majority of students in their
junior year as well as six sophomores, 33 seniors, two recent graduates, and one
gap-year student. Participants reported a wide variety of majors, with 64% major-
ing in the target language or related area studies. The average length of prior for-
mal study of the target language for all participants was 4.3 years (SD = 2.89), with
a range from 0 to 15 years, and the experimental and control groups were evenly
matched (4.2 and 4.4 years, respectively). English was the sole language used at
home for 116 students; 33 students indicated that English and one or more addi-
tional languages were used at home. Other home languages listed by students
included Cantonese, French, Haitian Creole, German, Hebrew, Jamaican Patois,
Japanese, Korean, Malay, Mandarin, Russian, Spanish, Tagalog, Swahili,
Vietnamese, and Yu’pik. The three students who did not report English as their
home language were all born and educated in the United States.While some learn-
ers were studying their home language (four Russian, three Mandarin, and two
Spanish), their number was insufficient to constitute a separate group for statisti-
cal analysis, and their pretest oral proficiency ratings fell within the range of the
overall participant population.

3.2. Treatment

The intervention entailed attendance by one adult member of each family hosting
an experimental group student at one approximately hour-long training session
intended to increase student-host conversational exchange. Families of control
group students did not participate in this training.

Training sessions were conducted in the local language by the study abroad
programme director or host family coordinator in accordance with training proto-
cols developed by project staff. Programmes were encouraged to consider the needs
of local families in arranging the training by, for example, holding multiple sessions
and incorporating refreshments. Training sessions were scheduled to occur after
completion of pretest data collection in the fourth week of each semester.

Topics covered during training included the critical role of the host family in
helping students improve their speaking skills, contexts in which conversations typ-
ically occur at home, and strategies to prompt students to talk more such as asking
about an event in the recent past, avoiding structures that allow ‘yes/no’ replies, and
using follow-up questions. The session provided time for participants to reflect on
past hosting experiences, brainstorm possible questions and other means to draw
out students, practise strategies, and ask questions. Participants were requested to
share what they learned at the training with other family members but not to dis-
cuss its content with their students.
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3.3. Instruments

Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview. The SOPI, a 45-minute tape-mediated
test developed by the Center for Applied Linguistics (Stansfield, 1996), was admin-
istered as a pretest and posttest to measure student oral proficiency gains. Test tak-
ers follow instructions in a printed booklet while listening to an audio file that
delivers 15 speaking tasks (13 for Russian). The test is designed to elicit speech
samples rated according to the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (ACTFL, 1999),
with an algorithm used to calculate a global rating from individual task ratings.
Possible SOPI ratings range from Below Novice High to Superior (though a slight-
ly modified scale was applied here, see Table 2 below).

Student surveys. Surveys were completed in English by students at the
beginning and end of their semester abroad. The pre-survey asked about lan-
guage and travel background, prior use of the target language, and anticipated
use of the target language during the semester. The post-survey asked about
actual target language use, including language activities with the host family,
and evaluation of the homestay experience. Questions about target language use
were adapted from the LCP (Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz, & Halter, 2004). In
contrast to the LCP, students were asked to report target language activities in
hours per week rather than days per week and hours per day, and to consider
typical hours spent in the previous month instead of the whole semester. These
modifications were intended to streamline the surveys and encourage greater
accuracy of reporting.

Host family surveys. Surveys translated into the local language were complet-
ed by a representative from each family hosting an experimental group student at
the beginning and end of the student semester. The pre-survey asked about previ-
ous experiences hosting foreign students and motivations for hosting. The post-
survey asked about language activities with the hosted student and evaluation of
the training.

3.4. Data collection procedures

SOPI and survey data were collected at the beginning of the study abroad pro-
gramme once students had begun their homestays (approximately weeks 2-3) and
again near the end of the semester (around week 15). Members of the U.S.-based
project team visited each site at the start of the first semester of data collection to
review instruments and procedures with programme staff to ensure fidelity of
implementation.

SOPIs were administered in a language lab or in classrooms using digital
recorders at sites without access to lab facilities. Surveys were completed online by
the majority of participants, and printed versions were made available to those for
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whom Internet access was problematic. Eight Russian hosts reported post-survey
responses by phone to the local family coordinator to ensure that responses were
collected on schedule.

3.5. Data analysis procedures

SOPI ratings were assigned by trained raters familiar with the test format and the
ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines. All Mandarin and Russian SOPIs and over one
third of Spanish SOPIs were double-rated to establish inter-rater reliability.
Moderate agreement between raters was found, with a linear weighted kappa of
.55. Ratings that did not agree were adjudicated by two members of the project
team using close examination of individual task ratings and rater comments to
determine a single final rating. To analyse SOPI gains, ACTFL level ratings were
converted to the values shown in Table 2, in line with conventions used in previ-
ous research (Dandonoli & Henning, 1990; Kenyon & Tschirner, 2000; Vande
Berg et al., 2009). Ratings of Below Novice High were considered equivalent to
Novice Mid for the purposes of this analysis, and there were no Superior ratings in
the data set.

Table 2. Numerical conversions of ratings

ACTFL Rating Conversion

Novice Mid 0.3

Novice High 0.8

Intermediate Low 1.1

Intermediate Mid 1.3

Intermediate High 1.8

Advanced Low 2.1

Advanced Mid 2.3

Advanced High 2.8

Analysis of survey data combined quantitative and qualitative approaches.
Statistical analyses for factors affecting SOPI gains are presented in detail in the
next section. Responses to open-ended questions were qualitatively coded using a
system of open coding evolving from the data gathered (Mackey & Gass, 2005).
Responses were first translated into English as necessary. Two members of the proj-
ect team subsequently reviewed and coded survey responses independently, then
compared codes to create a unified list and re-coded the responses using this final
coding scheme.
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4. Results

4.1. Oral proficiency gains

Gains in oral proficiency were analyzed for a total of 149 participants for whom
pretest and posttest SOPI ratings were available; pretest SOPI files were missing for
two students and not ratable for one student. Table 3 shows the descriptive statis-
tics for student SOPI ratings by group. An independent samples t test indicated
that there was no significant difference between the experimental and control
groups at the time of pretest, both in the aggregate and when categorized by lan-
guage of study, suggesting that the groups were evenly matched.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for pre and post SOPI ratings by group

Group Administration Minimum Maximum Mean SD

Experimental Pre 0.3 2.8 1.31 .47
(n=86) Post 0.8 2.8 1.60 .43

Control Pre 0.3 2.8 1.52 .51
(n=63) Post 1.1 2.8 1.78 .46

Table 4. Pre and post SOPI ratings by language

Rating Mandarin Russian Spanish
Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post

Novice Mid 8 - - - - -
(16.3%)

Novice High 1 1 5 1 - -
(2.0%) (2.0%) (10.0%) (2.0%)

Intermediate Low 16 8 16 5 11 4
(32.7%) (16.3%) (32.0%) (10.0%) (22.0%) (8.0%)

Intermediate Mid 14 13 23 30 4 5
(28.6%) 26.5%) (46.0%) (60.0%) (8.0%) (10.0%)

Intermediate High 6 11 6 10 17 12
(12.2%) (22.4%) (12.0%) (20.0%) (34.0%) (24.0%)

Advanced Low 4 9 - 4 14 18
(8.2%) (18.4%) (8.0%) (28.0%) (36.0%)

Advanced Mid - 7 - - 1 8
(14.3%) (2.0%) (16.0%)

Advanced High - - - - 3 3
(6.0%) (6.0%)

Total 49 50 50
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Table 4 shows the distribution of SOPI ratings by language. Learners of Mandarin
were most likely to begin their programmes at low levels of proficiency, with the
majority of student ratings at the levels of Intermediate Low and Intermediate Mid
and a number of students starting at Novice Mid. The majority of Russian learn-
ers also began their programmes with ratings in the range of Intermediate Low to
Intermediate Mid. The Spanish learners as a group began their programmes at a
higher level, with most ratings at the Intermediate High and Advanced Low levels.

Table 5 shows student SOPI gains by group. All participants maintained or
improved their oral proficiency ratings over the course of their programmes.

Table 5. SOPI gains by group

Group No Change Gain of 1 Gain of 2 Gain of 3 Total
Sublevel Sublevels Sublevels

Experimental 23 (27%) 49 (57%) 13 (15%) 1 (1%) 86

Control 20 (32%) 35 (56%) 7 (11%) 1 (2%) 63

Total 43 84 20 2 149

A paired samples t test showed that participants experienced significant gains in
their oral proficiency ratings, t(148)=-13.23, p<.001, r=.74; however, there was no
significant difference in gains between groups. An ANCOVA comparing the two
groups using the post-SOPI as dependent variable and pre-SOPI as covariate was
not significant, F(1)=0.202, p=.654. Similarly, analyses of the gains by language did
not show any significant differences between the experimental and control groups.
Therefore, in response to the first research question, participants did make gains in
oral proficiency after one semester abroad, but there was no significant difference
in gains made by participants whose families received the training intervention and
those whose families did not.

4.2. Factors affecting language gains

The second research question addressed how student characteristics and interaction
with the target language affected oral proficiency gains. Given the structure of the
ACTFL levels, there is not a wide range of potential growth outcomes for students
over one semester; indeed, the majority of study participants gained just one sub-
level in SOPI ratings or made no gains. For this analysis, students were divided into
groups of “gainers” and “non-gainers” and growth was analysed using binary logis-
tic regression with separate models testing variables related to student characteris-
tics, target language contact, and host family language activities. For each model,
independent variables were first tested for multicollinearity and determined to be
appropriate for inclusion.
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The student background variables analysed were home language (monolin-
gual English or multilingual), amount of prior target language study (0 to 15
years), pretest SOPI rating, and gender. Table 6 shows the significant results of the
logistic regression, Nagelkerke R2=.109.

Table 6. Logistic regression of student characteristics predicting gains

Factor B S.E. Odds Ratio
Pre SOPI -1.316* .405 .27
Notes. B: unstandardized estimates; S.E.: standard error; *p<.05

Table 6 indicates that the only student background variable that predicts language
gains is starting proficiency level, with students more likely to gain if they began at
a lower level.

Total weekly hours spent on target language reading, writing, listening, and
speaking activities as reported in student post-surveys were entered into a logistic
regression; however, none emerged as a significant predictor of language gains.
Students also reported weekly hours spent using the target language while partici-
pating in language partner exchanges, volunteer activities, work, classes outside the
academic programme, and extracurricular organizations including sports teams.
Total weekly hours spent on each type of activity were considered in a logistic
regression with significant results shown inTable 7, Nagelkerke R2=.059. The only
student activity variable that contributed significantly to language gains was time
engaged in a language exchange, with more time spent on language exchanges
resulting in greater gains in proficiency.

Table 7. Logistic regression of student activities predicting gains

Factor B S.E. Odds Ratio
Language Exchange .338* .155 1.402
Notes. B: unstandardized estimates; S.E.: standard error; *p<.05

The final logistic regression examined the frequency with which families undertook
various language activities with their hosted students. The post-survey asked fami-
lies about the frequency with which they corrected student speech, discussed gram-
mar rules, talked about idioms, asked the student questions, read the student’s writ-
ings, watched television and films together, and discussed current events. Table 8
shows the significant results of the logistic regression, Nagelkerke R2=.069.

Table 8. Logistic regression of family behaviours predicting gains

Factor B S.E. Odds Ratio
Discussion of idioms -.43* .22 0.65
Notes: B: unstandardized estimates; S.E.: standard error; *p<.05
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As Table 8 demonstrates, the only variable that contributed significantly to the
model was the frequency of discussing idioms. However, this relationship was neg-
ative, indicating that the more often a family reported they discussed idioms, the
less likely the student was to gain on the SOPI.

4.3. Participant perspectives

Open-ended questions at the conclusion of the post-surveys were designed to elic-
it attitudinal feedback from participants. Table 9 lists coded responses to the stu-
dent survey question “What could your host family have done to help you learn
more [target language]?” by group.

Table 9.What host family could have done (5 or more responses)

Response Experimental Control Total
Group (n=64) Group (n=45) (n=109)

They were great 14 13 27
(21.9%) (28.9%) (24.8%)

Correct me more 9 8 17
(14.1%) (17.8%) (15.6%)

Interact with me more 10 4 14
(15.6%) (8.9%) (12.8%)

Spend more time with me 6 1 7
(9.4%) (2.2%) (6.4%)

Be more patient with my speech 5 2 7
(7.8%) (4.4%) (6.4%)

Ask me more questions 3 4 7
(4.7%) (8.9%) (6.4%)

Don’t speak English/Use the target language 3 4 7
(4.7%) (8.9%) (6.4%)

Initiate more conversations 3 4 7
(4.7%) (8.9%) (6.4%)

Involve me in activities outside the home 5 1 6
(7.8%) (2.2%) (5.5%)

Use less colloquial speech 4 2 6
(6.3%) (4.4%) (5.5%)

I should have done more 4 1 5
(6.3%) (2.2%) (4.6%)

Watch TV/movies together 3 2 5
(4.7%) (4.4%) (4.6%)

Note: Responses could be coded in multiple categories.
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The most popular responses did not vary between groups, with positive com-
ments about host family contributions most common for both groups, fol-
lowed by requests for more correction of student speech. Proportionally more
experimental than control group students requested that their families interact
with them more and spend more time with them, while a greater proportion
of the control group students, whose families did not receive training on
extending conversations through the use of questions, wanted their families to
ask more questions and initiate more conversations, as well as use the target
language rather than English. Five students assumed responsibility for limita-
tions to their language learning, explaining that they should have engaged
more with the family. Other responses provided by multiple students included
reviewing assignments, speaking more slowly, doing activities together, and
forcing the student to speak (4 responses each), as well as not treating the stu-
dent as a financial exchange (3 responses). Four students reported a desire for
a different composition of host family (more than one member or a sibling of
similar age).

Table 10 shows coded responses to the family survey question “How could the
training be more effective and useful to you as a host?”

Table 10. How could training be more effective? (2 or more responses)

Response Total (n=53)

Training is beneficial 30

It is good to exchange ideas in a group 6

Have more sessions 5

Success depends on student characteristics 5

Advise taking students on outings 3

Have longer training 2

Differentiate training based on student proficiency 2
Note: Responses could be coded in multiple categories.

As shown in Table 10, host families had a positive response to the training session
and particularly praised the group structure as helpful for exchanging ideas. All sug-
gestions for changes reflected a desire for expanded training, including having addi-
tional, longer, or differentiated sessions. Five host family participants noted that the
success of the strategies discussed during training would depend on student char-
acteristics such as openness.
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5. Discussion

The finding that study participants as a group demonstrated significant oral
proficiency gains as measured by the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines after a
semester abroad is consistent with previous research (see, e.g., Hernández,
2010b; Lindseth, 2010; Magnan & Back, 2007; Mendelson, 2004a). This study
further aimed to investigate whether a host family intervention would result in
increased oral proficiency gains; however, results demonstrated that students
whose families received training on extending conversation in the home did not
outperform students whose families were not trained.

Additional study findings point to important considerations for study
abroad programmes to promote oral proficiency gains. First, students should be
encouraged to participate in language partner exchanges because this type of
target language contact was found to be a significant predictor of gains. Second,
the relationship between initial proficiency levels and language gains supports
the idea that students of lower levels can benefit from a study abroad experience.
This finding is not surprising given previous study abroad research that has
found students at lower levels make greater gains as discriminated by the
ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (Freed, 1998; Llanes, 2011; Lindseth, 2010;
Magnan & Back, 2007; Milleret, 1991). It also supports the call in the litera-
ture for other measures that might better capture progress made by study abroad
learners, particularly those who begin at higher levels (Freed, 1998; Llanes,
2011). It is unclear from the limited survey data why host family discussion of
idioms would also be a negative predictor of gains; perhaps this type of explicit
language instruction is not the most beneficial target language input for learn-
ers in the homestay. Instead of replicating classroom roles and discourse pat-
terns, which Wilkinson (2002) found to be typical of student conversations
with their hosts, families could better stimulate student language development
by providing greater exposure to their natural native speaker conversational
norms.

Finally, the open-ended comments provided by both students and host
families in post-surveys affirm both the objective and the design of the training
intervention. Families clearly welcomed this additional content provided by the
programme, as more than half of respondents took time to describe how they
found the session to be beneficial and 17% requested expansions to the train-
ing. Student suggestions that their family could have helped them learn more
language by increasing interaction and time spent with them as well as asking
more questions and initiating more conversations also validated the content of
the training.
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6. Limitations

Within the research design, the study has some necessary limitations. First,
findings related to target language use are based on self-reported survey data
which gauges only the quantity of target language contact and may not accu-
rately or fully reflect what occurred while abroad. It is hoped that recordings of
homestay conversations made by a subset of students will provide evidence of
the quality of typical student-host interactions. Second, as noted in other
research, the SOPI rating scale may not be fine-grained enough to discern pro-
gression made during a semester abroad, especially for students who begin with
higher proficiency levels. To address this limitation, SOPI responses will be
transcribed so that pretest and posttest performances can be compared using
other metrics. Finally, the precise content of the training intervention could not
be controlled across sites and times of implementation. This degree of flexibili-
ty was appropriate, however, to provide for a design that could be replicated by
other study abroad programmes.

7. Conclusion

This study aimed to add to the research on oral proficiency development in study
abroad homestays by investigating an intervention designed to increase student
interaction with hosts implemented through training of families. Perhaps
because the training consisted of a single brief session, the intervention was too
limited to result in statistically significant differences between groups. Further
research could examine the effects of expanded training based on student and
host suggestions given in surveys and findings from language socialization
research (C. Kinginger, personal communication, April 12, 2013). It could also
be beneficial to provide training to students to encourage them to participate in
conversations at home and consider their responsibility to engage in family
activities, which might address the discrepancy in student and host perspectives
on who should initiate those efforts (Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight, 2004).
Future studies should also consider additional means of assessing oral proficien-
cy gains as well as gains in other language skills. Subsequent phases of this proj-
ect plan to pursue in-depth analysis of the survey data to consider other factors
that promote or discourage oral proficiency gains, examine what recorded con-
versation data reveals about target language use in the homestay, and review
transcriptions of SOPIs for language growth not discerned in holistic ratings. It
is hoped that these areas of research will inform stakeholders about how to opti-
mize the language learning benefits of study abroad homestays.
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The study reported in this chapter focuses on the effect that a 2 to 4 week pre-
sessional course at Aix-Marseille University had on Foreign Language Anxiety
(FLA) and Willingness to Communicate (WTC) in the French as a foreign lan-
guage of 93 learners of European and Asian origin, who ranged from beginners
to intermediate learners. They were tested at the start and at the end of the
course. Results showed a significant decrease in levels of FLA and a significant
increase in WTC. Length of stay had no effect on FLA, but was positively linked
to difference in WTC. Level of proficiency had no effect on difference in FLA
but had a positive effect on difference in WTC, with lower-intermediate learn-
ers showing the biggest increase in WTC. Students’ cultural background had a
significant effect on FLA and WTC at Time 1, with the Asian group reporting
more FLA and less WTC.

1. Introduction

Study abroad programmes provide an opportunity for foreign language (FL) learn-
ers to live in the community of the language they are learning for a fixed period of
time. Learning a language through study abroad (SA) programmes is thus differ-
ent from FL classroom learning, as well as from learning the language in the com-
munity where one resides, as in the case of immigrants or refugees. The decision to
go abroad to learn a FL is the learner’s personal choice, possibly influenced by par-
ents or teachers, although many language degree programmes have a mandatory
SA component (Coleman, 1996, 1998). Allen (2010) found that among her six
American students of French, the choice to study abroad was seen as “a critical step
to achieving fluency or a means of travel and cultural learning” (p. 27). Thus, SA
students are often motivated not only to learn the language and the culture of the
FL community, but also to discover a new country and to engage with members of
that community on a personal level, presumably in the FL. Other reasons for the



pursuit of FL can include instrumental ones, such as acquiring skills to enhance the
job prospects or to become more competitive on the labour market. However,
many factors can influence the success of a SA experience (Kinginger, 2008; Regan,
Howard, & Lemée, 2009).

Many universities nowadays offer pre-sessional language courses which aim to
prepare students’ language skills for the SA programme, either at an undergradu-
ate or postgraduate level. Turner (2004) defines a pre-sessional course as “one
occurring before the student begins academic study” (p. 98). Apart from language
skills, students are also socialised into that particular university environment, i.e.
the structure of the courses, tutors’ expectations and style of teaching, among other
factors. The goal of pre-sessional courses abroad is to prepare international students
undertaking a SA programme for the requirements of the university they enrol in.
Thus, the pre-sessional course abroad is the students’ first contact with the univer-
sity system in the host country, and potentially with the host culture (Copland &
Garton, 2011).

There are different types of SA and pre-sessional courses. The minimal dura-
tion of SA is typically 3 months, which is the minimum period in the European
Erasmus exchange programme, but it can also be much shorter (a few weeks) and
extend up to a year. Pre-sessional courses vary usually from 2 to 8 weeks prior to
the beginning of the academic year, but can in some instances last as long as one
year.

Relatively few studies have considered the changes induced by a short SA in
two key affective variables: Foreign language anxiety (FLA) and willingness to com-
municate (WTC), and most of the research on the effects of pre-sessional courses
abroad has been carried out with regard to English programmes. The present study
thus aims at filling this gap by investigating the effects of pre-sessional courses on
these variables, as well as looking at a different context, i.e., French-speaking uni-
versities.

2. Literature review

2.1. Foreign language anxiety (FLA)

Foreign language anxiety (FLA) has been long recognized as a determining factor in
the successful acquisition, perceived communicative competence and use of a FL.
There is a variety of reasons that can influence successful FL acquisition. Some are
contextual reasons (the status of that particular language within the community
where it is being learned, the availability of resources for FL learning, formal or
informal language learning mode and many more), some are situational (the level
of formality required in an interaction, the degree of acquaintance with the inter-
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locutor and so on), and some are individual (personality, motivation for learning a
FL, age of onset of acquisition, knowledge of other FLs, anxiety and willingness to
communicate in a FL, among others). These factors have been found to have a pro-
found effect on FL learning outcomes and have been discussed extensively in
applied linguistic research (Dörnyei, 2009).

FLA is, nonetheless, one of the most intricate and influential variables in FL
learning (Oxford, 1999). It is a significant predictor of successful oral FL com-
munication (Woodrow, 2006). Many individuals have a positive self-image,
which encompasses moderate self-esteem, and good ability to manoeuvre social
situations and to present themselves to others in a positive light. But when these
learners attempt to communicate in a language which they do not master to a
high degree, this self-image might be threatened by the reduced ability to express
themselves easily (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986). Thus, “second language
communication entails risk taking and is necessarily problematic” (Horwitz et
al., 1986, p. 128), and therefore a communicative act in FL will probably be
somewhat intimidating to many language learners. As Horwitz and her col-
leagues (1986) rightfully point out, FL learning is the field of study that involves
the learner’s self more than any other field, as s/he is required to use the limited
resources available in the FL to express him/herself in a way consistent with the
first language (L1) self.

MacIntyre (2007, p. 565) defines FLA as “the worry and usually negative
emotional reaction aroused when learning or using an L2” in an L2 situation, be
it a FL classroom or an L2 context. Researchers have pointed out that anxiety is
a complex concept, with many facets. It can be operationalized at three levels:
trait, situation-specific and state anxiety, each one of these levels tapping into a
slightly different concept of FLA (Dewaele, 2002, 2007; Dewaele, Petrides, &
Furnham, 2008; MacIntyre, 2007). Trait anxiety refers to a type of behavior
characteristic to an individual over long periods of time; situation anxiety
emerges as a response in a recurrent situation; and state anxiety occurs in specif-
ic situations and ignores whether that response has emerged previously or
whether it is a recurrent reaction.

Some studies have indicated the importance of the context where the commu-
nicative act takes place for the perceived levels of anxiety. Learners who enjoy their
learning experience in a classroom context report lower levels of FLA (Dewaele &
MacIntyre, 2014). Dewaele et al. (2008), in their study on communicative anxiety
(CA) in the L1 and FLA in adult multilinguals, found that levels of CA/FLA were
higher in languages acquired later in life. CA/FLA levels were also linked to the
interlocutor and the type of interaction (speaking on the phone or in public is more
anxiety-provoking than talking to a friend or a colleague). They report that partic-
ipants who had learnt their FL only through formal instruction suffered more from
FLA than participants who, in addition to formal instruction, had also made
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extracurricular use of the FL. Other factors found to decrease the levels of CA/FLA
were knowledge of multiple languages, self-perceived competence in the FL,
increased use of the FL, a wider network of interlocutors, increased socialization in
that language group, lower age of onset of acquisition, and most notably, higher
levels of the trait Emotional Intelligence. Other psychological factors have been
linked to FLA such as second language tolerance of ambiguity (Dewaele & Shan
Ip, 2012), psychoticism, extraversion and neuroticism (Dewaele, 2013a). Foreign
language anxiety together with other individual difference variables has also been
found to be predictive of FL study abandonment (Dewaele & Thirtle, 2009).

Research on the effect of short and intensive language courses is well estab-
lished. An early study carried out by Gardner, Smythe and Brunet (1977) investi-
gated the effect of a five-week intensive French programme on attitudes, motiva-
tion and achievement in French among Anglo-Canadians. This research was not
conducted in a SA environment but the programme aimed at immersing the stu-
dents in the language by offering residence throughout the course and encourag-
ing French as the only medium of communication. One of the findings of this
study was that the level of FLA was related to the level of proficiency of the stu-
dents. Gardner and his colleagues report that “the beginners were considerably
more anxious than the intermediate students who in turn were more anxious than
the advanced students, indicating that anxiety about speaking French decreases as
proficiency and training increase” (Gardner, Smythe & Brunet, 1977, p. 251). The
authors concluded that the five-week intensive programme was beneficial in
decreasing the students’ anxiety levels in learning and using French, while at the
same time providing support for an increased motivation for achieving higher lev-
els of proficiency.

Another influential study in this area is that by Allen and Herron (2003) who
found that 25 American students who participated in 15-week summer SA pro-
grammes in France reported lower levels of FLA both in classroom and outside of
the classroom situations at the end of the programmes. Based on interviews with
their participants, they also noted that their FLA prior to studying abroad was
twofold, involving both lack of confidence in linguistic abilities and apprehension
regarding cultural differences. They conclude by suggesting that contact with
native speakers in ordinary FL classrooms would probably be beneficial not only
for linguistic purposes, but also for supporting positive attitudes towards the target
language group. Similar results were also reported by Matsuda and Gobel (2004),
who studied foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA) in Japanese students learn-
ing English. They report that an overseas experience influenced self-confidence in
speaking English, which in turn, together with gender and proficiency, became pre-
dictors of performance for first-year students.

The studies presented here suggest that one way of expanding the foreign lan-
guage learning (FLL) context to include the use of the FL outside of the classroom

98 Jean-Marc Dewaele, Ruxandra-S. Comanaru and Martine Faraco



is studying abroad or having some sort of overseas experience, which can reduce
the levels of FLA and encourage FL learners to become more confident, authentic
FL users.

2.2. Willingness to communicate (WTC)

Willingness to communicate (WTC) originated in the field of L1 linguistics. It was
first introduced by McCroskey and his colleagues in the 1980s (McCroskey &
Richmond, 1987). It referred specifically to a personality trait that would explain
the variation among people’s desire to engage in communication in various con-
texts and with various interlocutors. The authors did not deny the influence of the
particular situation and interlocutor, but nonetheless, McCroskey and his col-
leagues placed WTC in L1 at the centre of a person’s communicative strategies.

Later, MacIntyre (1994) re-examined the WTC theory and proposed a path
model in which WTC was directly related to communication apprehension and
perceived communicative competence. He suggested that the WTC model could
be employed when examining the variability of communication across situations
and that a number of other variables could influence a person’s WTC. Among
these variables were:The familiarity between the interlocutors, the size of the group
where the communicative act is taking place, the degree of formality of the situa-
tion, the topic discussed, and not least, the language of the discourse.

MacIntyre went on to test this model in the context of L2 communication
and found that anxiety to communicate in L2 and perceived L2 communicative
competence also predicted WTC in L2. He later combined this model with
Gardner’s socio-educational model in order to examine the vital variables forWTC
in L2 (MacIntyre & Charos, 1996; MacIntyre & Clément, 1996) and found that
WTC greatly influenced the frequency of communication in L2, and was in turn
influenced by perceived competence in L2, motivation to engage in an exchange in
L2, and to a lesser extent, anxiety to communicate in L2.

In another study, MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei and Noels (1998) proposed a
more complex theoretical model for L2WTC.This pyramidal model puts forward
six different layers influencing WTC (see Figure 1). The main factor to influence
the first layer (use of L2) was WTC. Here, WTC is defined as the propensity to
engage in a communicative act with a particular interlocutor at a specific time. The
first three layers are described as being “situation-specific influences on WTC at a
given moment in time” (MacIntyre et al., 1998, p. 547), while the next three lay-
ers “represent stable, enduring influences on the process” (MacIntyre et al., 1998,
p. 547). Although a very complex model, the authors present it as a way of explain-
ing the situational and personality influences that might determine the frequency
with which a person uses their L2.
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Figure 1. The pyramid model of WTC (MacIntyre et al., 1998)

In other L2 studies, further influences on WTC were identified. MacIntyre and
Blackie (2012) found that WTC, as well as FLA, were related to hesitation, but
were not related to test anxiety. Clément, Baker and MacIntyre (2003) found
that confidence in L2 was related not only to WTC, but also to identity, and
both these variables had a predictive role in the frequency of use of L2. Studies
conducted mainly in the Japanese context suggest that WTC had other
antecedents as well: Yashima (2002) proposed international posture, a variable
defined as the attitudes some learners have towards English as an international
language independent of any national group. A study looking at Japanese high-
school students who studied English for 3 weeks before enrolling in an
American high school for a one-year exchange programme showed that higher
levels of WTC before departure were related to longer and more frequent com-
munication with Americans (Yashima, Zenuk-Nishida, & Shimizu, 2004). It
also posits that “L2 anxiety is somewhat related to the sense of adjustment to
the new environment” (Yashima et al., 2004, p. 140). This study, however, did
not assess the change in the levels of WTC or FLA before and after the language
courses. MacIntyre and Doucette (2010) argue that WTC can be hypothesised
to be a stable characteristic to reflect an individual’s level of propensity towards
engaging in communication in L2, but also a concept that might vary depend-
ing on the situation or even the moment.

The aim of studies on WTC in L2 is to identify the variables linked to the
decision to engage in L2 interactions. As evidenced by the complexity of the mod-
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els presented here, there are many person- or situation-related variables that can
influence one’s WTC.

2.3. Study abroad (SA) and pre-sessional courses

The premise of SA programmes is that learning the FL in a naturalistic setting
will have a positive influence on the learners’ proficiency. The informality of
learning in the context of SA can provide options for contact with the L2 out-
side of the classroom setting (Tanaka & Ellis, 2003), which can be beneficial for
the language learners. Pre-sessional courses abroad can be considered short SA
programmes, with the only difference that at the end students do not usually
return home, but continue their studies at that university, which can potentially
have an effect on their motivation and attitudes towards the learning process. On
completion of a pre-sessional course, students are often required to take a lan-
guage test to certify a sufficient level of FL proficiency that allows them to attend
university level courses.

Results from previous studies typically show that SA of one semester is
linked to a foreign language gain (Magnan & Back, 2007), but that there is a
large amount of inter-individual variation (Coleman, 1997; Kinginger, 2008).
Some students maximize the possibilities to engage in interactions with native
speakers of the target language, while others remain huddled inside their own
linguistic community (Regan, Howard, & Lemée, 2009). SA has been found to
have immediate and short-term outcomes, such as gains in target language pro-
ficiency (Kinginger, 2011), although these are not necessarily permanent
(Regan, 2005). Generally, it appears that SA has a significant effect on commu-
nicative outcomes, while grammar and writing are less easily influenced (Tanaka
& Ellis, 2003). SA has also long-term impact on global engagement and on sub-
sequent educational and career choices (Paige, Fry, Stallman, Jon, & Josic,
2009).

While less research has been carried out on short SA (typically around one
month), the results have pointed in the same direction (Anderson, Lawton &
Hubbard 2006). Even a short period abroad can have profound positive effects
on language learners’ skills and attitudes (Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004; Evans &
Fisher, 2005). Nonetheless, SA students might differ from pre-sessional stu-
dents. Recent studies (Copland & Garton, 2011; Jarvis & Stakounis, 2010)
point to this difference and open the field to new research questions. Pre-ses-
sional courses usually take place in the summer; thus the students enrolled tend
to have less contact with local students. The programmes are seldom designed
to provide opportunities for contact with the host culture; rather, they focus
more on acquiring the required language level for the students to be able to
enroll in university courses in autumn. However, these circumstances allow the
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pre-sessional students to learn some cultural norms, as well as complete the
negotiation of services, prior to the beginning of the academic year.

Studies to date have focused on the opportunities that pre-sessional stu-
dents have to engage in interactions in the language of study in the host com-
munity (Copland & Garton, 2011; Jarvis & Stakounis, 2010) but few investi-
gated the effect of short-term pre-sessional courses on affective dimensions. The
purpose of the present study is to investigate the effect of a pre-sessional pro-
gramme on levels of FLA and WTC within the French context, recognising the
fact that successful communication between the students and members of the
local community can be dramatically influenced by these variables.

3. Research Questions

1) Do FLA levels decrease between the start and end of the course?
2) Do WTC levels increase between the start and end of the course?
3) Are students at lower proficiency levels suffering more from FLA?
4) Do students at lower proficiency levels have lower levels of WTC?
5) Is length of the course linked to variation in FLA andWTC betweenTimes
1 and 2?

6) Is students’ cultural background linked to variation in FLA and WTC at
Times 1 and 2?

4. Method

4.1. Pre-sessional courses at Aix-Marseille University

The pre-sessional courses at Aix-Marseille University are specifically addressed to
the foreign students entering the university, who participate on a voluntary basis,
as in the case of the studies described above. Many students are part of the Erasmus
exchange programme. Participants represent a rather homogeneous group, at least
in terms of objectives. They are generally highly motivated, as linguistic compe-
tence in French is the key to their academic success.

The content of these intensive pre-sessional courses touches upon four skills
(oral and written comprehension and production), as well as the exploration of var-
ious types of academic work (summaries, reading reports, note taking, commen-
taries, essays, dissertations). Materials for the courses are press articles, extracts of
literary works, and grammar exercises from various textbooks. For oral comprehen-
sion, materials revolve around recorded interviews from radio programmes, current
events and songs. Oral interaction classes are based on the communicative
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approach: these include sessions with French native speakers that allow the foreign
students to use their new linguistic skills. Students have 20 course hours a week (5
days). In the past, the pre-sessional course lasted up to four weeks, with some stu-
dents opting for three weeks, but it has recently been limited to two weeks. Data
for the present study were collected in 2010, 2011 and 2012.

Students are assigned to the pre-sessional classes based on a short written per-
formance (20 lines on the topic “Tell your personal experience of learning
French”). Language levels are determined following the guidelines of The Common
European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), a framework to describe
achievements of learners of FLs across Europe (Council of Europe, 2001). At Aix-
Marseille university students should have at least a B-level in French to enter a
bachelor’s programme, in other words, they have to be “independent users” rang-
ing from CEFR B1 “threshold or intermediate”, to B2 “vantage or upper interme-
diate”. B1 typically corresponds to a minimum of 300 hours of classroom expo-
sure. Students live in student halls of residence where they will remain for one or
two semesters. They are encouraged, during this period, to seek contacts with the
local community. Interactions with native speakers of French are facilitated
through the school during the pre-sessional period as well.

4.2. Instruments

Participants filled out a short biographical section, followed by Likert scales for 6
items reflecting FLA and the 8 item WTC test from Taguchi, Magid and Papi
(2009). The latter part was filled out twice, at the start of the course and at the end.
Participants received a small box of calissons (a local speciality) to thank them for
participating. Scale analysis revealed that the FLA scale had a high level of internal
consistency at Time 1 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83), and at Time 2 (Cronbach’s alpha
= 0.82). Scale analysis showed that the WTC scale at Time 1 had sufficient inter-
nal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77). However this dropped slightly at Time
2 (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.68).

The totals were calculated for FLA and WTC at Times 1 and 2. A one-sam-
ple Kolmogorov-Smirnov test showed that the total scores were normally distrib-
uted at Times 1 and 2. A Pearson correlation analysis showed that the values on the
two scales were negatively related (r (92) = -.39, p < 0.001 at Time 1, and r (92) =
-.25, p < 0.014 at Time 2). In other words, participants with higher levels of FLA
typically displayed lower levels of WTC.

4.3. Participants

Of the 93 students (84 females, 9 males), a quarter had Russian as an L1 (n =
24), 17 were native speakers of English, followed by German (n = 12), Chinese,
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Italian, Japanese and Korean (all n = 7), Spanish (n = 3); other L1s included
Catalan, Greek, Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese, Czech and Turkish. A quarter
of students (n = 25) followed the 2-week course, over half did the 3-week course
(n = 52), and less than a fifth (n = 16) did the 4-week course. There was a wide
range of proficiency levels in French among the students at the beginning of the
course; about a fifth (n = 18) were at an A1/A2 level (beginners), a similar pro-
portion were placed at an A2 level (n = 21) (elementary users), a B1 level (n =
20) and a B2 level (n = 23). A smaller proportion had the level C1 (n = 10)
(proficient users).

4. Results

The first research question focused on differences in FLA between Time 1 and
Time 2. An analysis of the raw difference values shows that half of the partic-
ipants reported lower levels of FLA at Time 2, with 20% reporting no change
in FLA and 30% reporting (slightly) higher levels of FLA at Time 2 (see
Figure 2).

Figure 2. Differences in FLA and WTC from Time 1 to Time 2

The frequency of each difference is expressed by the area of the bubbles. The
numeric values represent number of participants and are displayed inside the bub-
bles1.

A paired t test showed that FLA dropped significantly between Time 1 and
Time 2 (t (92) = 2.85, p < 0.005) (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. FLA at Times 1 and 2

The second research question focused on differences inWTC betweenTime 1 and
Time 2. A closer analysis shows that the WTC values increased by Time 2 for half
of the participants (52%) while one third of participants went against the general
trend and reported lower levels ofWTC at Time 2, with 10% reporting no change
in WTC (see Figure 2). A paired t test showed that overall WTC increased signif-
icantly between Time 1 and Time 2 (t (91) = 3.22, p < 0.002) (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. WTC at Times 1 and 2
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The third and fourth research questions dealt with the effect of proficiency level on
FLA and WTC. A one-way ANOVA showed no effect of proficiency on FLA at
T1 and T2 (F (4, 87) = 1.55, p = ns; and F (4, 87) = 1.55, p = ns respectively). A
similar lack of effect emerged forWTC atT1 andT2 (F (4, 87) = 0.91, p = ns; and
F (4, 87) = 1.37, p = ns respectively).

It thus seems that the beginners were not more anxious than the more
advanced learners, and that their WTC in French was not significantly different
from the other groups.

The fifth research question we address is that of the variation in the amount
of difference in FLA and WTC scores between Times 1 and 2. The average drop
in FLA betweenTimes 1 and 2 was -1.43 (SD = 4.8); the average increase inWTC
was 1.98 (SD = 5.9).

A one-way ANOVA showed a non-significant effect of length of study on dif-
ference in FLA at Times 1 and 2 (F (2, 90) = 1.34, p = ns). A look at the means
does suggest a slight trend of lower FLA values for those who stayed longer (see
Table 1).

Table 1. Difference in FLA according to length of stay (mean and standard deviation)

Duration Mean SD N

2 weeks -0.28 4.71 25

3 weeks -1.58 4.70 52

4 weeks -2.75 5.36 16

However, a one-way ANOVA suggested that length of study had a significant
impact on difference in WTC (F (2, 90) = 6.71, p < 0.002, eta2 = 0.13). In other
words, students who had stayed longer had become significantly more willing to
communicate in French. A look at the means (Table 2) shows that theWTC value
for those who stayed for two weeks actually dropped, while those who stayed for
three weeks had the strongest increase, followed by those who stayed for four
weeks. Another interesting observation is the fact that the dispersion around the
mean is largest for those who had stayed for two weeks, and becomes gradually
smaller for those who stayed longer. This suggests that as the course wore on, fewer
students reported silence as their preferred option in various situations.

Table 2. Difference in WTC according to length of stay (mean and standard deviation)

Duration Mean SD N

2 weeks -1.28 7.39 25

3 weeks 3.65 4.99 52

4 weeks 1.56 3.63 16
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A one-way ANOVA showed a non-significant effect of level of proficiency on dif-
ference in FLA at Times 1 and 2 (F (4, 87) = 0.38, p = ns). A look at the means
shows a non-linear relation, with the low intermediate learners (B1) showing the
biggest drop in FLA and the advanced learners (C1) presenting the smallest
decrease (see Table 3).

Table 3. Difference in FLA according to level of proficiency (mean and standard deviation)

Proficiency Mean SD N

A1/A2 -1.39 3.55 18

A2 -1.29 5.29 21

B1 -1.70 5.00 20

B2 -1.43 5.34 23

C1 -1.00 5.46 10

A one-way ANOVA indicated that level of proficiency had a significant impact on
difference inWTC (F (4, 87) = 2.81, p < 0.03, eta2 = 0.11). Surprisingly, the group
of beginners shows an actual drop in WTC between Times 1 and 2. There is also
a large dispersion around the mean (SD = 8.57).The other groups show an increase
in WTC and the low intermediate learners (B1) are the ones with the largest
increase, followed by the intermediate learners (B2). The progress of the 10
advanced learners (C1) is the smallest (see Table 4).

Table 4. Difference in WTC according to level of proficiency (mean and standard deviation)

Proficiency Mean SD N

A1/A2 -1.72 8.57 18

A2 2.00 3.91 21

B1 3.90 5.96 20

B2 3.35 4.82 23

C1 1.70 3.02 10

To answer the question whether students’ background might be linked to FLA,
WTC and differences between Time 1 and Time 2, we distinguished between two
groups of students: Asian (n = 21), and European (n = 72). An independent t test
showed a significant difference in FLA between both groups at Time 1 (df = 47.7,
t = 2.5, p < 0.017) and Time 2 (df = 91, t = 2.4, p < 0.021). The Asian group had
the highest FLA scores both at Time 1 and Time 2 (see Table 5).
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The Asian group was found to score significantly lower on WTC than the
Europeans at Time 1 (df = 90, t = 2.1, p < 0.043); however, this difference was no
longer significant at Time 2 (df = 90, t = -1.2, p = ns) (see Table 5).

Table 5. FLA, WTC and difference scores of Asian and European participants at Times 1 and 2 (mean and
standard deviation)

Variable Background Mean SD

FLA Time 1 Asian 22.6 4.3

European 19.6 6.3

FLA Time 2 Asian 21.3 4.3

European 18.1 5.8

WTC Time 1 Asian 26.5 5.5

European 29.9 7.1

WTC Time 2 Asian 30.0 5.1

European 31.5 5.4

6. Discussion

The finding of a drop in FLA among our participants reflects earlier findings for
students in longer SA programs (Allen & Herron, 2003), and confirms early
findings for short immersion programs (Gardner et al., 1977). Cubillos, Chieffo
and Fan (2008) found that a five-week SA Spanish course led to significantly
higher levels of confidence (typically a mirror image of FLA) and self-perceived
ability after the SA. Our finding of a drop in FLA and a boost in WTC echoes
results in Dewaele et al. (2008) and Dewaele (2010) about the effect of context
of acquisition of the FL. A mixed context, like pre-sessional courses, seems ideal
affectively, combining classroom instruction and simultaneous extracurricular
use of the FL.

Our study suggests that even a short period abroad has psychological conse-
quences. We can therefore only speculate that the gradual lowering of FLA and
increase in WTC among our participants during their first few weeks in Aix-en-
Provence would continue until the end of their studies. It is also possible that those
who moved in the opposite direction between Times 1 and 2, or displayed no
change, might eventually move in the expected direction after a longer time in
France. Engle and Engle (2004) found that short-term SA did not have a signifi-
cant effect on measures of intercultural sensitivity and that students needed to
spend at least one year abroad for the gains to become significant.
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One important characteristic of our sample is that the students were tested
at the end of what constitutes the prelude to their studies at the university. In
other words, they were motivated to learn as much as possible in order to be able
to follow classes in various departments with native speakers of French after the
end of this pre-sessional course. This required a true ‘investment’, in other words,
a strong desire and commitment to learn French within the classroom and the
wider social context (Norton, 2001). One could imagine that short SA followed
by a return to the home institution might not produce the same urgent need to
progress in the target language. Few studies to date have focused on pre-session-
al language courses, and the main goal of these existing studies was to investigate
the effect of these pre-sessional courses on test scores (Green, 2007) or the stu-
dents’ interactions with native speakers outside of the classroom (Copland &
Garton, 2011; Jarvis & Stakounis, 2010). The present study offers a different
perspective on this matter, suggesting that the pre-sessional courses have a bene-
ficial effect on the affective aspect of language learning, by decreasing FLA levels
and increasing WTC.

Our finding that proficiency levels are unrelated to levels of FLA is not sur-
prising, but can be explained by the fact that although the students’ levels were
somewhat different they all had at least some knowledge of French. Some studies
have reported a decrease of FLA at higher levels of proficiency (Arnaiz & Guillén,
2012; Liu, 2006; Gardner et al., 1977), while others have reported an increase of
FLCA at higher levels of proficiency (Marcos-Llinás & Juan-Garau, 2009), for no
obvious reason. It seems that once FL learners become authentic FL users a nega-
tive correlation appears between self-reported levels of proficiency and FLA
(Dewaele, 2010, 2013b).

The finding that the size of difference in FLA between Times 1 and 2 was
unrelated to both length of stay and proficiency level was surprising, as one could
have expected that a slightly longer stay (an extra week or two) might have led to
a slightly bigger reduction in FLA, since this is the general pattern between Times
1 and 2. The lack of a significant effect of proficiency level on FLA is linked to the
non-linear amount of difference between groups, with the biggest decrease in the
intermediate group and a smaller decrease among the other groups.

The same pattern emerged for WTC, but students who had stayed longer
and were more proficient made bigger gains in WTC. One possible explanation
is that the effect of the interaction between these two independent variables is
different for FLA and WTC. While the low intermediate learners managed to
reduce their FLA by the end of the course, they seem not yet to have picked up
the confidence to engage easily in French interactions. In contrast, the interme-
diate learners had increased their WTC sharply, and the more advanced learners,
especially after a longer course, felt both more able, and more willing, to com-
municate in French.
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The significant effect of background on FLA at Times 1 and 2 and the sig-
nificant effect on WTC at Time 1 (but not Time 2) shows that Asian learners
were more anxious when using French and were less likely to use it at Time 1,
though the difference in WTC had disappeared by Time 2. No information was
available concerning the time the Asian students had already spent in Western
academic environments but we can speculate that differences in classroom cul-
ture may have pushed anxiety levels up and may have limited the desire to use
French in various interactions. Xiao (2006) looked at the perceptions and
expectations of Chinese students in Irish English institutions and found that the
Chinese students were not accustomed to the communicative approach, “which
was deemed incompatible with their own conceptualization of what constitutes
good learning and good teaching” (p. 5). They thought carefully before speak-
ing English in class, and “were more concerned about their own linguistic accu-
racy or fearful of losing face” (p. 7). It is likely that our Asian students had sim-
ilar perceptions at the start of the course, but these seem to have weakened by
the end of the course, possibly because of the cultural heterogeneity of the stu-
dent population. This suggests that the course was successful in preparing the
students to participate in French academic and social life. Although the Asian
students might still have been more anxious about the use of French, at least
they were more willing to jump in.

7. Conclusion

Short and even very short (two weeks) pre-sessional courses at the beginning of a
SA programme bring about significant changes in two crucial affective variables
in target-language use: A drop in FLA and an increase in WTC. The pre-session-
al course seems to boost learners’ self-confidence in using French as a tool for
communication in a variety of modes and situations.

Individual differences in the absolute values of FLA were not linked to pro-
ficiency levels. The size of the drop in FLA between Times 1 and 2 was not linked
to length of stay nor to proficiency level. However, both length of stay and profi-
ciency level were found to have a significant positive effect on the amount of dif-
ference in WTC. Students’ background had a significant effect on FLA at Times
1 and 2 and on WTC at Time 1, with Asian students reporting higher levels of
FLA and being less willing to use French at Time 1.

We thus conclude that the pre-sessional course at the start of the SA had a
clear affective benefit for our participants: it had prepared them to participate in
French social and academic life with more confidence.
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The “year abroad” is a longstanding component of British university degree pro-
grammes in languages. As noted by other commentators (Coleman, 1997 and this
volume; Collentine, 2009), the British “year abroad” is typically undertaken by lan-
guage majors with several years’ prior language study and a relatively advanced pro-
ficiency level in their target language(s). It is a common requirement for pro-
gramme completion, to spend two academic semesters abroad. However students
can have considerable latitude in how the time abroad is spent, and assessment by
the home institution is relatively “light touch”, typically involving e.g. a substantial
project or long essay. Today, languages students typically undertake one of three
placement types: as English language teaching assistants, on other forms of work
placement, or as Erasmus exchange students following relevant academic pro-
grammes at a partner university. Numbers of U.K. languages students undertaking
the classic university student exchange version of the year abroad are relatively sta-
ble at around 7,500 per year, a much smaller number than incoming internation-
al students at U.K. universities, though numbers undertaking teaching assistant-
ships and other work placements have risen (British Academy & University
Council for Modern Languages, 2012; King, Findlay, & Ahrens, 2010).

The linguistic benefits of the year abroad have been tracked in various research
studies (Coleman, 1996, 1997; Ife, 2000; Klapper & Rees, 2012; Meara, 1994;
Willis, Doble, Sankarayya, & Smithers, 1977). In general, this research indicates
that while learners make considerable progress in their target L2, the variability
which is characteristic of residence abroad programmes more widely (Kinginger,
2008) affects this group as well (on this see especially Klapper & Rees, 2012).

The research project “Social Networks, Target Language Interaction and
Second Language Acquisition During the Year Abroad: A longitudinal study“ (the
LANGSNAP project: http://langsnap.soton.ac.uk) was planned to provide fuller
evidence on L2 acquisition during the year abroad, including documenting devel-



opment on a range of language domains, and connecting progress in L2 to a range
of individual, social and contextual variables. (See Mitchell, 2014 for an overview.)
The project tracked a cohort of 56 students majoring in French or Spanish, before,
during and after spending their year abroad in France, Spain or Mexico during the
academic year 2011-12.This chapter reports one aspect of the findings of this proj-
ect: the experience of the French L2 participants (n=29) of different placement
types in France, and how placement type related to aspects of their target language
development.

1. Literature review: Placement types and language learning

Four explanations are typically offered to explain the variable L2 learning out-
comes of residence abroad (RA): a) predeparture proficiency; b) length of stay; c)
individual differences; and d) contextual factors. Concerning predeparture profi-
ciency, there is mixed evidence. Several researchers from North American con-
texts, where students often study abroad as novices, have argued that a minimum
proficiency level is needed for learners to benefit quickly from RA (e.g., Brecht,
Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1995; DeKeyser, 2010; Lafford, 2006; Lafford &
Collentine, 2006). However others (e.g. Llanes &Muñoz, 2009) have shown sig-
nificant benefits even for early learners on short stays abroad. The LANGSNAP
participants were all advanced learners with 8-10 years’ prior language learning
experience; a set of L2 pre-tests provided baseline information on their oral and
written capabilities.

A limited number of studies have examined the impact of length of stay on
language development, and these are reviewed by Llanes (2011). These studies
show that participants can benefit even from very short stays abroad, but that on
aspects of language from vocabulary and grammar to pragmatic and sociolinguis-
tic features, the longer the stay abroad, the greater the impact. The LANGSNAP
participants were all committed to a two-semester stay abroad, so length-of-stay
comparisons were not possible between groups.

Concerning the possible role of individual differences, research has started to
uncover how social-psychological and sociolinguistic factors concerning attitudes,
willingness to communicate, and intercultural awareness (Kinginger, 2008), can
impact on language learning success while abroad, as well as cognitive styles
(Hokanson, 2000) and psycholinguistic factors such as working memory (Lord,
2006; O’Brien, Segalowitz, Freed, & Collentine, 2007) and cognitive processing
abilities (Segalowitz & Freed, 2004). Affective variables (motivation, anxiety, per-
sonality) have been widely studied and several qualitative studies (e.g. Jackson,
2008, 2010; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002; Pellegrino Aveni, 2005) have documented
how personal dispositions can influence learners’ amount of interaction with native
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speakers, and thus indirectly the availability of interactive learning opportunities.
The LANGSNAP project adopted both a quantitative and a qualitative approach
to individual learner differences. Firstly, the study documented learners’ personali-
ty factors through use of a Multicultural Personality Questionnaire (Dewaele &
van Oudenhoven, 2009), and traced language use patterns and social networking
patterns of participants through specially developed questionnaires. Additionally,
regular semistructured interviews explored individuals’ language use, social net-
working, motivation, and intercultural understanding.

Concerning contextual factors, a considerable number of studies have com-
pared learning during study abroad with learning by comparable groups at
home, not always to the advantage of the former, though in general it has been
shown that oral fluency develops more strongly while abroad. (See for example
Isabelli-García, 2010; Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz and Halter, 2004, who found
that home immersion students outperformed SA students, and reviews and dis-
cussion e.g. in Lafford, 2006; Collentine, 2009; Llanes, 2011.) However, given
the compulsory nature of residence abroad on British degree programmes, mean-
ingful at-home comparison groups are not available, and the most interesting
questions concern contextual factors within the RA experience which may affect
development.

Sojourners’ place of residence has been an important focus in past research,
partly because of the use of homestays on many American study abroad pro-
grammes. In a large scale quantitative RA study, Rivers (1998) compared the pro-
ficiency gains of L2 Russian learners living with a host family or in a dormitory,
and claimed that contrary to expectations, homestay had a positive impact on read-
ing only. Later quantitative studies (Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz &Halter, 2004) also
failed to show clear influences for place of residence on learning gains. Qualitative
accounts of life with host families have suggested possible explanations, demon-
strating greatly varying interpersonal relationships and roles established with host
family members (e.g. (Cook, 2008; Kinginger, this volume; Jackson, 2010;
Pellegrino Aveni, 2005; Wilkinson, 2002). The LANGSNAP methodology did
include systematic collection of information from participants about place of resi-
dence/co-habitants. In France, shared accommodation with other international
students or assistants was considerably more common than homestays or flats
shared with French-speaking flatmates, regardless of placement type, and this fact
seems to have depressed somewhat the opportunities of the French L2 participants
for interaction with fluent French speakers, compared with the Spanish L2 partic-
ipants. This place of residence effect is seen in other studies, e.g. Papatsiba (2006),
Klapper and Rees (2012). However no dominant impact of place of residence on
language development has been detected, across the LANGSNAP dataset. Overall,
the mixed results of place of residence studies suggest that intervening variables
have greater importance.
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The three types of placement undertaken by the LANGSNAP participants
(teaching assistantship, work placement, university exchange) have been available
to British students of languages over many years. Teaching assistant exchange pro-
grammes with France date from 1904 (British Council, 2005), and this was the
most popular placement type until the 1980s, when the Erasmus programme
began providing funding for student exchanges (Teichler, 2004). By the time of
Coleman’s major survey (Coleman, 1996), over half the 12,000 or so British stu-
dents then estimated to be spending a year abroad were undertaking student
exchanges. Teaching assistantships were the next most popular option, and other
types of work placement were relatively rare. The overall figure of British students
of languages undertaking study abroad through the Erasmus scheme declined to
7,000 or so in the early 2000s, and has not risen much since (King, Findlay &
Ahrens, 2010). Numbers of British students going abroad have increased overall
since 2007, but it seems likely that many of these are non-language majors and
therefore beyond the concerns of this chapter.

All three placement types undertaken by language students have been inves-
tigated in previous studies. The Erasmus-funded student exchange has been eval-
uated regularly by Teichler and associates, e.g. Teichler (2004; this volume), and
the Erasmus experience of language majors from a variety of countries has been
examined in more language-focused studies (e.g. Barron, 2006; Coleman, 1996;
Ife, 2000; Klapper & Rees, 2012; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002; Papatsiba, 2006;
Regan, Lemée, & Howard, 2009; Tragant, 2012). These studies report generally
high levels of participant satisfaction, including a positive sense of personal
growth, and intercultural development. Concerning language learning, studies
report generally positive outcomes especially regarding oral fluency and receptive
skills (though less so for grammar, even when receiving in-country instruction:
Ife, 2000). However, these accounts also report some difficulties of local social
integration, with Tragant’s Spanish participants (for example) reporting “little
contact outside the university environment” during their sojourn in England
(2012, p. 176). Similarly, over half of Papatsiba’s French L1 sojourners abroad
reported “weak interaction with natives” (2006, p. 118). These students report-
ed the early formation of an international “Erasmus community”, and continu-
ing solidarity between co-nationals; only one-third of participants in this study
fully embraced and explored cultural difference (p. 128). The use of English as a
lingua franca among international students is also seen as a factor limiting target
language use by U.K. students (Ife, 2000). The language teaching assistantship
has also been quite extensively researched (e.g. Alred, 1990; Alred & Byram,
2002, 2006; Ehrenreich, 2006; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002), though these studies
focused primarily on the professional and/or intercultural development of par-
ticipants. The early interview survey of Alred and Byram (Alred, 1990) reported
an increased sense of maturity for all participants, together with an increased “rel-
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ativisation” of native identity for some. The extent to which they were treated as
professionals within host schools was crucial for their overall sense of integra-
tion/marginality. Interestingly, Alred and Byram (2002) re-interviewed a number
of their original participants 10 years on, and were able to trace lasting effects in
terms of intercultural competence (as described also in Coleman, this volume).

Work placements have traditionally attracted fewest U.K. languages students,
though they have increased in popularity since receiving Erasmus funding (King,
Findlay & Ahrens, 2010). The early study of Willis, Doble, Sankarayya and
Smithers (1977) involved 80 students on work placements abroad, comparing
their development with a smaller group of university exchange students. In this
study the work placement group significantly outperformed the university group,
on linguistic, intercultural and personal development measures. These researchers
attributed these results to opportunities to use the target language “in a wider vari-
ety of social contexts” (p. 44), and also their “relative isolation” from co-nationals.
(Of course, due to internet access and electronic communication, such “relative iso-
lation” from English-speaking family and friends is impossible today.) The 1990s
study by Meara (1994) drew on a questionnaire survey with 586 year abroad par-
ticipants (301 on student exchange, 129 teaching assistants, and 81 workplace
interns). The whole cohort viewed the experience favourably and reported growth
on the usual dimensions (L2 speaking and listening, intercultural skills and person-
al development). However, Meara notes that the student exchange group had lower
self-rated mean scores for language improvement, than either of the other two
groups.

This brief survey of research on placement types draws attention to some pos-
sible sources of variability in the development of year abroad students’ linguistic
proficiency. Exchange students are likely to be engaged socially in international
Erasmus communities, with English the most easily available lingua franca; they
are generally reported as having varying success in forming close relations with local
peers. Teaching assistants may be better integrated in their local school, but where
their professional role is not taken seriously they risk marginalisation and social iso-
lation. Past research on work placements suggests that they may be the most
favourable environment in principle, in terms of target language use and a clear
social role. However, studies on language development within work placements are
few, and pre-date e.g. widespread internet use. Overall the literature is fragmented,
with small and dissimilar groups under study in different empirical projects, and
frequent reliance on retrospective self-report for information on language develop-
ment.

The LANGSNAP dataset allows for an in-depth review of placement types
and their different characteristics/ contributions to language development.
Placements were undertaken simultaneously, under similar conditions of contact
with the home institution. Measurement of language proficiency took place for all
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participants before, during and after residence abroad, and all participants were vis-
ited and interviewed on three occasions during their sojourn. Language use pat-
terns and social networking were captured systematically through questionnaires,
again administered during in-sojourn visits. Thus the LANGSNAP project allows
the following questions to be addressed:

What are learners’ perceptions of the impact of placement type (student
exchange, teaching assistantship, work internship) on language use and develop-
ment?

Do differences in placement type impact on language development?

2. Methodology

2.1. Participants

Participants were 29 advanced level university learners of French, spending Year 3
(two semesters) of a four-year degree programme (BA) in France. All were major-
ing in French, either as sole subject, or in combination with one or more other
subjects (mostly other languages). All attended the same institution, which insist-
ed on the year abroad being spent in a single placement. For this placement, they
had chosen between teaching assistantship (n=15), university exchange (n=8) and
work placement (n=6). The mean time spent abroad in France was 9.5 months
(range: 7-12 months). Participants’ mean age was 20.5 (range: 19-25 years) and
the mean length of time previously spent studying French was 10.5 years (range:
6-20 years).

2.2. Instruments

Oral interviews conducted in French were used to collect qualitative information
on learners’ rationale for choosing a particular placement scheme and its perceived
impact on language development. Quantitative data on the French language devel-
opment of students taking part in the different placement schemes were derived
through analysis of an elicited imitation task, a picture-based oral narrative and the
same set of French-medium oral interviews.

Elicited imitation (EI) is a technique requiring the learner to listen to an L2
oral stimulus and then repeat it as accurately as possible. EI has been proposed for
a considerable time as a valid and reliable general measure of L2 oral proficiency,
which taps implicit knowledge; the underlying rationale is that learners can only
accurately imitate sentences that they have both parsed and comprehended (Bley-
Vroman&Chaudron, 1994). Using as a model the English sentences fromOrtega,
Iwashita, Rabie and Norris (1999), a French EI test was specially created for the
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LANGSNAP project (Tracy-Ventura, McManus, Norris & Ortega, 2014), and
used alongside a similar test in Spanish designed by Ortega (2000), not reported
here. The EI Test was administered on computer and took just over nine minutes
to complete. It included 30 test sentences in French, spoken by a native speaker
and ranging from 7 to 19 syllables in length. These sentence stimuli were present-
ed in order from lowest to highest number of syllables, and the participants’
attempted imitations were recorded for later analysis. (For full details and discus-
sion see Tracy-Ventura et al., 2014.)

The picture-based oral narrative (“Cat Story”) was originally created in
Spanish by Domínguez, Tracy-Ventura, Arche, Mitchell and Myles (2013); a par-
allel French version was created for the LANGSNAP project. The story contains
36 images organized over 13 pages. Participants had a few minutes to look at the
story and then retold it, while reviewing the pictures. Each retelling lasted approx-
imately 7 minutes, and was audiorecorded.

L2 oral interviews were conducted on a one-to-one basis between each partic-
ipant and a native/near-native speaker, at all data collection points. The interview
questions centred on living abroad, use of the L2, language development, social
networks and daily routines. Each interview lasted approximately 20 minutes, and
was audiorecorded. The end-of-sojourn reflective interview, conducted in English
at Visit 3, collected participants’ retrospective reflections on their stay abroad. All
interviewers were provided with specialized training and were given feedback on
technique prior to beginning the fieldwork.

Use of the same French-medium interviews both as a source of French lan-
guage data, and as a source of information about perceptions of the stay abroad,
may be queried. In the case of the LANGSNAP interviews, participants were aware
both that their French would be analysed, and that their interlocutors were repre-
sentatives of the home institution; it was acknowledged that their self-presentation
would be influenced accordingly. However, rich anecdotal accounts of daily life,
and of personal relationships, were provided in these interviews, cross checked
through an English medium interview administered at the end of the sojourn, as
well as with project questionnaire findings (not analysed here). Overall the team
were satisfied concerning the dependability of the accounts provided and the pat-
terns which emerged from these.

2.3. Procedure

Data were collected over a period of 23 months, with six data collection points
scheduled before, during and after RA. The Pretest took place in the UK (May
2011). Once abroad, participants were visited three times (November 2011,
February 2012, andMay 2012). Two posttests took place in the UK following par-
ticipants’ return (September 2012, January 2013). The EI task was conducted at
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Pretest, Visit 2 and Posttest 1. The Cat Story narrative task was conducted at Pretest
and again at Visit 3. The reflective interview in English was conducted at Visit 3.
The L2 interviews were conducted every time. However, for the purposes of this
chapter, analysis has concentrated on the L2 interviews conducted at Pretest, at
Visit 2, and at Posttest.

2.4. Analysis

All audio data were orthographically transcribed using the CHAT transcription
system (CHILDES: MacWhinney, 2000). For the qualitative analyses reported
here, relevant interview transcripts were analysed thematically with partial support
from QSR NVivo 10.

To provide a rounded picture of developing French proficiency, three quanti-
tative analyses of the French production data were conducted: general oral profi-
ciency (EI Test), lexical diversity in L2 oral interviews and oral fluency (in picture-
based narratives). Firstly, learners’ individual utterance repetitions on the EI Test
were scored based on a five-point scoring rubric (0-4). The maximum score possi-
ble for the test is 120 (30 x 4). Two raters coded half the EI data together and
agreed on scores through discussion; the other half of the data was coded independ-
ently. Secondly, lexical diversity was analysed for the L2 interviews at Pretest, Visit
2 and Posttest 1 using D (an index developed by McKee, Malvern and Richards,
2000, that estimates lexical diversity for an individual, while taking text length into
account), as calculated via the CLAN program (MacWhinney, 2000). Thirdly, the
Cat Story at Pretest and at Visit 3 was used to estimate learners’ rate of speech, oper-
ationalized as the number of pruned syllables produced per minute (see Lennon,
1990).This measure involves removal of any repetitions, false starts, or L1 use prior
to syllable counting and analysis, so that only L2 speech in addition to the length
of pauses are taken into account (in contrast to unpruned speech rate, for example,
which measures everything uttered). For a full discussion of task types and differ-
ent operationalizations of fluency, see Segalowitz (2010) and de Jong, Steinel,
Florijn, Schoonen, and Hulstijn (2012).

We assessed the distribution of scores on all dependent variables. Shapiro
Wilks tests showed normal distribution (p>.05) in all cases. For this reason, para-
metric tests have been conducted throughout. To compare changes in scores over
time, plus differences between the three placement groups, while taking account of
differences between the groups at pre-test, mixed ANCOVA was selected as the
most appropriate test for change in overall proficiency (as measured through EI)
and for change in lexical knowledge (as measured through D). Regular ANCOVA
was appropriate to measure change in fluency. Checks showed that the data did not
violate any assumptions of ANCOVA (linearity, homogeneity of regression slope,
homogeneity of variance etc.).
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3. Results a): Perceptions of language use and development

The first analysis examined participants’ perceptions of the impact of placement
type on social networking, language use and language development.

3.1. Placements and language use abroad: Participants’ expectations

The Pretest interview provided insights into participants’ reasons for choosing dif-
ferent placement types. Among those planning to be teaching assistants, a majori-
ty (8/15) were considering teaching as a possible future career. Those undertaking
work placements were also keen to experience professional life, and/or felt that this
role would enhance their future employment prospects. Several in both these
groups said they wanted a change from university study, and some also valued the
prospect of earning some money while abroad. Half of the participants undertak-
ing a student exchange mentioned the availability of formal instruction in French
plus other languages as a positive inducement (though university was to some
extent the “default” option, and several mentioned dislike of teaching and/ or the
difficulty of getting work placements as supplementary reasons for their choice).
All of the participants had high general expectations for opportunities to hear and
speak French during their year abroad. However the group most likely to mention
immersion in a French environment as a specific reason for placement choice, were
those undertaking work placements (3/6). Those taking up assistantships were
most aware that they were being recruited for their English language skills, and that
there could be some tensions between their English teaching role and their own
desire to improve their French.

3.1. Social networks and language use abroad: The actuality

Before departure, the student exchange group had reported high expectations of
making French student friends on campus. The actuality was rather different,
and by the time of Visit 2, most members of this group were reporting other
Erasmus students (some British, some of other nationalities) as their most reg-
ular social contacts, i.e. the people they spent time with in the evenings, or trav-
elled round with at weekends. Within these friendship groups, English predom-
inated, though some examples of French-speaking international networks and/
or individual contacts were reported. (For example, participant 108 spoke
French all year with a Japanese exchange student.) One participant (128)
reported positive efforts to befriend French students in her hall of residence at
the start of the year (she organised a picnic, she left her room door open …),
but these had fizzled out by the time of Visit 2. While a few found a romantic
partner (a French boyfriend was reported by participant 107), it was not easy to
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find close same-sex friends. Some students reported positive daytime contact
with classmates; for example, participant 126 reported regularly lunching with
French friends from her Italian class. Participant 104 reported making friends
with fellow music students, and 121 reported getting help with academic work
from classmates. Organised tandem exchanges were reported by several students
as a way of accessing French conversation opportunities, though of course recip-
rocal English conversation was entailed. Three students reported real success in
penetrating French-speaking networks off campus, one of them (unusually for
a student) through his host family (104), another through serious participation
in an athletics club (108), and the third through her interest in local folk music
which took her to folk nights and festivals as well as to student associations and
music lessons (129). As for their university teachers, students mostly reported
more distant relations than applied in the home university. Some language
teachers were reported to be helpful with study advice, but two students per-
ceived their lecturers in content classes (French literature, history) to have a neg-
ative attitude to Erasmus students. Students attending music classes (104, 129)
were the most positive about French-medium content instruction.

The teaching assistant group (n=15) were aware before departure that the
schools they would be working in might be problematic as a source of friends,
compared with a university placement, because of age and status issues. In practice
a majority of this group reported other assistants, with whom they often shared
accommodation, as their main local social contacts (10/15). These mixed-nation-
ality peer networks were most likely to be predominantly English-using during
leisure time, though some French-using examples were reported (e.g. participant
106 spoke French routinely with a German language assistant). The social relations
established with teachers in the assigned schools varied considerably. Several report-
ed teachers as important social contacts (e.g. helping with banking problems: 101),
a majority reported feeling welcome in staffrooms and at lunchtimes, with six assis-
tants mentioning these as important locations for French conversation, and three
also reported well-developed friendships with individual teachers. Teachers were
also described as offering professional support (e.g. with lesson planning or with
discipline problems). On the other hand, a minority reported loneliness and prob-
lems with integration in the school.

As noted earlier, the teaching assistant group had of course been recruited
because of their English language skills, and were mostly expected to interact in
English during class time. Interaction with teachers out of class was reported to be
predominantly French-medium (and there were primary schools where no-one
spoke much English), but a minority based in secondary schools reported teachers’
preference to practise their own English. Participant 117 described differing prac-
tice in two schools:
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In one of the schools the teachers were quite keen on speaking English,
because sort of having an English person there helped them, and then in the
other school my teachers were like “well we’re going to speak to you in
French, because we know you are here to learn French, so we will speak
French unless you mind in which case we can speak English to you”, and I
said “no, speak French to me and if I don’t understand we can work around
it”, and that really helped, having people that sort of only spoke to me in
French. (117)

Outside the professional relationships of the school, some assistants reported
organised activities likely to lead to interaction in French (a choir, exercise classes
and a languages cafe, or a tandem exchange). A distinctive activity open to this
group was provision of private English tutoring, to school students, and two par-
ticipants reported developing friendly relations with the families of tutored chil-
dren, which were carried on through French.

Like the teaching assistant group, the interns on work placement had mainly
been recruited by their host organisations because of their English language skills.
Two of them worked as administrators in an international business school, and the
others worked in internationally oriented commercial companies. Typical work
tasks included dealing with email correspondence in English and/or French,
answering the phone (mostly in French), and undertaking translation and inter-
preting. For example, 124 reported a varied if low level administrative routine
using a range of language skills:

I answer the phone, I do translations, and I take the minutes in the meetings.
I organise deliveries for parcels and for equipment, I make hotel reservations
and train reservations for staff travel, and lots of other tasks, the tasks that
other people don’t want to do. (124, Visit 1)

Individuals also undertook general personal assistant duties, or staffed a library
desk. One intern was hired specifically as an in-house English teacher, and found
that this role led to a largely English-speaking relationship with colleagues.
However the rest reported using mostly French in face to face office talk, and
almost all (5/6) reported very good social relations with colleagues at work, taking
part in group lunches and coffee breaks every day. Outside work, the living
arrangements and main social networks of this group were diverse (one lived with
French relatives, four others with international interns or students, while just one
claimed that her “main friends” were French). Two female interns had found
French boyfriends.
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3.3. Participants’ perceptions of language development abroad

The university based participants typically attended formal language classes
where they studied topics such as translation, grammar and writing, gave formal
presentations, learned French essay-writing style and were exposed to more aca-
demic/formal registers in French. They wrote some coursework (not always suc-
cessfully) and took language examinations. A minority mentioned informal cor-
rection by peers as contributing to their learning. Clearly therefore this group
were investing regular effort in learning standard French. However, almost all of
them identified oral fluency, vocabulary, and listening comprehension as the
areas in which they noticed most personal improvement; only one student
believed her writing had improved most. Almost all (7/8) commented in some
way on register issues. Most claimed that their informal everyday French had
improved more than more formal speech styles. For example, both 107 and 129
said they had ongoing problems with selection of tu/vous address forms. Ongoing
problems were also reported in managing service encounters with strangers
(using medical services, for 108; reporting a fraud to police, for 107). Few stu-
dents mentioned academic registers specifically; of those who did, 104 and 108
felt they now could discuss e.g. topics in history or politics with confidence, part-
ly as a result of extensive reading (104). However 121’s lack of self-confidence
with academic French led her to drop out of a history module.

The teaching assistants expressed even more strongly that “the main focus was
really oral and just going for it” (115). In this group, 11/15 talked about speaking
and listening comprehension as the main areas in which they had developed. Two
assistants mentioned mastering the tu/vous distinction (e.g. when speaking to the
head teacher), and three others referred to the need to develop professional skills in
spoken French (e.g. giving explanations to school students; giving pastoral advice).
A few also reported progress in understanding children’s vernacular speech. This
group very generally reported experiencing informal correction, by teacher men-
tors, fellow assistants and even their pupils. The only writing task mentioned by
any participants in this group was their project for the home university (a 5,000
word research report).

All workplace interns mentioned one or more aspect of spoken language as
having improved during work experience: Pronunciation, listening comprehen-
sion, and overall fluency. After early challenges, most reported achieving effec-
tive performance at work; just one intern reported ongoing language difficul-
ties, which affected her professional performance. Improved telephone skills
were mentioned by three interns. In addition, most interns mentioned vocabu-
lary development explicitly, including listening for and assimilating appropriate
business expressions. The most distinctive aspect of language improvement for
this particular group, however, concerned writing. Four interns mentioned
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improved ability to carry out email correspondence in French, and form-filling,
minute-taking and translation were also spoken about as tasks contributing to
writing development. For example, 128 undertook book reviews and some
high-profile translations for her team:

The director of the whole [organisation] asked me to translate her biography
for the magazines, for [Newspaper] and all that, and that made me feel - I was
really pleased, but I was really stressed as it was up to me to do it, afterwards
my boss just asked, “you’re sure?” and off it went. (128, Visit 3)

Like the students at university, the interns reported monitoring and correction of
their French by work colleagues, especially when writing (something they gener-
ally appreciated, though they valued becoming increasingly independent writers
as the year progressed).

3.4. Section conclusion: Interactions between placement type, social networking and tar-
get language use

As shown above, participants on all types of placement formed multilingual net-
works when abroad, and continued to use English alongside French as part of their
everyday experience. On all placement types, living arrangements varied, but only
a minority shared accommodation with French speakers only. On all placement
types, a rich environment of French input was available. However for all partici-
pants, the more accessible social networks typically involved bilingual or multilin-
gual speakers, with whom they had to negotiate language choices as a dimension
of building social relationships.

As teaching assistants and on work placement, English was seen as key to their
role, whether undertaking English instruction, or carrying out office duties such as
translations and email correspondence. This positive view of English was rein-
forced, for example, by families’ willingness to hire language assistants as private
English tutors for their children. In these settings, participants’ English abilities
were also attractive to professional colleagues during leisure time, e.g. when school-
teachers and professional colleagues seized the chance to practise their English. On
the other hand these professional settings frequently offered access to French-using
social environments (the school staffroom, or workplace restaurant, alongside class-
rooms and offices), and chances to interact with at least some French monolinguals
(e.g. primary school teachers without much English, secondary school students).
Away from the work setting, a small minority of teaching assistants reported social-
ising primarily with French speakers, whereas 4/6 interns said they did so (two with
French boyfriends). It seemed that teaching assistants’ primary social network was
among other assistants who were of course international, and where English often
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served as lingua franca. In this they resembled the student participants, who as we
have seen found it relatively hard to make/sustain French-using networks when
away from the daytime campus, and spent their leisure time predominantly with
other Erasmus students. Again, the exceptions were those with a French boyfriend,
those living with French speakers, and those who embedded themselves in some
sort of organised leisure activity (music, sport). When on campus, student partici-
pants found it easier to develop some level of social relations with French class-
mates. Again however, several traded on their English abilities in order to ‘earn’
French conversation opportunities with peers, by taking part in tandem language
exchanges.

Opportunities for language development did vary in detail by setting.
Obviously the university based group had extensive access to formal instruction in
French. The interns on work placement were expected to write emails and other
texts in appropriate registers, and gained practical experience of translation and
sometimes interpreting, as well as engaging in various kinds of professional spoken
discourse. The teaching assistants reported very little focus on writing, but had to
deal with different registers in spoken French. Yet as we have seen, students from
all groups mainly stressed common themes of accent, vocabulary and overall oral
proficiency as the domains where learning had been most noticeable to them.

4. Results b): The actuality of language development

The second analysis examined participants’ performance on three different meas-
ures of language development at Pretest, during Visit 2 or 3 abroad, and at Post-
test 1. Group size is clearly a limitation to these analyses, with 15, 8 and 6 partici-
pants in the university, assistantship and internship groups respectively. Another
limitation is that all of the measures presented relate to aspects of oral proficiency
(the EI Test, lexical diversity and fluency). Clearly it would be useful in future to
examine proficiency in writing, given the participants’ rather different accounts of
writing opportunities when abroad. It is worth noting as well that the analyses
aimed at getting an overview of linguistic development rather than a precise
account of change between the discrete points in time “beginning” and “end” of
the RA period.We acknowledge that all potential change (both attrition and devel-
opment) may not be fully captured by these three data collection points.

4.1. L2 oral proficiency

Figure 1 shows participants’ EI Test performance. The descriptive evidence shows
a trend toward improvement over time for all three groups, alongside some differ-
ences between groups. To test whether the differences in time and group were sig-
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nificant a mixed analysis of covariance (mixed ANCOVA) was conducted, with
EI scores at Pretest as the covariate to control for individual differences prior to
RA; its high reliability met a key ANCOVA assumption (Cronbach alpha = 0.92).
The between-groups independent variable was placement type (teaching, univer-
sity, work) and the within-groups independent variable was time. The dependent
variable was the EI score. The interaction between placement and time was not
significant, F(2, 25) = 1.29, p=.29. There was a statistically significant main effect
for time, F(2, 25) = 8.92, p=.006, and the effect size was very large (partial eta
squared = .26). Pairwise comparisons showed that the mean scores at V2
(M=80.46, SD=1.74) and at Post-1 (M=86.72, SD=1.85) were significantly dif-
ferent (p<.001). The main effect for placement did not reach statistical signifi-
cance however: F(2, 25) = 1.26, p=.30. In summary, therefore, these results indi-
cate that, in contrast with time, differences in placement type did not significant-
ly impact on the development of oral proficiency.

Figure 1. Development of oral proficiency over time (EI mean scores by placement group)

4.2. Lexical diversity

Figure 2 shows participants’ lexical diversity scores (group means) as measured by
D in the oral interview at the same assessment points (Pretest, Visit 2, Posttest 1);
the trend is one of improvement over time in lexical diversity for all three groups.
Similar to the results presented on oral proficiency, a mixed analysis of covariance
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(ANCOVA) was conducted to assess the influence of placement type on changes
in lexical diversity (as measured by D), using the Pretest D scores as the covariate
to control for individual differences prior to RA. The between-group independ-
ent variable was placement type (teaching, university, work) and the within-group
variable was time. The dependent variable was the D score. The interaction
between placement and time was not significant, F(2, 25) = .68, p=.51. Although
the main effect for time did not quite reach statistical significance, F(2, 25) =
3.29, p=.08, it did show a medium effect size (partial eta squared = .11). The lack
of statistical significance could be due to the small sample size. There was no main
effect for placement type: F(2, 25) = .06, p=.94. In summary, therefore, these
results indicate that differences in placement type did not significantly impact on
lexical diversity.

Figure 2. Development of lexical diversity over time (D mean scores by placement group)

4.3. Fluency

Figure 3 shows participants’ fluency scores (speaking rate) in the spoken narra-
tive used at the Pretest and at Visit 3 (Cat Story). Once again, the comparison
of the three placement types shows improvement over time in speaking rate for
all three groups. An ANCOVA was conducted to assess the influence of place-
ment type on changes in fluency over time, using fluency scores at Pretest as the
covariate to control for individual differences prior to RA. The independent
variable was placement type (teaching, university, work). The dependent vari-
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able was fluency score at V3. After adjusting for the pretest fluency scores, the
difference between Visit 3 scores was not significant, F(2, 24) = .26, p=.78. In
summary, therefore, these results indicate that differences in placement type did
not significantly impact on speaking rate.

Figure 3. Development of fluency over time (mean speaking rates by placement group, Cat Story)

5. Discussion

This chapter set out to explore the possible contribution of placement type to lan-
guage use and development, in the context of an academic year spent in France by
British university students. Three different placement types were involved: study-
ing French and/or other subjects at a partner university, working as a (paid) teach-
ing assistant in one or more French primary or secondary schools, or undertaking
a working internship in a French institution. Students made their placement choic-
es for a variety of reasons, academic, professional or instrumental, and were aware
before departure of the language learning opportunities available in principle in
each setting, but also had some awareness of the placement-specific social chal-
lenges they might face.

To answer Research Question 1, we analysed the extensive interviews con-
ducted with participants before and during their stay abroad. These interviews
paint a rich picture of language use across all three types of placement. All had
access in principle to a rich French medium experience, with extensive input avail-
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able in university classrooms, schools and office environments. All environments
offered mentors or instructors in some form, who were aware of the participants’
need to use and learn French, and usually provided support for this. University-
based participants attended formal language classes; workplace interns had their
work monitored and corrected by colleagues, and teaching assistants were involved
in staffroom discussions in French. However, in all three environments, partici-
pants’ English language abilities were also seen as a valued asset. Teaching assistants
and interns had been specifically recruited because of these abilities, and were
expected to teach/use English as part of their professional role; these groups are
described by Coleman as “intercultural mediators” (1997, p. 4). Participants
attending university also found that English was a type of social capital which could
earn them French conversational partners through tandem arrangements. In all set-
tings, participants also encountered bilingual/multilingual speakers who were keen
to practise their English informally with them, and had to develop strategies to
manage these relationships. There was little between-group difference in living
arrangements, and in leisure time activities. Thus, most members of all three
groups lived with British or international peers, and only a minority lived with
French-dominant speakers. Similar patterns obtained for leisure time activities; just
a minority within each placement type formed close friendships and/or romantic
partnerships with French speakers. Service encounters with strangers might involve
French or English, to an unpredictable extent.

All participants were thus negotiating a bilingual/multilingual existence while
in France. The degree to which French vs English was predominant varied partly
because of very local circumstances (e.g. whether or not teachers in a host school
spoke English), partly because of participants’ individual characteristics and agency
(e.g. how far they persisted with French usage, and/or sought French-using inter-
locutors, in mixed-language situations). This variability did not seem closely tied to
placement type.

Concerning perceptions of language development, the participants in all
placement types agreed in stressing oral proficiency, typically mentioning improve-
ments in listening comprehension, in accent, in vocabulary, in fluency, and/or in
spoken politeness. The only noticeable inter-group difference concerned reports on
writing. University students and interns had regular opportunities to write in
French, and the interns in particular mentioned writing as an important aspect of
their development; on the other hand, writing did not feature at all in the accounts
of the teaching assistants.

Regarding our second research question, relating to the impact of placement
type on language development, the findings can be briefly summarised. Three
domains were analysed: Overall French proficiency (as indicated through EI), oral
fluency (as measured by speaking rate in the Cat Story narrative), and lexical diver-
sity (as measured by D in oral interviews). The interns group was at some initial
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advantage over the other two groups, but all three groups progressed similarly while
abroad, making significant gains on all dimensions investigated. Given the rather
different experiences of the three groups with respect to writing, it is a limitation
that data on students’ writing performance has not yet been analysed. Overall how-
ever, it seems that placement type by itself does not significantly affect key aspects
of students’ linguistic progress. That is to say, every placement type offers in prin-
ciple a rich exposure to French and interactional opportunities; the extent to which
participants made use of these did vary, but this variation seems to relate mainly to
factors other than placement structures.

6. Conclusion

The quantitative findings from the research reported in this chapter confirm the
overall positive linguistic benefits of residence abroad for advanced language learn-
ers noted in many other studies, at least in the oral domain. Regarding possible
placement effects, the workplace interns started at some linguistic advantage over
their peers. However, all groups made similar progress, indicating that placement
type was not a major influence on development in spoken French.

The qualitative findings provide insights into aspects of the RA experience
shared by all participants, which seem to outweigh the structural differences of
placement type. All placements offered access, in principle, to a rich French-
using environment. But as English speakers, our LANGSNAP participants pos-
sessed linguistic capital which many of their interlocutors in France were keen
to access, so as to develop their own English resources. English is well estab-
lished as a common Erasmus lingua franca among students from different lin-
guistic backgrounds, even in environments where English L1 students are rare
(Kalocsai, 2011). Internet communication also offers unlimited opportunity to
sustain home social networks and relationships, which are mostly established
English monolingual zones. Thus it is unsurprising that our participants found
themselves negotiating bilingual and multilingual language practices, nor that
the new social networks established abroad were rarely French-medium-domi-
nant. Some individuals exploited personal talents such as music or sport, to
establish strong French network ties; other individuals achieved this through
local mentors (e.g. teachers, relatives, French housemates, or boyfriends), and
some through personal decision making (e.g. to actively avoid other British stu-
dents, to persist in speaking French in all service encounters). But regardless of
placement type, most developed “mixed” networks and practices, where French
and English alternated (with occasional use of other languages) with little vari-
ation through the year.
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This chapter thus reaches similar conclusions to those of previous work on
contextual factors, e.g. work on the homestay and its mixed impact on language
learning. It seems that more refined analysis of students’ personal motivations and
characteristics, multilingual language practices, and emerging social relations is
needed, if we are to begin to explain variation in the L2 development of RA par-
ticipants. Other chapters in the volume make progress on various aspects of this
project, and we expect that further LANGSNAP analyses will also contribute in
due course to this “social turn” in study/ residence abroad research.

Acknowledgements. The research reported in this chapter was funded by Grant RES-062-
23-2996 from the Economic and Social Research Council. The authors are grateful for the
contributions of the co-Investigators Laurence Richard and Patricia Romero deMills, other
members of the research team, and not least the LANGSNAP participants.

References

Alred, G. (1990). Residence abroad and the cultural perceptions of students of foreign languages
in higher education: ESRC end of award report, R000231196. Swindon: Economic and
Social Research Council.

Alred, G., & Byram, M. (2002). Becoming an intercultural mediator: A longitudinal study
of residence abroad. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 23, 339-
352.

Alred, G., & Byram, M. (2006). British students in France: 10 years on. In M. Byram &
A. Weng (Eds.), Living and studying abroad: Research and practice (pp. 210-230).
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Barron, A. (2006). Learning to say ‘you’ in German: the acquisition of sociolinguistic com-
petence in a study abroad context. In M. A. DuFon & E. Churchill (Eds.), Language
learners in study abroad contexts (pp. 59-88). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Bley-Vroman, R. and Chaudron, C. (1994). Elicited imitation as a measure of second-lan-
guage competence. In E.E. Tarone, S.M. Gass & A.D. Cohen (Eds.) Research
methodology in second language acquisition (pp. 245-261). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum.

Bowden, H.W. (2007) Proficiency and second-language neurocognition: A study of Spanish as
a first and second language. Unpublished PhD thesis. Washington, DC : Georgetown
University.

Brecht, R.D., Davidson, D.E., & Ginsberg, R.B. (1995). Predictors of foreign language
gain during study abroad. In B. F. Freed (Ed.), Second language acquisition in a study
abroad context (pp. 37-66). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

British Academy (2012). Valuing the year abroad: A British Academy–UCML position state-
ment. Retrieved from http://www.britac.ac.uk/policy/Valuing_The_Year_Abroad.cfm

British Council (2005). Breaking the barriers: 100 years of the language assistants programme
1905-2005. London: British Council.

134 Rosamond Mitchell, Kevin McManus and Nicole Tracy-Ventura



Coleman, J.A. (1996). Studying languages: A survey of British and European students.
London: Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research.

Coleman, J.A. (1997). Residence abroad within language study. Language Teaching, 30, 1-
20.

Collentine, J. (2009). Study abroad research: findings, implications and future directions.
In M. H. Long & C. J. Doughty (Eds.), The handbook of language teaching (pp. 218-
233). Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

Cook, H.M. (2008). Socialising identities through speech style. Bristol: Multilingual Matters.
De Jong, N.H., Steinel, M.P., Florijn, A., Schoonen, R. & Hulstijn, J H. (2012). Facets of

speaking proficiency. Studies in Second Language Acquisition 34, 5-34.
DeKeyser, R. (2010). Monitoring processes in Spanish as a second language during a study

abroad program. Foreign Language Annals, 43, 80-92.
Dewaele, J.-M., & van Oudenhoven, J. P. (2009). The effect of multilingualism/ multicul-

turalism on personality: No gain without pain for Third Culture Kids? International
Journal of Multiculturalism, 6, 443-459.

Dominguez, L., Tracy-Ventura, N., Arche, M.J., Mitchell, R. &Myles, F. (2013). The role
of dynamic contrasts in the L2 acquisition of Spanish past tense morphology.
Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, 16, 558-577.

Ehrenreich, S. (2006). The assistant experience in retrospect and its educational and pro-
fessional significance in teachers’ biographies. In M. Byram & A.Weng (Eds.), Living
and studying abroad: Research and practice (pp. 186-209). Clevedon: Multilingual
Matters.

Freed, B.F., Dewey, D.P., Segalowitz, N. & Halter, R. (2004). The Language Contact
Profile. Studies In Second Language Acquisition, 26, 349-356.

Hokanson, S. (2000). Foreign language immersion homestays: Maximising the accommo-
dation of cognitive styles. Applied Language Learning, 11, 239-264.

Ife, A. (2000). Language learning and residence abroad: how self-directed are students?
Language Learning Journal, 22, 30-37.

Jackson, J. (2008). Language, identity and study abroad: Sociocultural perspectives. London:
Equinox.

Jackson, J. (2010). Intercultural journeys: From study to residence abroad. Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan.

Kalocsai, K. (2011). The show of interpersonal involvement and the building of rapport in
an ELF community of practice. In A. Archibald, A. Cogo & J. Jenkins (Eds.), Latest
trends in English as a lingua franca research (pp. 113-138). Newcastle upon Tyne:
Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

King, R., Findlay, A., & Ahrens, J. (2010). International student mobility literature review:
Report to HEFCE, and co-funded by the British Council, U.K. National Agency for
Erasmus. Higher Education Funding Council. Retrieved from http://www.british-
council.org/hefce_bc_report2010.pdf

Kinginger, C. (2008). Language learning in study abroad: Case histories of Americans in
France.Modern Language Journal, 92, 1-124.

Klapper, J., & Rees, J. (2012). University residence abroad for foreign language students:
Analysing the linguistic benefits. The Language Learning Journal, 40, 335-358.

6. Placement type and language learning during residence abroad 135



Lafford, B.A. (2006). The effects of study abroad vs classroom contexts on Spanish SLA:
Old assumptions, new insights and future research directions. In C. A. Klee & T. L.
Face (Eds.), Selected proceedings of the 7th conference on the acquisition of Spanish and
Portuguese as first and second languages. Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Proceedings
Project.

Lafford, B.A., & Collentine, J. (2006). The effects of study abroad and classroom contexts
on the acquisition of Spanish as a second language: From research to application. In
B. A. Lafford & R. Salaberry (Eds.), Spanish second language acquisition: From research
findings to teaching applications (pp. 103-126). Washington, DC: Georgetown
University Press.

Lennon, P. (1990). Investigating fluency in EFL: A quantitative approach. Language
Learning, 40, 387-417.

Llanes, À. (2011). The many faces of study abroad: An update on the research on L2 gains
emerged during a study abroad experience. International Journal of Multilingualism, 8,
189-215.

Llanes, À. &Muñoz, C. (2009). A short stay abroad: does it make a difference? System, 37,
353-365.

Lord, G. (2006). Defining the indefinable: Study abroad and phonological memory abili-
ties. In C.A. Klee & T.L. Face (Eds.), Selected proceedings of the 7th conference on the
acquisition of Spanish and Portuguese as first and second languages (pp. 40-46).
Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Proceedings Project.

MacWhinney, B. (2000). The CHILDES project: Tools for analyzing talk. Third Edition.
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

McKee, G.,Malvern D.D. and Richards, B.J. (2000).Measuring vocabulary diversity using
dedicated software. Literary and Linguistic Computing, 15, 323–37.

Meara, P. (1994). The year abroad and its effects. Language Learning Journal, 10, 32-38.
Mitchell, R. (2014). Social networks, target language interaction and second language acquisi-

tion during the year abroad: a longitudinal study. ESRC End of Award Report RES-062-
23-2996. Swindon : Economic and Social Research Council.

Murphy-Lejeune, E. (2002). Student mobility and narrative in Europe: The new strangers.
New York: Routledge.

O’Brien, I., Segalowitz, N., Freed, B., & Collentine, J. (2007). Phonological memory pre-
dicts second language oral fluency gains in adults. Studies in Second Language
Acquisition, 29, 557-581.

Ortega, L., Iwashita, N., Rabie, S. and Norris, J.M. (1999) A multilanguage comparison of
measures of syntactic complexity. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i, National Foreign
Language Resource Center.

Papatsiba, V. (2006). Study abroad and experiences of cultural distance and proximity:
French Erasmus students. In M. Byram & A. Weng (Eds.), Living and studying
abroad: Research and practice (pp. 108-133). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Pellegrino Aveni, V. (2005). Study abroad and second language use: Constructing the self.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Regan, V., Lemee, I., & Howard, M. (2009). The acquisition of sociolinguistic competence in
a study abroad context. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

136 Rosamond Mitchell, Kevin McManus and Nicole Tracy-Ventura



Rivers, W.P. (1998). Is being there enough? The effects of homestay placements on lan-
guage gain during study abroad. Foreign Language Annals, 31, 492-500.

Segalowitz, N. (2010). The cognitive bases of second language fluency. New York: Routledge.
Segalowitz, N., & Freed, B. F. (2004). Context, contact, and cognition in oral fluency

acquisition. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 26, 173-199.
Segalowitz, N., Freed, B.F., Collentine, J., Lafford, B.A., Lazar, N., & Diaz-Campos, M.

(2004). Comparison of Spanish second language acquisition in two different learning
contexts: Study abroad and the domestic classroom. Frontiers: The interdisciplinary
journal of study abroad, 10, 1-18.

Teichler, U. (2004). Temporary study abroad: The life of ERASMUS students. European
Journal of Education, 39, 395-408.

Tracy-Ventura, N., McManus, K., Norris, J. & Ortega, L. (2014). ‘Repeat as much as you
can’: Elicited imitation as a measure of oral proficiency in French. In P. Leclercq, A.
Edmonds & H Hilton (eds.), Measuring L2 proficiency: Perspectives from SLA (pp.
143-163). Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

Tragant, E. (2012). Change or stability in learners’ perceptions as a result of study abroad.
In C. Munoz (Ed.), Intensive exposure experiences in second language learning (pp. 161-
190). Bristol: Multilingual Matters.

Wilkinson, S. (2002). The omnipresent classroom during summer study abroad: American
students in conversation with their French hosts.Modern Language Journal, 86, 157-
173.

Willis, F.M., Doble, G., Sankarayya, U., & Smithers, A. (1977). Residence abroad and the
student of modern languages: A preliminary survey. Bradford: University of Bradford
Modern Languages Centre.

6. Placement type and language learning during residence abroad 137





EUROSLA MONOGRAPHS SERIES 4
Social interaction, identity and language learning during residence abroad, 139-168

Chapter 7
Erasmus students: Joining communities
of practice to learn French?
Agnès Bracke and Sandrine Aguerre
University of Bordeaux Montaigne

This chapter investigates the language learning of incoming Erasmus students in
Bordeaux, and focuses on pragmatic aspects of this language learning. It postulates
that the diversity of the communities of practice these students will join has an
influence on their language learning. First, it investigates the communities of prac-
tice which the investigated population (Erasmus students from different countries
and studying various subjects) actually join (in the personal, educational and pub-
lic domains). This leads to observation of differences in community of practice
membership between Erasmus students who share living accommodation and
Erasmus students who do not. Secondly, we investigate the differences between
these two groups as far as the pragmatic aspects of language learning are concerned.

1. Introduction

The research study reported in this chapter takes an action-oriented approach and
has an interest in pragmatic aspects of language, in order to understand and sup-
port the language learning of Erasmus students undertaking study abroad. It inves-
tigates incoming Erasmus students who spend a semester or an academic year in
higher education institutions in Bordeaux (France), whether majoring in languages
or not. We aim at using the concept of community of practice (Lave & Wenger,
1991) to analyse how Erasmus students involved in social activities related to study
abroad in Bordeaux learn (or rather, continue to learn) French language.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Action oriented approach

In agreement with the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
(CEFR: Council of Europe, 2001), we consider language learners as “social agents”
who have to accomplish tasks. These tasks may or may not require language to be



used, and they occur during the social activity of the language learner/user. Thus,
the CEFR assumes that language use is always part of a social activity and that lan-
guage always acquires its meaning in context. Therefore, the language used or
learned depends greatly on the contexts students are exposed to. Language learn-
ing always occurs in context and requires the learners to be active and performing
tasks using this language. The CEFR defines four domains in which social activity
is likely to occur: educational, public, personal and professional.

2.2. Communities of practice

Theories about communities of practice refer to a situated perspective on cognition
and learning that considers that “any knowledge, however theoretical it seems, is
the product of a social space and a social practice and doesn’t exist in itself” (Berry,
2008: 16 – our translation). They regard learning as a process of participation in
social practices. For Wenger (2005), in a given social context, individuals take part
in a social activity that is organised to succeed as a joint enterprise. As individuals
interact with other individuals, they perform activities and produce artefacts that
display this shared experience. This in turn produces contextualised knowledge,
and this collective learning both produces and structures practices among the
group, i.e. it shapes the group of individuals into a community of practice. Inside
this community, learning therefore is both a means and a condition for the inte-
gration of new members. In a community of practice, the activity to achieve the
joint enterprise leads the individuals to build a shared repertoire. The level of inte-
gration of individuals is correlated to their engagement.

Communities of practice are a specific level of analysis, different from the
analysis of specific interactions (individual level), or of the behaviour of social
groups (social group level). One person can belong to several communities of prac-
tice, and a given social group would constitute a constellation of practices, i.e. sev-
eral communities of practice related to each other, for different possible reasons
(historical, organisational, institutional, geographical, competitive or collaborative:
Wenger, 2005). The concept seems to us a good tool to investigate Erasmus stu-
dents at a collective level, but also as individuals who may interact with different
people.

The Erasmus programme is an institutional project in which different people
from different institutions share enterprises and interact on an individual level;
therefore, it can be seen as a constellation of practices. As shown by Dervin (2008)
with his notion of groupalité, we are aware that we cannot limit the sociality of
Erasmus students to being a group. We will consider that, by taking part in this
programme, students get an “Erasmus” status, through which they can join or form
different communities, made up of Erasmus students only, or not. These different
possible communities of practice are represented schematically in Figure 1. We
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have organised them according to two dimensions that reflect the objectives of the
Erasmus programme: i.e. to foster students’ mobility during their studies, but also
to foster general intercultural understanding among Europeans (Erasmus Mundus,
2009).

Figure 1. Erasmus students and potential communities of practice

Our study focuses on the communities Erasmus students may form or join during
their stay abroad. We consider these communities within three broad domains:
educational, personal and public (the professional domain is not considered in this
study). These domains are parallel to the three major settings in which students
undertaking residence abroad are believed to have access to communicative inter-
action, according to Kinginger (2009): educational institutions and classrooms,
places of residence, and service encounters and other informal contact with expert
speakers.

2.3. Language learning and communities of practice for Erasmus students

We adopt a contextualised approach to language learning and are interested in the
learning of pragmatic aspects of language. Building on the findings of Barron
(2003) about important development in pragmatic competence of study abroad
informants, our study investigates the relationship between the pragmatic language
learning of Erasmus students and the communities of practice they join when in
Bordeaux.
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Figure 2 represents the way we think about this pragmatic language learning.
We assume that Erasmus students, when in Bordeaux, join different communities
of practice, possibly with various levels of engagement in these communities.
Therefore, they learn how to act according to the practices in force in these com-
munities (cf. Element 1 in Figure 2) - including how to use French language relat-
ed to these new practices. Thus, they learn lexicon and grammar, but also develop
a pragmatic and discursive competence (cf. Element 2 in Figure 2). Interacting
with experts inside these communities, they have informal access to some metadis-
cursive and metalinguistic thinking (Gombert, 1993) about discursive aspects of
the effective practices of the community; this thinking is elicited when focusing on
being successful in the joint enterprise of the community (cf. Element 3 in Figure
2). Pragmatic elements of language learning become transferable via the decontex-
tualisation process (by decontextualisation, we mean making explicit the character-
istics of the context in which structures are encountered) and the recontextualisa-
tion process (the process of setting the structures in new contexts). This transfer
process assumes that students are also able to establish connections between differ-
ent discursive elements learnt in different communities (cf. Element 4 in Figure 2).

Figure 2. Erasmus students, communities of practice and language learning

After analysing the communities of practice joined by the Erasmus students,
this chapter investigates what students report about their language learning dur-
ing their stay, focusing on pragmatic aspects. This focus is obtained by working
on what they report about the discursive strategies they used during their inter-
action in French.
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A strategy, as defined in the CEFR, is “any organised, purposeful and regulat-
ed line of action chosen by an individual to carry out a task” (Council of Europe,
2001, p.9).We will use the term discursive strategy to refer generally to strategies that
are used in discourse. This is a broad notion that, according to Gumperz (1982)
refers both to linguistic and sociocultural knowledge that needs to be shared in
order to maintain (conversational) involvement. It is difficult to define and delim-
it discursive strategies precisely, as they can be related to different levels of discourse
management (planning, actual speech or writing, revision) and to different linguis-
tic levels (micro or macro level: from choosing a word or a structure to designing
general discourse organisation). Besides, discursive strategies vary according to the
context and the aim of the discourse studied. For our purposes, we drew up a list
of discursive strategies students may use when interacting with native speakers (see
Appendix, Question 17). The sample of strategies we selected are strategies mainly
for interaction (although some could be used in all language activities), and which
aim either at maintaining and managing the interaction, or at managing the rela-
tionship between the context of the interaction and the linguistic structures used in
this context. When designing this sample, we included strategies related to each of
the four categories of the CEFR: planning, execution, evaluation and repair.

In French SLA literature, it is more common to talk about communication
strategies (see for example Behrent, 2007, or Suso Lopez, 2001), and to distinguish
between these and learning strategies. This is another reason for us to favour the
term discursive strategies. Like Gaonac’h (1990), we consider that the distinction
between communication and learning strategies is not completely satisfactory.
First because, when learning a foreign language, communicating is a means for
learning: When we try to keep the conversation going (using communication
strategies) we are also maintaining the means of learning. Secondly, the limit
between communication strategies and learning strategy is unclear: For example,
making explicit the meaning of a word is related both to communicating and
learning. On many occasions, only the intention of the participant could justify
qualifying the strategy used as a communication one or as a learning one.We con-
sider that discursive strategies can serve purposes both of communication and of
learning, and therefore prefer this term.

We consider an action to be a strategy as long as it can be identified as a choice
meant to achieve a specific aim, either by the subject who is using it or by an exter-
nal observer. Thus, a research participant does not always explicitly design strate-
gies as such, but he/she can identify a strategy in hindsight. We will use the expres-
sion that Suso Lopez (2001) borrowed from Faerch and Kasper (1983) about com-
munication strategies and say that discursive strategies are “potentially conscious”:
although the subjects are not necessarily aware of these strategies at the time of the
interaction, they can in retrospect think about their aim and their cognitive
process.
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The aim of our study is to ascertain what types of pragmatic and discursive
learning take place inside the communities of practice, and whether metalinguistic
and metacognitive thinking about this learning is possible (cf. Element 3 in Figure
2). We will also investigate the connection between metalinguistic and metacogni-
tive thinking and participation in communities of practice. This is a necessary step
in order to investigate in future research the possibilities for the transfer of prag-
matic learning (cf. Element 4 in Figure 2).

3. Protocol and population

As it is important for us not to limit our study to language or linguistics stu-
dents, our long-term aim is to take into account all institutions involved in the
Erasmus programme in Bordeaux. For the preliminary study reported in this
chapter, we decided to work with six institutions, representative of different
types of study mobility. On the methodological level, this preliminary study
allowed us to make the people in the Relations Internationales (RI) departments
within each institution aware of our research, and to test our methodological
tools. On the epistemological level, it allowed us to test the relevance of our pre-
suppositions and our hypotheses.
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The chapter presents results obtained via an online questionnaire (cf Appendix).
This questionnaire was designed with two kinds of questions. The first category
focused on social activities in the personal, educational and public domains, and
the second on participants’ attitude towards language use and learning.

The questionnaire was sent via email to our partners in the RI departments
in the six target institutions, who forwarded it to their incoming Erasmus stu-
dents, in two phases: the first part of the questionnaire on arrival in Bordeaux,
and the second part towards the end of their stay. We obtained 52 answers for
each part of the questionnaire. Students came from 19 different countries (see
Figure 3), while 73% were Bachelor’s students, 23% were Master’s students and
4% were PhD students. As stated previously, our population was studying varied
subjects, although language, literature and linguistics students formed the biggest
category of students (see Figure 4). We had no objective access to their level of
proficiency in French, but 60% of them declared an intermediate level, and 40%
an advanced level.

Due to the number of students we aimed to get data from, and the need to
prioritise questions most directly relevant to our investigation, we did not deter-
mine in detail the mobility capital (including personal history and previous
experience of mobility: Murphy-Lejeune, 2002) of the participants. However,
as part of our research investigates the relationship between membership of the
communities of practice and the learning of pragmatic aspects of language, we
included questions to identify the participants’ attitude toward French language
learning.
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Considering the usual requirements of higher education institutions in
Europe, we expected incoming Erasmus students in Bordeaux to aim at improving
their French language level, and indeed, French language learning was the main
objective for the Erasmus students we surveyed.When answering an open question
about their objectives for their stay in France, more than 90% mentioned progress
in French language, compared with lesser frequencies for other hoped-for out-
comes, such as: knowledge about French culture (53.3%); personal development/
becoming a more independent person (43.3%); meeting people from different
countries (26.6%); progress in the subject they are studying (23.3%); and benefit-
ing from the quality of French higher education (13.3%).

Regarding the means to improve their French language level, when asked
whether they favoured “situations where they would have an opportunity to
speak French”, a large majority of respondents (77%) said they did; fewer than
6% said they did not, and 17.2% “did not think about it”. In addition, 57% of
students reported attending French lessons, although these classes were not com-
pulsory for their studies. Not surprisingly, self-declared intermediate students
were more likely to attend French lessons (62%, against 50% of the advanced
students).

We can say that our participants cared about improving their language skills,
and for this purpose relied mainly on “real life situations”, although more than
half of the respondents also attended classes. Only a small minority (11.4%) nei-
ther attended French classes nor favoured situations where they could practice
French.

4. Hypotheses and results

4.1. Social activities and communities of practice for incoming Erasmus students
in Bordeaux

So far, the study has confirmed that Erasmus students take advantage of situations
of communication in Bordeaux to improve their level of French. Next we focus on
the social activities they were likely to take part in. Along with identifying their
interlocutors (students or not, native speakers or not) in these activities, we clarify
what communities of practice they joined. This part of the investigation is organ-
ised according to the CEFR domains.

4.1.1. Hypotheses regarding place of residence
The place of residence has an a priori impact on the communities which stu-
dents join in the personal domain (i.e. simply by living with other people, they
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will necessarily share tasks related to organising and managing their life togeth-
er). However we assume that the place of residence (whether living with other
people or not) has an impact on the variety of interlocutors students have access
to, not only in the personal domain but also more generally.

Our specific hypotheses concern the different influence of the place of resi-
dence on the communities of practice Erasmus students join in the public and edu-
cational domains:

1. As they all have the same Erasmus student status, the place of residence will
make no difference to the communities they join, and the variety of inter-
locutors they encounter, in the educational domain.

2. The place of residence has an impact on the communities they join in the
public domain.

4.1.2. Process: questions relating to communities of practice
In order to identify the communities of practice Erasmus students would join,
and whether these consisted of students or nonstudents, and of French native
speakers or foreign native speakers, our approach was the following:

• Ask about the kinds of people they interacted with in general over their
stay, in order to identify the interlocutors they had access to overall.

• For the personal domain, ask about accommodation type, and who they
were living with.

• For the public and educational domains, draw up a list of activities they
were likely to perform, ask them to confirm whether they did them, and
who with.

We also asked questions about the organisation of activities, to assess participants’
engagement in the communities identified.

4.1.3. Results

4.1.3.1. Personal domain
Concerning living accommodation, participants reported the following: 51.4%
lived in a shared house or flat, 37.1% lived in a chambre universitaire, and 11.4%
lived in a flat on their own. In Bordeaux, a chambre universitaire is an individual 9
m2 bedroom, in a building with shared kitchen and bathrooms. The kitchen facil-
ities are, in reality, rarely used and there are few contacts directly related to every-
day life between students in these buildings. This is why we contrast students who
live in a shared house or flat (or shared accommodation students, from now on SAS)
with students living on their own or in a chambre universitaire, who do not have to
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take part in collective everyday activities with flatmates (non shared accommodation
students, NSAS).

The characteristics of the housemates of the SAS group are shown in Figure
5. (Participants could report as many categories of housemate as they wished, so
that responses total more than 100%.) Among this group, four situations emerge
with almost equal frequency:

• living with other Erasmus students from their own country;
• living with Erasmus students from other countries;
• living with French students;
• living with French non-students.

Participants did not live with people from their own country, unless they were
also Erasmus students. Overall it seems that the Erasmus student status was more
prominent than the home characteristic of the non-French housemates they
chose to live with. However, they were willing to live with French non-students,
suggesting that French native speaker status was more important than student
status.

Figure 5. Flatmate types reported by SAS group

The SAS group clearly have potential for contact, in the personal domain, with
a broader variety of people than the members of the NSAS group. How far these
two groups interacted differently in practice, is explored below.

Figure 6 shows the type of interlocutors students in each group (SAS and
NSAS) perceived they had access to, in general, during their stay.
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Figure 6 confirms our first hypothesis: overall, SAS do communicate with more
diverse people in general (they score higher in the non students category), and
NSAS tend to communicate more with students (either French or foreign) and
with Erasmus associations. Thus it seems that students who have less variety in the
personal domain have more intensive interaction among students in general, and
have access to French native speakers mainly through students met during their
studies. This means that SAS have at least peripheral participation in more diverse
communities of practice than NSAS.

4.1.3.2. Educational domain
We investigated the communities formed/joined by participants in the education-
al domain via 1) questions about informal social activities (as opposed to activities
organised by the institution) such as collaborative work outside the classroom, and
2) questions about social activities related to more institutional or administrative
aspects of their stay.

We assumed that all participants had to deal with the institutional and
administrative aspects of their stay, so we did not ask for confirmation. For
informal educational activities, we were surprised to observe that, overall, less
than half of the participants (48.6%) reported such activities. However, we can
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note it seems easier, or at least more frequent, for students living in shared
accommodation to take part in informal activities related to their studies: The
SAS group do these informal activities more than the others (56% against
41%).

Figure 7. Interlocutors within educational activities, for SAS and NSAS groups

The graphs in Figure 7 present the interlocutors of SAS and NSAS groups, for
these educational activities (both institutional and informal). The following points
can be made about the informal interactions of SAS and NSAS with fellow stu-
dents:

• there is no substantial difference in the numbers of Erasmus or foreign stu-
dents they interact with;

• SAS have more interaction with French students;
• NSAS have more interaction with students from their home country.

As for institutional interlocutors, we can note that:

• SAS seem to interact somewhat more frequently with the host RI;
• NSAS resort a bit more frequently to their home RI;
• Overall, NSAS seem to resort more to institutional support than SAS.
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Contrary to what we expected, therefore, there is an overall difference between SAS
and NSAS in the educational domain as well: SAS seem to join more informal and
diverse communities of practice than NSAS.

4.1.3.3. Public domain
We also investigated the groups that are formed or joined by students in the pub-
lic domain via questions about activities to discover Bordeaux and the area, and
activities related to their home culture. Most students reported activities to discov-
er Bordeaux and the area: 82.9% in total. SAS were more involved (88.9%) in
these activities than NSAS (76.5%). The situation is different for the activities
related to their home culture, where 66.7% of SAS were involved, against only
17.6% of NSAS.

There is also a difference about the companions of SAS and NSAS for the
activities to discover Bordeaux, as seen in Figure 8. In this analysis we have differ-
entiated between activities offered by organisations and by individuals.

Figure 8. Activities in public domain: discovering Bordeaux and the area, for SAS and NSAS groups

Figure 8 shows that both groups of students seemed to benefit similarly from the
University offer, but that NSAS resorted more to other institutional interlocutors,
such as the Office du tourisme. As in the educational domain, NSAS, who have
fewer resources from their personal domain than SAS, resort more to institutional
means in the public domain. When the activities were organised by individuals,
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however, patterns were similar, and both categories of students did these activities
with the same kinds of people: Erasmus students above all, then French people and
finally, and significantly less, non-student foreign people.

We already noted that SAS did more activities related to their home culture.
Organisation of these activities was different as well, as shown in Figure 9.

Figure 9. Activities in public domain related to home culture, for SAS and NSAS groups

NSAS tended to rely more on people from their home country than SAS. For
66.7% of NSAS, home culture activities were organised by people from their coun-
try, when this was the case for only 25% of SAS. On the other hand, SAS tended
to be a lot more active in organising such activities (75% organised some them-
selves, when only 33% of NSAS did). SAS also tended to share their expertise in
their own culture with different people (see above) which suggests not only a larg-
er diversity of interlocutors in the public domain, but also a stronger mutual
engagement in these communities of practice.

Overall therefore, the place of residence has a clear influence on the commu-
nities of practice students join in the public domain. SAS have more diverse prac-
tices, these practices are more informal, and they involve more diverse people, at a
higher level of engagement.

4.1.4. Intermediate conclusions
SAS seem to have a larger variety of interlocutors, both in general and within
each domain we investigated. This does not mean they interact less with other
Erasmus (or foreign) students, but that they also interact with other interlocu-
tors. It seems more difficult for NSAS to interact with noninstitutional interlocu-
tors: The less variety there is in the personal domain, the more students centre
their interaction on the student population and institutional interlocutors for the
educational domain, and on home country related people and organisations in
the public domain.
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As the “informal and improvised” characteristics of communities of practices
are important (Brown & Duguid, 1991), we can say that NSAS have more trou-
ble joining existing informal communities of practice in Bordeaux, or forming
communities with host country residents. SAS seem to join more diverse commu-
nities of practice than NSAS.

4.2. Variety of communities of practice and learning of pragmatic aspects
of language

As mentioned earlier, Erasmus students aim at improving their French language
level, through engagement in real life interactions. In 3.2, we observed that SAS
seem to relate to a wider variety of interlocutors than NSAS, in more diverse com-
munities of practice, where they seem to have a stronger engagement. Next, we
investigated whether SAS and NSAS have a different attitude towards pragmatic
aspects of language learning. Before doing so, we needed to establish that learning
of these pragmatic aspects does occur for our participants. This area of the research
was reflected in the second part of the survey instrument (Question 14 onward: See
Appendix).

4.2.1. Learning of pragmatic aspects for general population

4.2.1.1. Hypothesis
Ourmain hypothesis was that, being in France, students would be confronted with
real life contexts, and would notice and care about the pragmatic dimension of lan-
guage.

4.2.1.2. Process
First, we asked participants whether they discussed language issues (with anyone)
and, if so, to tick what these issues were related to: “meaning of words or struc-
tures”, “grammatical construction of some structures, how to use the language in
context (how to choose words and structures)”, and “how to interpret the aim of
the situation or the intention of the interlocutor”. We also asked them who they
discussed these issues with.

Another set of questions investigated participants’ awareness of discursive
strategies. Question 16 asked whether, during their stay, they used “means to adapt
what you were saying to the situation”. This was a yes/no question, with the option
to add examples if they wanted to. Question 17 consisted of a list of 12 discursive
and learning strategies to tick if they used them, plus a “none of these” option.
Finally, to assess metacognitive activity around these strategies, Question 18 asked
whether they discussed strategies with anyone, and if so, who with.
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4.2.1.3. Results
Participants’ answers to the question about the language issues they discussed dur-
ing their stay are summarised in Figure 10. These tend to confirm that use of struc-
tures in context attracts as much reflection as the meaning of words and grammar
structures themselves. The last item (interpreting a situation) received fewer
responses than the others, either because participants may not have faced this kind
of issue, or because they did not address them explicitly in discussion.

Figure 10. Percentage of participants declaring having discussed language issues

As far as the use of discursive strategies is concerned, just over half of the students
agreed they used “means to adapt what they were saying to the situation” (54%).
Among those, some were able to give examples, such as paying attention to regis-
ter, using intonation and situation to understand key ideas, asking for explanations,
etc. Overall, this score shows a rather low awareness of using discursive strategies,
and we noticed there was no significant variation depending on participants’ level
of French, nor on attendance at French lessons.

In response to Question 17, which offered a list of strategies, participants were
able to identify those strategies they used: None of the students selected “none of
these strategies”. However only 35% of the students said they discussed these
strategies with someone, while 65% did not. This suggests a low awareness of
strategies, and shows a lack of metalinguistic and metacognitive thinking about
them.

To sum up, on the one hand 85% reported having discussed issues of language
use in context, and all reported using at least some discursive strategies, while on
the other hand their ability to refer spontaneously and explicitly to means of adapt-
ing their language was limited. From this we conclude that although the pragmat-
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ic dimension of language use is something learners actually deal with, it is not the
focus of their language learning, and they do not explicitly reflect upon it on a met-
alinguistic or metacognitive level, or discuss it as such with other people – not even
French teachers. Interestingly, neither French lesson attendance nor French level
led to any significant variation in responses.

Our hypothesis concerning pragmatics is thus partly confirmed: student par-
ticipants do care about pragmatic aspects of language, as they discuss related issues
with their interlocutors, and they perceive themselves to use discursive strategies.
However, this attention to pragmatic aspects remains at the level of language use,
and students seem not to develop this situated problem-solving on a metalinguis-
tic or metacognitive level. Next, we compare this learning of pragmatic aspects for
SAS and NSAS groups.

4.2.2. Comparison of learning of pragmatic aspects for SAS andNSAS population.

4.2.2.1. Hypotheses
We can sum up our hypotheses on this issue by saying that we expect variation in
communities of practice to imply different levels of awareness of pragmatic aspects
of language, for both use and learning. This expectation is captured in four
hypotheses:

1. SAS look more for opportunities to practice French and will take advantage
of the variety of interlocutors to talk about language issues with more peo-
ple;

2. SAS are more aware of the importance of pragmatic aspects in language use;
3. SAS use a wider range of discursive strategies;
4. SAS reflect more on pragmatic aspects at a metalinguistic and metacogni-
tive level.

4.2.2.2. Process: Questions relating to attitude towards language learning
We will investigate these hypotheses by comparing the answers of the SAS and
NAS groups to the questions already described in 4.2.1.2.

4.2.2.3. Results
Hypothesis 1: Figure 11 shows some link between the place of residence and the
tendency to favour situations where participants practise French: over 80% of SAS
said they favoured these, and none said they did not. Among NSAS, 70.6%
favoured these situations, but 11.8% did not. There was little difference in
response to the third option, “I did not think about it” (16.7% of SAS answers,
17.6% of NSAS).
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Figure 11. Attitude towards language practice: Comparison between SAS and NSAS groups

In Figure 12, we can observe that SAS talk about language issues more frequently
with most types of interlocutor, thus confirming our first hypothesis. The only
kind of interlocutors NSAS interact with more is Erasmus students from their
home country.

Figure 12. Interlocutors when discussing French language issues: Comparison between SAS and
NSAS groups

Hypothesis 2: As shown in Figure 13, more SAS declared having used means to
adapt their speech to the situations than NSAS, which tends to confirm our
hypothesis that SAS are more aware of pragmatic aspects in language use.
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Figure 13. Speech adaptations to situations of communication: Comparison between SAS and
NSAS groups

Hypothesis 3: Question 17 invited participants to tick the discursive/ learning
strategies they used, and here we were unable to find a trend: Six strategies were
ticked by more NSAS than SAS, four by more SAS than NSAS and two strate-
gies were selected by almost the same numbers of SAS and NSAS. There was no
regularity in regard to the individual strategies ticked either. Our third hypoth-
esis is not confirmed by these results, as we cannot say SAS use a wider range of
strategies. Thus, the variety of interlocutors does not seem to have an impact on
the range of strategies used, or at least, our questionnaire method failed to show
any such impact.

Hypothesis 4: As can be seen in Figure 14, more SAS students declared having
discussed these strategies with other people (41.2%), against 29.4% of NSAS.
Consistent with results presented in 3.2., SAS discussed these strategies equally
with Erasmus students and with French people (whether students or not), while
NSAS discussed them more with Erasmus students than with French people.

Figure 14. Discussions about strategies: Comparison between SAS and NSAS groups
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The fact that SAS explicitly discussed strategies as such more than NSAS tends
to confirm our hypothesis 4, indicating that SAS reflect more on these prag-
matic aspects at a metalinguistic level. The answers to Question 19 followed
the same trend. This question asked whether they would have been interested
in working on these strategies in the context of language support for Erasmus
students. 72.2% of SAS said they would, when only 27.8% of NSAS did; it
seems that students who have been involved in more varied communities
express a clearer interest in working on discursive strategies in a more explicit
way.

5. Conclusion

This preliminary study has confirmed that learning French is part of the Erasmus
students’ main aims during their stay, and has shown that joining diverse commu-
nities of practice is favourable to the learning of pragmatic aspects of language. But
this does not necessarily mean students are able to autonomously reflect on this
learning on a metalinguistic and metacognitive level. Although all Erasmus stu-
dents in Bordeaux have the same status, they do not all find themselves in the same
communities: we have observed a positive relationship between sharing accommo-
dation and joining diverse communities in every investigated domain. This may be
as much a consequence of their place of residence, as it is a cause for them to choose
to live in shared accommodation.

We can draw two sets of recommendations from this study: The first set is
about the way local institutions (in our case, Bordeaux) organise the Erasmus pro-
gramme, and the second about future lines of research.

As far as local institutions are concerned, we think they can influence the com-
munities of practice students join, and related language learning, in three ways.
Two of these entail providing shared enterprises to students. Examples for
Bordeaux could be:

• providing shared enterprises in the personal domain by encouraging stu-
dents to share nonstudent accommodation, or offering/building more
communal student accommodation (unlike the present chambres universi-
taires);

• providing shared enterprises in the educational domain including collabo-
rative tasks out of class (and encouraging teachers to mix groups of French
and foreign students);

• providing study abroad students with specific training addressing metalin-
guistic and metacognitive thinking, as an extension of existing language
support.
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On a scientific level, in order to fully understand the relationship between joining
communities of practice and learning language, we need to investigate further the way
students engage in detail with the social activities they take part in, as well as the
language learning they gain from their involvement in the activities. Further work
will need to investigate two sets of issues:

1) The relationship between attitudes towards French learning and the level of
engagement in the different communities of practice.

2) The relationship between explicit (metalinguistic and metacognitive) work
on discursive strategies, level of engagement in the communities, and
improvement in language learning.
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Appendix: Questionnaire

Participants had to answer this questionnaire in two phases (the first one being at their arri-
val). It was submitted on line, and in French (although some of the questions, judged a bit
more difficult to understand, were translated into English as well).

Information about participants: Please fill in the following fields:

First name:
Last name:
Home university:
Major subject(s) in your home university:
Level of study (Bachelor, Master, PhD)
Training attended in Bordeaux:
Date of arrival in Bordeaux (September / January)
Length of stay in Bordeaux (a year, a semester)
Self assessed level of French: (beginner, intermediate, advanced)

PHASE 1

Question 1 (open question):
Why did you decide to come and study in a French school / university ?

Question 2 (open question):
How do you think you are going to benefit from this stay in Bordeaux?

Question 3:
To prepare your stay and studies in your university/your school in Bordeaux, you may have looked
for information about different topics: studies, life in Bordeaux, French language.
For each topic, please tick the boxes of the information you looked up before coming to Bordeaux
(you can tick several boxes).

3.1. Studies:
� Looking up information about the similarity / correspondance between the curriculum in your
home institution and the curriculum in Bordeaux.

� Looking up information about howyour institution in Bordeaux is organised (for example: UFR
in university, departments, etc.)

� Looking up information about the schedule for the semester, the year, the training you will be
doing.

� Looking up information about how the training you will attend in Bordeaux is organised
� Looking up information about the contents of the training you will attend in Bordeaux.
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� Looking up information about the kind of classes you will have to attend in Bordeaux (for
example: classes in amphitheatre, classes in lab, groupwork, etc.)

� Looking up information about how the training you attendwill be evaluated (for example: oral
exams, written exams, continuous or final assessment, etc.)

� Looking up information about the ECTS you will get from the classes you will attend in
Bordeaux

� Looking up administrative information about you will have to do do in the institution in
Bordeaux (forms you will have to fill in, registration, etc.)

� Looking up information about people tomeet and places to go to take care of the administra-
tive aspects of your studies when you will first arrive

� Other searches about your studies

3.2. Every day life in Bordeaux:
� Looking up information about housing:

� University accomodation
� Renting a flat
� Sharing a flat

� Looking up information about transport:
� To go to Bordeaux
� To go around Bordeaux

� Looking up information about health system
� Looking up information about leisure and culture activities in Bordeaux
� Looking up information about the budget / finances (how much does it cost to live in
Bordeaux: accommodation, food, going out, etc.)

� Other information about everyday life in Bordeaux

3.3. French Language:
� Looking up information about possible French classes in the institution you will attend in
Bordeaux

� Looking up information to get ready to use French language specifically for the training you
will attend in Bordeaux

� Looking up information about French language schools or language centres, and their fees, in
Bordeaux.

� Looking up places where you could practice French in Bordeaux
� Looking up information about French Language in general

� if so, what kind of linguistic information (for example, vocab, grammar, pronunciation, etc.)
� Looking up information about how past Erasmus students improved their French during their
stay abroad

Question 4
For the researched topics, tick who you were in touch with, in which way, and in which language.

4.1. For studies related research:

4.1.2. you were in touch with:
� International Relations in your home institution:

� By reading information on their website
� By talking face to face with someone
� By email:
• In French
• In your mother tongue
• In English
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� Studentswho attend the same training as you in your home institution andwhowere Erasmus
students, in Bordeaux, before you:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Students who attend the same training as you in your home institution, and who were
Erasmus students before you, but not in Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Students who attend the same training as you in your home institution, andwhowere getting
ready, like you were, to leave as Erasmus students, to Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Students who attend the same training as you, and who were getting ready, like you were, to
leave as Erasmus students, but not to Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Other students from your home institution, whowere Erasmus students before you but not in
Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Other students from your home institution, who were getting ready to leave as Erasmus stu-
dents like you were, but not to Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Other students from your country, who were Erasmus students in Bordeaux before you:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Other students from your country, who were Erasmus students before you, but not in
Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Other students from your country, who were preparing to be Erasmus students like you, in
Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email

� Other students from your country, who were preparing to be Erasmus students like you, but
not in Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
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� Via email
� Foreign students, who were Erasmus students before you, in Bordeaux:

� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email
• In French
• In your mother tongue
• In English

� Foreign students, who were Erasmus students before you, but not in Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email
• In French
• In your mother tongue
• In English

� Foreign students, who were preparing to be Erasmus students like you, in Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email
• In French
• In your mother tongue
• In English

� Foreign students, who were preparing to be Erasmus students like you, but not in Bordeaux:
� In a face to face interaction
� Via social networks (ex. Facebook)
� Via email
• In French
• In your mother tongue
• In English

4.1.3. During these interactions, did you only gather information, or did you also provide informa-
tion to other people?

4.2. For “everyday life in Bordeaux” research,

4.2.1. you were in touch with: (same options as 4.1.1)

4.2.3. During these interactions, did you only gather information, or did you also provide informa-
tion to other people?

4.3. For “French language research ”,

4.3.1. you were in touch with: (same options as 4.1.1)

4.3.3. During these interactions, did you only gather information, or did you also provide informa-
tion to other people?

PHASE 2

Question 5
Since your arrival in Bordeaux, who did you / have you interact(ed) with? (you can tick several ans-
wers)

� People from the“Relations Internationales” (RI) from your home university
� People from Bordeaux“Relations Internationales” (RI)
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� Specific teachers from Bordeaux in charge of tutoring Erasmus students
� Specific students from Bordeaux in charge of tutoring Erasmus students
� Erasmus students from your own country, who you had been in touch with before coming to
Bordeaux

� Erasmus students from another country, who you had been in touch with before coming to
Bordeaux

� Erasmus students youmet in Bordeaux, who are from your own country
� Erasmus students youmet in Bordeaux, who are from another country
� French students who study same subjects as you do
� French students who study different subjects from yours
� Foreign (non Erasmus) students who study same subjects as you do
� Foreign (non Erasmus) students who study subjects different from yours
� Students from your own country (non Erasmus) who study same subjects as you do
� Students from your own country (non Erasmus) who study subjects different from yours
� Non student people from your country, who live in France
� Non student French people
� Non student foreign people

Question 6
Tick the kind of activities you have taken part in since your arrival in Bordeaux:

� Collective activities, outside of classroom, related to your studies (for example, revision groups,
working on a joint presentation, etc.)

� Activities to discover France, Bordeaux or the area (for example, excursion, visits, concerts, etc.)
� Activities to discover other cultures (European or nonEuropean)
� Activities related to your home culture (for example, national celebrations, typical meals, etc.)

Question 7
In your studies, when there were group activities and you had an opportunity to choose themem-
bers of the group, did you choose to work with:

� Erasmus students from different countries exclusively
� Students from your own country (Erasmus or not) exclusively
� French students exclusively
� Indifferently with French or foreign students

Question 8

8.1. In order to discover France, Bordeaux and its area, did you take part in (several answers possible):
� Activities organised by Erasmus associations
� Activities organised by student associations (not necessarily Erasmus ones)
� Activities organised by associations related to your country (for example: Turkish Association
of Bordeaux)

� Activities organised by French associations or organisations (for example: Office du Tourisme,
Association des amis de Mauriac, etc.)

� Activities organised by individuals who were:
� Erasmus students
� French people
� People from your country
� Other foreign people

8.2. For these activities, did you:
� only take part in them
� also took part in their organisation (partly or completely)
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Question 9
Whenyouhadactivities related to your ownculture,were these activities (several answers possible):

� organised by associations related to your country
� attended by people from your country exclusively
� attended also by French or other foreign people

� organised by individuals from your country
� attended by people from your country exclusively
� attended also by French or other foreign people

� organised by yourself (on your own or with some help)
� for people from your country exclusively
� for French or other foreign people

Question 10

10.1. During your stay, what kind of accomodation do you live in:
� a“chambre universitaire”
� shared accommodation
� a flat/house where you live on your own

10.2. If you live in shared accommodation, apart fromyourself, howmanypeople live in this accom-
modation:

� 1
� 2
� 3
� 4 or more

10.3. your housemates are (several answers possible)
� Erasmus students from your country
� Erasmus students from another country
� Erasmus students from several other countries
� French students
� Students (non Erasmus) from your country
� Non students from your country
� Non students French people
� Non students foreign people

If they are students: do they study the same subject as you (YES/NO)

10.4. (If you live in a “Chambre Universitaire” or shared accommodation) what language do you
speak in your place of residence (one answer only)

� French only
� Your mother tongue and French
� Your mother tongue, French and another foreign language
� A foreign language and French
� Foreign language(s) only

10.5. Is your place of residence what you were looking for when you first arrived?
� yes
� no (if no, please say what you were looking for)

Question 11
Since your arrival, did you attend French classes

� No
� Yes – if yes, where did you attend French classes:

7. Erasmus students: Joining communities of practice to learn French? 165



� Compulsory classes in your curriculum
� Optional classes in your curriculum
� Classes in a language school / center
� Classes in an association

Question 12

12.1. Please tick the languages you use to communicate in the following every day life situations
(several answers possible):

� To communicate when you attend classes,
� You use French
� You use your mother tongue
� You use another foreign language

� When you communicate with other students in between classes:
� You use French
� You use your mother tongue
� You use another foreign language

� When you go out with French people only
� You don’t do this activity
� You use French
� You use your mother tongue
� You use another foreign language

� When you go out with French and foreign people
� You don’t do this activity
� You use French
� You use your mother tongue
� You use another foreign language

� When you go out with foreign people only
� You don’t do this activity
� You use French
� You use your mother tongue
� You use another foreign language

� When you are in French shops or services
� You don’t do this activity
� You use French
� You use your mother tongue
� You use another foreign language

� When you do sports
� You don’t do this activity
� You use French
� You use your mother tongue
� You use another foreign language

12.2. In your everyday life, can you think of other situations in which you always speak French?
please give a list.

Question 13
In your daily activities, did you favour situations where you had an opportunity to speak French?

� Yes
� No
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Question 14
During your stay, did you discuss French language issues?

� No
� Yes – if yes, who with?

� People (teacher / learners) from the French classes you attended
� Erasmus students from your country
� Erasmus students from other countries
� French students who study same subjects as you
� French students who study subjects different from yours
� Non Erasmus students from your country
� Non students people from your country
� Non students French people
� Non students foreign people

Question 15
These language issues were related to:

� Themeaning of some words or expressions
� Some grammar structures
� Language use in context: which words or structures to use according to the situation (who
you’re talking with, what you’re talking about, etc.)

� Means to interpret what the aim of the conversation is / what the person you’re talking to is
after

Question 16
During your stay, did you use means to adapt what you were saying to the situation?

� Yes – if yes, what means did you use (please give examples)
� No

Question 17
During your stay, when communicating in French, did you happen to use the following strategies:
1. Ask yourselves questions about the status of the person youwere talking to, in order to adapt

your language.
2. Wonder how to organise what you wanted to say (what are you going to say or not, and in

which order?)
3. Use your mother tongue or another foreign language to get around a problem in French lan-

guage.
4. Ask the person you’re talking to to rephrase something you didn’t understand.
5. Rephrase something the person you’re talking with said, in order to make sure you under-

stood.
6. Rephrase something you said, in order to make sure the person you’re talking with under-

stands you.
7. Use gestures and facial expressions to understand what the other person is saying.
8. Use the context (where you are, who you are with, what you are talking about, what you

already know about it) to guess the meaning of some words or sentences.
9. Use gesture, facial expressions or objects around you in order to get people to understand

you better.
10.During a conversation, check with someone if a word or an expression you already know is

appropriate in this situation.
12.During a conversation, when you come across a newword or expression, ask if it can be used

in any context or situation.

7. Erasmus students: Joining communities of practice to learn French? 167



12.Avoid using a certain word or structure because you are not sure it is appropriate in the situ-
ation.

13.None of these strategies.

Question 18
Did you discuss these strategies with anyone?
Yes – if yes, who with (open question)
No

Question 19
If you had been offered to work on these strategies as part of a support programme for learning
French for Erasmus students, would you have taken part?
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Chapter 8
Social networks and acquisition of sociolinguistic
variation in a study abroad context:
A preliminary study
Rozenn Gautier and Jean-Pierre Chevrot
Université de Grenoble

Over the past decade, there has been a clear increase in awareness of social and
contextual perspectives in the field of second language acquisition (Atkinson,
2002; Ortega, 2011). A growing strand of literature has focused on how linguis-
tic use and acquisition is affected by learning contexts (Muñoz, 2012). Looking
in particular at linguistic outcomes, this literature tries to track the impact of dif-
ferent contexts such as the classroom environment, the naturalistic environment,
immersion settings, and study abroad contexts. Learning in contexts where the
target language is used is considered particularly beneficial because such an envi-
ronment should provide access to language that is ample in quantity and diverse
in quality. Growing interest has been shown in study abroad (SA) contexts in a
diverse array of studies focusing on gains in oral fluency, syntax, vocabulary,
phonology, and sociolinguistic and pragmatic usage (Freed, 1995; Kinginger,
2009). SA research has demonstrated that most of the time this context is ben-
eficial for L2 learning. As the field matures, however, many authors are begin-
ning to question one of the most long-standing beliefs, which is that the amount
and frequency of contact that students have during their SA experience will
increase their language gains (Diao, Freed & Smith, 2011; Freed, Segalowitz &
Dewey, 2004). To our knowledge, despite the persistency of this belief, it has not
yet been possible to establish a clear correlation between the amount of contact
students have and improved language use during a SA experience.
Our goal is to complement this strand of studies by collecting more systematic
data and exploring in greater depth the social relationships that shape the SA
experience, with a view to linking these results to sociolinguistic acquisition. In
this chapter, we present the results of a preliminary study on the application of
social network analysis to a study abroad context. The findings provide an ini-
tial picture of L2 learners’ daily language use, of the types of social networks that
emerge in a study abroad context, and of how these social networks can be
linked to L2 learners’ usage of sociolinguistic variants.



1. The variationist approach and second language acquisition

The belief that changes in language use can be connected with the social activity
of individuals was first introduced by Labov (1976). In his famous analysis of the
use of the postvocalic /r/ in New York, he showed that linguistic behaviour
depends on the socioeconomic class of a speaker. L1 sociolinguistic research has
demonstrated that native speakers’ alternation between two or more linguistic
variants expressing the same meaning is an integral part of spoken language com-
petence (Labov, 1976) and is acquired at a very early age in children (Chevrot &
Foulkes, 2013).

A number of studies on the acquisition of sociolinguistic competence in L2
have been situated within this paradigm. By sociolinguistic competence, we
understand learners’ ability to vary in their use of two or more L2 sociolinguis-
tic variants according to the social context. In SLA, the variationist approach
aims at understanding and determining what can make variability in L2 speech
systematic. Variability in L2 acquisition and the mechanisms of language
change over time are controversial issues. Dewaele (2004a) underlines that a
large number of independent variables can affect variation in the L2. Indeed,
apart from the social characteristics of the speaker, there are many other factors
that can have an impact on L2 acquisition such as the learner’s first language,
the degree of curricular and extracurricular exposure to the L2, and also the type
of input received from teachers and pedagogical materials. How the individual
may variably use two or more forms and what influences these changes are key
questions in L2 sociolinguistic research. Understanding how L2 learners come
to appropriate sociolinguistic patterns of variation and what factors impact
most on their acquisition remains the main goal of the variationist approach in
the SLA agenda.

An increasing number of empirical studies have focused on the acquisition of
variation by learners of French. As it provides more access and exposure to soci-
olinguistic markers in the target language community, the study abroad context
has been given a more substantial place in the field of SLA. Different studies
investigate the impact of study abroad on the acquisition of variation by conduct-
ing cross-sectional studies comparing groups at home and groups in the target lan-
guage community; and/or through longitudinal studies following the evolution of
sociolinguistic competence before, during and after the stay abroad (Lemée, 2002;
Sax, 2003; Regan, Howard & Lemée, 2009; Dewaele, 2004b).These studies show
that L2 learners who spend time abroad increase their knowledge of informal vari-
ants and use them at a higher rate than students who have never spent time
abroad. It has also been found that L2 learners under-use informal variants even
with naturalistic exposure to L2, compared to native speakers. Howard (2012)
underlines a need for a more ethnolinguistic approach to studies of sociolinguis-
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tic variation. Taking a closer look at what happens socially during learners’ time
abroad could illuminate “the experiential process that the L2 learner undergoes,
as opposed to focussing solely on the acquisitional outcomes of such subjective
and highly personal language contact experience in a study abroad context”
(Howard, 2012, p. 31). Shifting the focus from a global view of the study abroad
context to a deep analysis of the structure of learners’ social networks in the host
country could provide a better understanding of the development of sociolinguis-
tic competences in SLA.

2. Social networks and their impact on language use

To understand the relationship between language and society, Milroy and
Gordon (2003) examine the concept of community, not as an abstract and gen-
eral unit (e.g. a spatial unit corresponding to a city, a social unit corresponding
to a social class, etc.) but in terms of local linguistic and social features. Milroy
(1987) provides a more concrete definition of specific communities by describ-
ing in detail their local conditions and their actual social interactions. Milroy
indicates that differences in the structure and nature of social networks directly
influence individuals and therefore have an impact on their language practices.
The strength of a social network is defined in terms of density and multiplexi-
ty. On the one hand, social network analysis focuses on the content of the net-
work ties. Each individual may be linked to others in more than one capacity,
for example as a colleague, a relative and a friend. If an individual can be relat-
ed to other individuals in various areas of sociability, his/her relationships are
defined as ‘multiplex’. On the other hand, social network analysis is also based
on the larger structure of individual network ties. A network is said to be rela-
tively ‘dense’ if a large number of the persons to whom the individual is linked
are also linked to each other.

A dense and multiplex network is a strong indicator of social integration.
According to Milroy (1987), belonging to such a network leads to maintenance
of similar language use between speakers. Conversely, a loose and uniplex network
implies that an individual is linked to others in different, discrete areas, and that
the individuals in his/her network do not know each other. This type of network
would not be very conducive to the transmission and conservation of local lan-
guage use. Milroy set out to test the hypothesis of a relationship between the
structure and content of social networks and the use of typical phonological vari-
ants within a local community. Focusing on three communities in the city of
Belfast, Milroy (1987) shows a significant correlation between the social integra-
tion of an individual in the community and the use of specific phonological char-
acteristics.
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As far as we know, few studies have investigated the acquisition of L2 varia-
tion in relation to social network analysis. However, this kind of investigation could
bring new insights into the mechanisms of appropriation and acquisition of soci-
olinguistic competence. Indeed, a deep understanding of the social surroundings
of learners through social network analysis could help explain how input provided
by naturalistic exposure affects the learning process.

3. Presentation of the study

Our study aims to complement variationist research on the acquisition of sociolin-
gusitic variables by examining how social networking impacts on the sociolinguis-
tic skills of French learners during SA. This preliminary study attempts to answer
the following questions:

• What types of social networks do American learners develop during a stay
abroad in France of a year?

• Can the different types of social networks developed be linked to the evo-
lution of the use of sociolinguistic variables?

3.1. Data collection

The study is based on a longitudinal analysis of the L2 speech of seven
American learners of French over a period of three months at a French univer-
sity, with data collected in December and March. The students came for a study
abroad programme of nine months and their ages ranged from 18 to 22 years.
They were all living in a host family at the beginning of the study and had daily
French classes. Their level of proficiency in French was B1 or B2 (according to
the CEFR: Council of Europe, 2001). Their level of proficiency was evaluated
according to the CEFR guidelines by professional teachers in the language cen-
tre where the learners were taking French classes during their stay abroad. The
group of students was composed of five females and two males. The learners
were not specializing in French but were spending a year abroad as part of their
wider university studies. The students had between 16 and 20 hours of French
classes every week, including French language, French literature and civilization
studies.

Two types of data were collected, both social and linguistic. To collect lin-
guistic data, we recorded students on two occasions through semi-directed
interviews. The first set of interviews took place in December and the second in
March. A native speaker of French interviewed each individual learner for one
hour on each occasion. Despite some limitations, the semi-structured interview
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is a fruitful method of collecting data, allowing production of free speech and
therefore providing a situation of communication close to an authentic conver-
sation experience. Following their elicitation, the data were transcribed using
standard orthography. We then performed a quantitative linguistic analysis to
obtain clues about the evolution of the learners’ usage of selected sociolinguis-
tic variables during their stay.

We observed the social network of learners in March, at the end of their stay.
To determine each learner’s social network – that is to say all the ties that connect
each learner with other people – we developed two complementary procedures: a
name generator (a contact diary), and a name interpreter (a questionnaire). First,
we gave a contact diary to the students, which they were required to fill in every
day for one week, recording every conversation they had. We chose the contact
diary among other possible tools for enumerating networks because we were inter-
ested in the daily contacts and frequent interactions of the learners. The contact
diary is a valuable tool because it allows the students to report events spontaneous-
ly, when they appear in context (for the limitations of the diary method, see Bolger,
Davis & Rafaeli, 2002; Fu, 2007). To relieve the burden on the informants and
simplify completion of the diary for them, we made it as systematic as possible with
very few entries to be filled in. Each time they spoke to someone outside the French
classroom, they had to write down the name of the person, how long the conver-
sation lasted and the language they used. Thanks to those contact diaries, we had
access to quantitative data regarding the length of exposure to particular languages
(French and English) but also the names of all the members of the learners’ social
network.

We then supplemented the contact diary data with a questionnaire that we
filled in with the students. The questionnaire was based on the names that the stu-
dents had written in their contact diary and served as a name interpreter. We asked
the student about the characteristics of each network member present in the con-
tact diary – age, sex, nationality, language most frequently spoken – and the char-
acteristics of the relationship – type of relationship (member of the host family,
friend, colleague, etc.), overall frequency of interaction with each person, types of
activities they shared. Finally, for each person cited in the contact diary, we asked
participants to make a list of contacts they had in common. Thus, the question-
naire afforded us a deeper representation of the different links within the friend-
ship networks of each learner.

With this methodology, it is possible to obtain both compositional and struc-
tural information about each learner’s network. Compositional information refers
to the attributes of network members, while structural information refers to meas-
ures regarding the links between network members. To describe the network in this
preliminary study, we focused mainly on two types of criteria:
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• A structural criterion: Density;
• Compositional/interactional criteria: Number of contacts who are native

speakers of the L1; number of contacts who are native speakers of the L2;
amount of time spent speaking the L2 (reported in the contact diary).

The social structure of a network is generally represented by a graph with indi-
viduals (as points) and relationships (as ties). Density is a measure of cohesion
frequently used in network analysis (Borgatti, Everett & Johnson, 2013;
Wasserman & Faust, 1994). This measure is the proportion of pairs of network
members whom the respondents indicated were likely to have contact with each
other. The density of a network is expressed by the ratio of total possible ties to
the total actual ties in the network. In an ordinary undirected graph the number
of possible ties is n(n-1)/2 (with n points that is to say n network members). For
example, in a network of ten individuals, the number of possible ties is 45; so, if
the number of effective ties is 25, the network density would be 0.55 or 55%.
The greater the density, the more likely it is that a network will be considered a
cohesive community.

We selected density from among different structural measures used in
social network analysis (for details on the structural properties of a network see
Borgatti, Everett & Johnston, 2013 or Wasserman & Faust, 1994). In this pre-
liminary analysis with a limited number of learners, we were mostly interested
in obtaining an initial overall view of the structure and composition of the net-
works created with a specific focus on language use. Consequently, we adopted
a limited set of criteria: one structural criterion – density – which provided the
overall shape of the set of relationships by describing the cohesion between net-
work members, and several interactional criteria regarding language use.
Density was calculated using Ucinet software, and the social network graphs
were created using Netdraw software (Borgatti, Everett & Freeman, 1999),
accessible at http://www.analytictech.com/ucinet/.

3.2 Data analysis for two sociolinguistic variables in French: The retention or omis-
sion of ne and the variable realization of liaisons

We studied two frequent French sociolinguistic variables, namely the variable
realization of phonological liaisons and the variable omission of the pre-verbal
negative particule ne, as exemplified in the following sentences:

Variable liaison realization
(1) c’est un chat vs. c’est /t/ un chat
[It is a cat]
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ne retention or deletion
(2) je ne comprends pas vs. je comprends pas
[I don’t understand]

Both variable liaison and the retention/deletion of ne are long standing and wide-
spread variables in French and they have both been extensively studied among
adult native speakers.

3.2.1. Variable liaison
The first systematic work on French liaison was written by Schane (1965), and
since then a great number of studies have investigated this phenomenon. Many
studies based on oral corpora (Booij & De Jong, 1987; Durand, Laks,
Calderone, & Tchobanov, 2011) agree on the existence of two categories of
liaison: obligatory and variable. Obligatory liaisons are those systematically
produced by native speakers. The four syntactic contexts in which they appear
are: After a determiner (eg. les /z/ oiseaux, the birds); after a personal pronoun
(eg. Ils /z/ arrivent, they are coming); when a pronoun is placed after a verb (eg.
allons /z/ y, let’s go); and in lexicalized phrases (eg. de temps /z/ en temps, from
time to time). We are only concerned with variable liaisons here. The syntac-
tic contexts of variable liaison are more difficult to study since their realization
is highly variable. Regarding linguistic factors, Mallet (2008), working on a
large corpus from native French speakers, showed that some syntactic contexts
are more productive than others in terms of the realization of variable liaisons.
For example, variable liaisons after monosyllabic prepositions (such as: chez,
dans, dès, en) are almost categorically realized with a mean rate of 91.91%.
However, in other syntactic contexts such as after some forms of the auxiliary
avoir, realization is far less frequent (3.45%). Another study based on a corpus
of informal conversations of native speakers (Ahmad, 1993) shows that the
mean realization of liaison is only 10%. Apart from syntactic factors, the real-
ization of variable liaisons is also dependent on extralinguistic factors, such as
the social class, gender or age of the speaker. The phenomenon of liaison in
French is complex for L2 learners to deal with, in terms of its frequency and
status in the sociolinguistic profile of native speakers. Few studies have focused
on the acquisition of variable liaisons. Howard (2012) found that the formal
variants (i.e. realization of liaisons) are more present in L2 speech than in
native speaker discourse. Despite interindividual differences, learners tend to
decrease their usage of variable liaisons after a stay abroad in France (Howard,
2012; Thomas, 2002).
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3.2.2. Omission and retention of ne
Studies on the retention and omission of ne in French native speech have also
shown both linguistic and extralinguistic constraints. Regarding linguistic fac-
tors, Armstrong and Smith (2002) explain that the choice of verb, of nominal
or pronominal subject or of lexicalized expressions is among the factors that can
affect the retention or omission of ne. As in the case of variable liaison, there are
also a number of social factors that impact on the deletion or retention of ne. In
a recent corpus-based study, Berit Hansen and Malderez (2004) note that the
retention of ne is a sociolinguistic variable in constant evolution in the speech
of native speakers. Through a comparison between their corpus and older cor-
pora, they show that the retention of ne is declining. That is to say, from the
1970s to the 1990s, the mean rate of ne retention went from 15.8% to 7 %.
The impact of the age of the speaker is also noted; speakers aged 50 to 36 main-
tain the ne 14.4% of the time whereas speakers aged 23 to 15 maintain the ne
2.5% of the time. Studies (Amstrong & Smith, 2002; Berit Hansen &
Malderez, 2004) have also reported that both social class and geographical ori-
gin have an impact on the retention or omission of ne. Studies of L2 learners’
acquisition of this sociolinguistic variable (Dewaele, 2004b; Regan et al., 2009;
Sax, 2003) have shown that students who had never been abroad did not adapt
their omission rate according to the situation of communication. However, pro-
longed authentic use of French with native speakers seems to foster the devel-
opment of this stylistic variation. They also found that even if the students
decrease their usage of formal variants after study abroad, they maintain a high-
er retention rate than native speakers.

These studies of L2 acquisition of variable liaison and the omission of ne
seem to be consistent in their findings in two respects. Firstly, the study abroad
context has a positive impact on L2 learners’ use of sociolinguistic variables, as
they evolve from formal use of the variants to more informal use. Secondly,
studies also indicate that learners do not reach the vernacular norms of native
speech. Tracking the social environment during a study abroad period should
provide new insights into L2 sociolinguistic competence. The links created by
L2 learners with different speakers during their stay in France may have an
impact on their usage of French variants. Focusing on the extent to which L2
learners develop such links could give further insights into how the learners
adapt their use of sociolinguistic variants. Our study is oriented towards a deep
analysis of the social environment using tools and methodological frameworks
dedicated to network analysis in order to explore the relationship between social
network and sociolinguistic L2 acquisition.
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4. Findings

4.1.What type of social networks do American learners develop during a stay abroad
of a year?

Using the two different criteria defined earlier (structural and interactional), we
observed three types of social networks. First, based on the structural criteria we
distinguished dense and composite social networks. We referred to a study conduct-
ed by sociologists on the dynamics of social networks of young adults (Bidart,
Degenne & Grosetti, 2011) in order to name and describe the network structure
found in our own study.Dense networks are tightly connected;They contain a high
concentration of network members and are generally composed of one single large
group. Consequently, the average density is relatively high (above 30%), showing
strong cohesion among network members. Composite networks are more loosely
connected and more diverse, consisting of different groups of network members.
As a result, the density is lower (under 30%) and the overall structure of the net-
work is less concentrated.

We then differentiated these networks according to the native-speaker con-
tacts present and the mean amount of time spent speaking the L2 during the
week that the contact diary was kept. Five learners had created Anglophone net-
works consisting of only English-speaking contacts. Two learners had Anglophone
and Francophone social networks mixing French- and English-speaking contacts,
with a substantial amount of time spent speaking the L2 outside the classroom
(a mean of 27 hours per week was reported in the contact diary). Among the five
learners with only English-speaking contacts, two had a dense network, with a
smaller amount of time spent speaking the L2 outside the classroom (a mean of
6 hours per week) and the three others had a composite network, with a fairly
small amount of time spent speaking the L2 outside the classroom (a mean of 7
hours per week).

The following graphs (Figure 1) represent these three main types of social net-
works. We selected one graph as an example for each type of social network, so as
to demonstrate its main characteristics. In the social network graphs, links repre-
sent all the connections between every friend of the learner. The dark dots repre-
sent English-speaking contacts and the white circles, French-speaking contacts. To
make the graphs easier to read and understand, the learner him/herself is not rep-
resented.

Neil and Cristina’s social networks are very dense networks of native English-
speaking contacts, in which there are many connections between individuals, i.e. it
seems that everybody knows everybody. The density is above 30 % for these two
learners and they speak around 6 hours of French per week. Three learners (Shirley,
Andrea and April) have composite networks also only composed of English-speak-
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Figure 1. Characteristics of learners’ social networks

Types of social networks
Dense Anglophone social networks

[Neil and Cristina]

Characteristics
of networks

2 learners:
- Density > 30 %
- Mean amount

of time spent
speaking French:
347 min
per week (6h)

3 learners:
- Density < 30 %
- Mean amount

of time spent
speaking French:
433 min
per week (7h)

2 learners:
- Density < 30 %
- Mean amount

of time spent
speaking French:
1613 min
per week (27h)

Composite Anglophone social networks
[Shirley, April and Andrea]

Composite Anglophone and Francophone social networks
[Jenna and Gary]



ing contacts. This kind of social network is far less concentrated than the dense
Anglophone type. The density is less than 30%, and these learners speak a mean of
7 hours of French per week. In this type of network, there are different cliques of
contacts that are not connected to each other. Finally, two learners (Gary and
Jenna) have composite Anglophone and Francophone social networks. This type of
social network is composed of a high number of individuals but with few links
between them. Contacts are relatively dispersed and many of them do not know
each other. The two learners can also be distinguished by the number of hours they
speak French per week, a mean of 27 hours, and by the number of French contacts
represented by white circles.

We can see that American learners have difficulties in creating connections
with the native community, as only two learners have connections with French
contacts. From our social network analysis, we can also see that there are differences
in the shape and characteristics of the social life of the learners. Next, we shall
explore whether these differences can be linked to different kinds of sociolinguistic
acquisition during their stay in France.

4.2. Can the different types of social networks developed be linked to the evolution
of the use of sociolinguistic variables?

Table 1 presents the results for the learners’ realization of variable liaison and reten-
tion of ne. Each learner is presented and categorized by the type of social network
they create during their stay abroad. This table also provides numbers and percent-
ages for variable realization of liaisons and of retention of ne at two periods of their
stay.

Table 1. Seven learners’ rate of realization of variable liaisons and of retention of ne at Time 1
and Time 2

Learners Neil Cristina April Andrea Shirley Jenna Gary
Type of Dense Composite Composite
network Anglophone Anglophone Anglophone and

Francophone
Variable liaison
T1 26.3% 27.1% 51.2% 23.8% 21.4% 23.9% 8.5%

(24/91) (35/129) (41/80) (13/57) (15/70) (40/167) (8/94)
T2 35.8% 27.4% 23.6% 27.2% 12.5% 16.2% 5.8%

(28/78) (25/91) (9/38) (6/22) (7/56) (18/111) (5/85)
Ne retention
T1 48.3% 81.3% 45% 73.3% 44.4% 38% 1.8%

(15/31) (48/59) (23/51) (22/30) (12/27) (38/100) (1/53)
T2 64.1% 80% 29% 41.1% 47.8% 35.6% 1.6%

(25/39) (40/50) (9/31) (7/17) (22/46) (31/87) (1/60)
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Neil and Cristina, who have a dense Anglophone network, tend either to increase
or to maintain a high rate of realization of formal variants of the two sociolinguis-
tic variables at the two different periods. For the five learners who have a compos-
ite network, there is a general trend towards a decrease in the rate of realization of
the formal variant of the liaison and of the ne particle. Two learners, Jenna and
Gary, who have composite anglophone and francophone networks, both decrease
their use of formal variants between the two periods. More generally, atT1 for both
phenomena we observe that the learners’ rates of realization of the two variants are
heterogeneous. Gary stands out as an outlier, pointing in the direction of native
speaker usage. (In informal native speech, variable liaisons are realized 10% of the
time: Ahmad, 1993, and ne is maintained 2.5% of the time: Berit Hansen &
Malderez, 2004).

So far, these data suggest that learners with dense connections with L1 speak-
ers tend to increase or maintain a high usage rate of formal variants of sociolinguis-
tic variables, while those with a loosely connected social network that contains L2
speakers tend to decrease their usage of formal variants. However, the results for the
three learners with composite Anglophone social networks ran counter to this ten-
dency. Two of these learners, April and Shirley, decrease their rate of realization of
optional liaisons (going from 51.2 % to 23.6 % for April, and 21.4 % to 12.5 %
for Shirley). But the number of optional liaisons realized by Andrea increases from
23.8 % to 27.2 %. Concerning the rate of retention of ne, only Shirley’s retention
increases (going from 44.4 % to 47.8 %), whereas the rates of April and Andrea
decrease respectively from 45% to 29 % and from 73.3 % to 41.1 %. Learners who
have composite Anglophone social networks thus form a more heterogeneous
group in which the usage of formal variants seems to decrease but the pattern of
evolution is not clear and regular.

5. Discussion and conclusion

The three different types of social network we found revealed an important
aspect of learners’ social life during study abroad. The differentiation between
dense Anglophone, composite Anglophone and composite Anglophone and
Francophone networks, brings to light the different ways in which the learners
may be connected to other individuals in the host country. What we learnt from
this analysis is that even if sociability is mostly oriented towards English-speak-
ing peers, there are differences in the shape of learners’ networks. For some learn-
ers with dense Anglophone social networks, the ties with their interactants are
highly concentrated and the amount of time spent speaking the L2 is low. The
learners’ relationships are all connected to each other. Composite Anglophone
social networks, on the other hand, are composed of different cliques of contacts
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and their members’ sociability is thus less concentrated, with a greater amount of
time spent speaking the L2. This could be understood as a more outward-look-
ing type of network in which members are more dispersed and the cohesion of
ties is weaker. Dense Anglophone networks might indicate greater difficulty in
integrating into the host community and could be interpreted as a need to cre-
ate a community in which learners can feel as if they were at home.

In the preliminary study presented here, we included the description of social
networks at one moment of the learners’ stay in France. In order to have a more
complete view of the composition of learners’ social networks, it would be neces-
sary to grasp the dynamics of social interaction over time. Indeed, Bidart et al.
(2011) explain that social network formation is in constant evolution, constrained
by different transformations and important steps in life. These changes directly
impact on relationships between individuals, leading to movement in social net-
works that can evolve from dense to composite or the reverse. As Bidart et al.
(2011, p. 311) state: “Envisager une relation à un moment donné, c’est arrêter un film
sur une image fixe. Or, l’histoire d’une rencontre et la relation qui s’est façonnée depuis
constitue généralement la matière la plus importante d’aujourd’hui” [Considering a
relationship at a given time, is like stopping a movie on a still image. And yet the
story of an encounter and the relationship that has since developed, generally con-
stitutes the most important of all subject matters today] (our translation). A longi-
tudinal study tracking the creation of learners’ social networks would therefore use-
fully supplement this preliminary study.

Moreover, it would be interesting to investigate a larger group of learners to
establish whether it is possible to find recurrent patterns of sociability. A deeper
analysis of the formation of social networks combined with qualitative analysis
of the different interactants could explain the differences in the types of social
networks. In particular, learners with composite Anglophone and Francophone
networks – in which there are many different English- and French-speaking con-
tacts who are less connected to each other than in other networks – might have
gone through different steps of network formation. Understanding how learners
evolve in the creation of their social bonds should provide new insights into what
is happening socially in a study abroad context, and how far interactions create
specific social forms that can be connected to specific language use.

Regarding the linguistic aspect of our study, an interesting hypothesis emerges
from the link between social networks and use of the two sociolinguistic variables.
The learners with dense English-speaking networks seem to maintain or increase
their rates of formal variants whereas the learners with composite French- and
English-speaking networks tend to decrease their rates of formal variants between
the two periods of observation. The learners with French native speaker contacts
spent more time daily in conversation with native speakers than the learners with
only English-speaking contacts. This would seem to indicate that the use of soci-
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olinguistic variables by L2 learners can be related to the social network created dur-
ing study abroad, rather in the same way as it is for L1 speakers (Milroy, 1987).
However, this conclusion must remain hypothetical since the number of L2 par-
ticipants is small. Furthermore, the link between sociability and acquisition of soci-
olinguistic variables remains unclear for three of the seven learners of our study.
Indeed, the results for learners with composite English-speaking networks show
individual variation without any well-defined directional change in the use of vari-
ants between the two periods. These results can therefore not be explained by
analysis of the learners’ contacts network alone; in order to fully understand their
use of sociolinguistic variations, it may be necessary to also observe the input
received in the classroom or in other parts of their social life (such as interaction
with their host family).

To observe the impact of the naturalistic environment on learners’ sociolin-
guistic skills, we also need more experimental studies involving recognition of soci-
olinguistic norms in specific syntactic contexts through both judgement and pro-
duction tasks, such as those that have already been used to understand the acqui-
sition of sociolinguistic variation by children (Barbu, Nardy, Chevrot & Juhel,
2013). An important aspect of the acquisition of sociolinguistic variation by L2
learners that needs to be explored is learners’ awareness of the stylistic value that the
variants convey. Different authors have stated that L2 learners tend to decrease
their use of formal variants after a stay abroad, in order to “sound native-like”.
What, then, is the reason for the increase in use of formal variants by some of our
learners? Are they fully aware of the style they are adopting? And if this is the case,
do they use formal variants in order to move away from native speaker discourse?
Dewaele supposes that “learners may also consciously decide not to adopt certain
variation patterns from the NS community if they judge them to be in conflict
with their own ideological and cultural beliefs or sense of self” (2004a, p. 314).
These questions could be answered by using judgement and production tasks or
even through introspective questionnaires about learners’ awareness of the use of
sociolinguistic variables. Last but not least, this study also raises an important issue
regarding the correlation between social network and language use and acquisition.
Indeed, in our data some learners converge more than others towards local soci-
olinguistic patterns, but is such behaviour due to the type of network they create,
or do they belong to a certain type of network because of their level of proficiency
in French? In order to gain a better understanding of the correlation between the
shape of learners’ relationships and their usage of the L2, it is necessary to conduct
further analysis of both their levels of L2 proficiency and their attitudes towards the
native community.
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Chapter 9
Teacher language learning and residence abroad:
What makes a difference?
Perspectives from two case studies
Annelies Roskvist, Sharon Harvey, Deborah Corder
and Karen Stacey
Auckland University of Technology

This chapter reports on the experiences and views of two New Zealand language
teachers who participated in one-year overseas immersion programmes and the
ways in which these experiences were seen to impact on their target language
(TL) proficiency. Following Wang’s (2010) recommendation, the chapter seeks
to contribute to study and residence abroad research by focusing on the process
of language learning alongside the gains achieved. We take a case study approach
using data from questionnaires and interviews to provide an in-depth under-
standing of the teachers’ contexts, their views of changes in their TL proficiency
and factors they saw as facilitating and hindering learning while on their immer-
sion programme. Milroy’s (1987) social network framework provides a way to
analyse the meaning and utility of interactional opportunities experienced by the
two teachers while overseas. Findings indicate overall positive outcomes for the
two teachers, but the study also uncovered a sense of missed opportunities for
learning. This chapter provides insights for future immersion programmes and
makes suggestions that seek to optimise teachers’ learning and thus enhance pos-
itive outcomes for their students. We expect this chapter to be of interest to the
academic community concerned with language teacher professional develop-
ment, as well as to language teachers wishing to undertake an immersion pro-
gramme.

1. Introduction

To increase the capability of language teachers in the country, the New Zealand
(NZ) government has, since 2005, provided them with the opportunity to spend
time in countries where the target language (TL) is spoken as the primary language.
In NZ these awards are called immersion awards, reflecting the expectation that
teachers will be “immersed in” the TL and culture. Teachers are funded to live over-



seas for periods of a few weeks to up to a year. The aim is for them to develop their
language proficiency and intercultural competence in authentic settings, so they
can apply the knowledge and skills they have gained to improve student language
learning experiences and outcomes (NZ Ministry of education, 2010). The
research literature focuses mainly on university students and often uses the term
study abroad (SA) which is defined by Kinginger (2009) as “a temporary sojourn of
pre-defined duration, undertaken for educational purposes” (p. 11). Another term
used, and sometimes interchangeably with study abroad, is residence abroad (RA),
referring to students either studying for part of their degree in the country where
the TL is spoken, or undertaking a work placement in an overseas country. RA is
usually over an extended period of time and may or may not include TL instruc-
tion (Coleman, 1997). Both terms can be applied to the experiences of NZ teach-
ers, since they both study and work as part of their immersion programme. In this
study the term immersion programme (Ip) is used, as this is the term used by the
NZ Ministry of education.

The work reported here comes from a larger research project (Harvey,
Roskvist, Corder, & Stacey, 2011) commissioned by the NZ Ministry of educa-
tion, which gathered both quantitative and qualitative data to determine the effec-
tiveness of teachers’ language and culture immersion experiences. Here, we present
qualitative case studies of two teachers on long-term (one-year) Ips, so as to gain a
more in-depth understanding of their immersion contexts and their experiences as
participants in the Ip. The teachers’ perceptions of changes to their TL proficiency
and their views on the factors that contributed to, or hindered, their TL develop-
ment are explored in detail, in order to identify what made a difference to their
learning. A social network framework (Milroy, 1987) has been used, albeit in an
exploratory way, to analyse and contrast the interactional opportunities in which
the two teachers engaged.

2. Literature review

2.1 Study/residence abroad

Much of the research literature on SA/RA to date has focused on programmes for
students and their effects on students’ TL proficiency, cultural knowledge and more
recently their pragmatic development and intercultural competence. Research in
the field is characterised by a “high level of variation within and across studies”
(Coleman & Chafer, 2011, p. �8); however, there does appear to be general sup-
port for the value of SA/RA in increasing TL proficiency, in particular oral skills
(Segalowitz & Freed, 2004; Llanes & Muñoz, 2009). Social perspectives on TL
acquisition see engaging with communities of language users and their social and
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cultural practices as critical to language acquisition (Lantolf & Johnson, 2007), and
while this is less straightforward to demonstrate than might be supposed, interac-
tion with host community members is widely assumed to assist TL development
in the SA/ RA context (Isabelli-garcía, 200�).

We view interaction from both a cognitivist perspective and as a social
process and believe both have a role to play in TL acquisition. The uptake of
opportunities for interaction is considered to be one of the essential requirements
for successful language learning (ellis, 2005; gass, 1997). Long’s (199�)
Interaction Hypothesis views acquisition as being most effective when learners are
involved in the negotiation of meaning, since it is through this negotiation that
learners gain further information about the TL. Research suggests that this inter-
actional feedback can act as a prompt to learners to noticeTL forms, and this can
lead to modified output and TL development (gass & Mackey, 200�, p. 3).
Conversation in particular is central to the acquisition of language, being “not
only a medium of practice; ... [but] also the means by which learning occurs”
(gass, 1997, p. 104).

In SA/ RA contexts, there is some empirical support for the assumption that
use of the TL outside the classroom must assist the development of the immersion
language (Dewey, Bown, & eggett, 2012; Isabelli-garcía, 200�). Dewey et al.
(2012, p. 12�) use the term dispersion to refer to the number of social groups with
which a learner engages during SA/RA, and they claim this to be a significant pre-
dictor of perceived gains in TL speaking proficiency. In particular, homestay, as one
example of a specific social group context, has been credited with facilitating lan-
guage and cultural gains (H.W. Allen, 2010; Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight, 2004).
However, some reservations have also been expressed with regard to homestay
experiences (Diao, Freed, & Smith, 2011; Freed, 2008). Regarding linguistic gains,
Trentman (2013) argues that there is a need to look at the quality (p. 4�0) of a par-
ticular living arrangement rather than whether people stay in homestay or dormi-
tory/hostel accommodation. In this chapter, interaction is viewed through a social
network lens in order to explore the concept of dispersion more fully in respect of
our case study teachers.

Milroy defines social networks as “informal social relationships contracted
by an individual” (1987, p. 178) and social network analysis as looking at the
“differing structures and perspectives of these relationships” (2002, p. 549).
Milroy’s social network research in Belfast looking at first language communities
is pertinent to our study as it explains how language use and interaction in one’s
community are symbiotically related. With clear implications for language learn-
ing, Milroy notes that: “The closer an individual’s network ties are with his local
community, the closer his language approximates to localised vernacular norms”
(1980, p. 175). Milroy (1987) evaluates ties in terms of density and plexity. A
dense network is one where a number of people with whom an individual is
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linked, are also linked to each other. plexity measures the various ways people
might be involved with each other. While a uniplex relationship is characterised
by a person having links to another in just one area, for example, as a colleague,
amultiplex or “many-stranded” (Milroy, 1987, p. 21) network has a person inter-
acting with others in multiple ways: for example, as a colleague, friend, and
sports team member. effective use of Milroy’s work was made by Isabelli-garcía
(200�) in her analysis of the informal relationships formed by four students from
the United States learning Spanish in Argentina. Her study showed that social
networks with TL speakers (developed through such activities as voluntary work)
provided varying interactional and learning opportunities for the SA partici-
pants, thus helping to explain both linguistic development and variation among
learners (200�, p. 231). (See also Chapter 8 in this volume.)

The influence of individuals’ TL proficiency level at the time of SA/RA on
the extent of linguistic gains has also been investigated. However, again, findings
are mixed. While some studies show greater linguistic gains by advanced learners
(for example, Magnan and Back’s 2007 study), others indicate that learners with
lower levels of TL proficiency may make greater gains (see overview by Regan,
Howard and Lemée, 2009). However, it does seem that a “functional level”
(DeKeyser, 2007, p. 217) of competence is necessary in order to take advantage
of interaction opportunities with expert users. DeKeyser’s (2010) study of US stu-
dents of Spanish living in Argentina, for example, found that students whose
knowledge of Spanish grammar was weak, tended to avoid interaction opportu-
nities and made less progress. DeKeyser (2010) concluded: “The more they know,
the more they can get better at using what they know through practice and add
new knowledge through input and interaction” (p. 90). Trentman (2013) also
notes in her study of American students learning Arabic in egypt that “inadequate
linguistic preparation” was a key reason for failure to access opportunities to use
the TL (p. 4�8).

2.2 SA/RA research involving language teachers

The vast majority of SA/RA studies involve undergraduate students, with a
paucity of studies focusing on teachers (but see gleeson & Tait, 2012; Harbon,
2007; Wernicke, 2010). The value of SA/RA programmes as professional devel-
opment for language teachers, however, has long been advocated. Müller-
Hartmann (2000) for example described them as “central phases in the process
of language and culture learning” (pp. 211–212) and as “profitable” not only for
students but also for teachers both pre- and in-service. Benefits reported in
teacher studies to date include TL improvement and enhanced awareness of ped-
agogy (Bridges, 2007), as well as increased confidence in TL speaking, growth in
cultural knowledge and the establishment of valuable networks (L.Q. Allen,
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2010). our own study extends the limited research base on immersion pro-
grammes for language teachers by documenting participating teachers’ perspec-
tives on their TL gains, and on factors facilitating or hindering these gains.

3. Research questions and research approach

The two research questions addressed in this chapter are: (1) What linguistic gains
did the two teachers believe they had made? and (2) What factors did they see as
facilitating or hindering these gains? A qualitative case study approach has been
chosen because of the “richness of description and detailed contextualization” that
it can produce (Duff, 2008, p. 59), including information “to which we would not
otherwise have access” (Merriam, 2009, p. 4�).

4. Methodology

4.1 Instruments

The perceptions of the two case study teachers were collected by means of a
questionnaire and three 40–50 minute semi-structured individual interviews,
all administered following the Ip. Interview data were recorded in note form,
with teachers’ responses written verbatim. The contemporaneous handwritten
record was then typed and transferred into electronic scripts by the researchers
themselves.

The interview questions elicited participants’ perceptions of changes in their
TL proficiency and factors they saw as facilitating or hindering their TL develop-
ment. We used a thematic analysis approach to analyse the interview and qualita-
tive questionnaire data. Such an approach, according to Braun and Clarke (200�)
can “potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data” (p. 5).
Coding was undertaken manually using themes derived from the two research
questions; these themes were further refined during analysis. Quotations from the
data have been extracted to highlight findings.

4.2 Participants

Stake (1995) observes that in selecting cases, “the first criterion should be to
maximise what we can learn” (p. 4). The two case study participants were select-
ed to represent the two groups of teachers from the original larger study: that is,
secondary school teachers (teaching students in Years 9–13, i.e. students aged
about 13–17 years), and the generalist teachers who teach at primary and inter-
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mediate schools. (In NZ, many students in Years 7–8 attend an intermediate
school between primary and secondary.) one case study teacher is thus a sec-
ondary school teacher, while the other is an intermediate and therefore general-
ist teacher.

Teachers of languages at secondary school in NZ are very likely to be spe-
cialists in their subject area, i.e. they will probably have majored in their teach-
ing language at university and will likely have specialist language teaching qual-
ifications. In contrast, NZ intermediate school teachers teach most subjects
across the curriculum, with the TL being just one of these, and are therefore
likely to have lower levels of TL proficiency. The NZ government’s 2007 initia-
tive to increase the teaching of foreign languages in schools has been concen-
trated to a large degree in Years 7–8 which have traditionally not offered lan-
guages other than english (the de facto national language) and Māori (NZ’s
indigenous language and one of the two official languages). Hence it was of par-
ticular importance to include an Ip participant from this background.

5. Case studies

5.1 Case study teacher one

patricia (pseudonym) was a secondary school teacher with 15 years’ language
teaching experience at the time of the Ip. She taught a european language1 as
her main teaching subject at a large NZ urban secondary school, and had a
postgraduate qualification in the teaching language. prior to beginning the Ip,
she perceived herself as having an “intermediate” level of proficiency in listen-
ing, speaking and writing, and “advanced” in reading. “Intermediate” was a level
on a five-point scale of proficiency provided to respondents, which included
beginner, elementary, intermediate, advanced and expert user. We interpret it to
be close to B2 (Independent User) on the Common european Framework of
Reference for Languages (CeFR: Council of europe, 2001). (We acknowledge
that direct use of the CeFR in our research to determine levels would have been
more informative.)

patricia’s linguistic goal was first and foremost to improve her speaking, fol-
lowed by developing her cultural knowledge and her understanding of grammar.
Her Ip was spent for the most part in a small city in the main TL-using country.
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She lived in an apartment initially with another english-speaking teacher and
then on her own. She taught english regularly at a local secondary school for
most of her stay. For the first ten weeks she taught just five hours a week while
she followed an intensive TL course, and then taught 20 hours weekly for most
of the remainder of the year. In addition to the TL course she also attended a
course focused on language pedagogy. She reported in the questionnaire that
being able to study and experience the role of a student not only improved her
TL skills but also enhanced her teaching skills. on her return from the Ip,
patricia saw herself as having made “significant” gains in language proficiency
and assessed herself as being at CeFR Level C1 (Proficient User with Effective
Operational Proficiency). (During the Ip, patricia developed familiarity with the
CeFR which in turn provided her with an improved means of self-assessing her
language proficiency.)

When asked in the questionnaire what she believed helped her most to
improve her language proficiency, patricia professed a strong belief in the impor-
tance of interaction: “To improve proficiency, you have to mix with [TL] speakers
and that is one of the reasons why I loved working practically full time at the
school.” It seems her professional involvement in teaching and association with a
host school provided direct access to native speaker communities, carrying linguis-
tic, cultural and social benefits. She said:

I loved it. Being part of the school community … meeting lots of people,
being invited into peoples’ homes, on holiday, even going with teachers on a
marking panel to another city for three days, going on school trips. It gave
me real purpose. I was useful and could contribute.

patricia’s social network can be described informally as multiplex. As can be seen in
the statement above, she interacted with TL speakers frequently and in a variety of
contexts, both professional and personal. She assisted in professional activities with
local teachers and this involved time away with them; she was invited to teachers’
homes and met their family and friends. Thus, she interacted with people in more
than one capacity – as colleague, and as friend. Isabelli-garcía (200�) notes that
“social networks with native speakers allow the SA learner expanded opportunities
for interaction” (p. 257), and this certainly was the case for patricia. In addition to
TL input and interaction provided through professional contact with colleagues
and students at school, patricia gained opportunities for further TL interaction
outside the school setting through her friendships with local teachers. on the other
hand, given that she lived for the most part by herself, her accommodation did not
provide much in the way of opportunities for interaction. When asked what fac-
tors hindered her linguistic gains, none were identified.
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5.2 Case study teacher two

Bob (pseudonym) was a teacher of students in Years 7–8 (aged about 11–13
years). He was an experienced generalist teacher, responsible for all subjects
including the TL, which he taught for two hours a week throughout the year in
his NZ school.

Although Bob had five years’ experience teaching the TL at the time of the
Ip, his initial level of TL proficiency was rather basic. He had taken an interna-
tionally recognised language proficiency test prior to the Ip, achieving a level
equating to Level A1 (Basic User) on the CeFR. on the five-point scale provid-
ed to questionnaire respondents, he recorded himself as having an elementary
level of proficiency. His main linguistic goal for the Ip was to improve his TL
speaking, in particular pronunciation. Like patricia, Bob spent his Ip in a small
european city, completing two intensive TL courses, each of four weeks’ dura-
tion. He was also associated with a school where he reportedly spent a high
number of hours each week teaching english. Toward the end of his Ip, Bob
passed a language proficiency test equating to Level B1 (Independent User) on
the CeFR. He spoke positively of his linguistic gains and noted in particular,
improvements in TL fluency and in confidence. In his questionnaire response,
Bob largely credited the two intensive TL courses for these gains: “Most of my
improvement in language proficiency was made during these courses.”
Interacting with TL speakers was also identified as a factor underpinning gains.
He saw himself as highly motivated to improve his proficiency but also thwart-
ed to some extent.

While patricia reported no negative factors impacting on her language gains,
Bob acknowledged several, with “not enough immersion” as the key negative fac-
tor. This was explained with regard to his teaching role, insufficient access to TL
classes, and his accommodation. Bob reported teaching english for 25+ hours per
week which he saw as “too much”. In addition, although he was able to attend two
months of classes, he believed longer intensive courses would have been useful,
and the lack of pre-Ip assistance from the Ip organisers in locating suitable cours-
es was also considered a negative factor. Additionally, he identified several aspects
related to his accommodation as hindering linguistic gains, and regretted not liv-
ing with a host family. Bob had lived in an apartment with a fellow english speak-
er for the first two months. As he said: “X was fluent but I struggled so we ended
up speaking english … hardly immersion.” on the other hand, however, they
provided emotional support for each other in the first two months, including
encouraging each other to take advantage of interaction opportunities with TL
speakers. However, after two months Bob’s family arrived and they moved into an
apartment together for eight months; despite intentions to speak the TL, Bob
emphatically noted “we spoke english.” Also noted by Bob in the first interview
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was that invitations to participate in out–of-school social activities “dried up” once
his family arrived.

A qualitative analysis of Bob’s self-reported social networks suggests that his
main network was largely composed of other members of his first language com-
munity (although not entirely as he did claim some friendships with TL speakers).
This english-speaking network was made up mainly of those he lived with: a fel-
low native speaker of english initially, and later his family. It seems that this fairly
closed personal network structure, while providing emotional support for Bob,
reduced the opportunities for developing networks with TL communities and
ongoing interaction with TL speakers. In particular, Bob’s professional life did not
lead to networking with local colleagues beyond the professional world of the
school, to the same extent as patricia’s did. Rather than a single, multiplex network
involving TL in different domains, his were more uniplex (an english speaking net-
work at home, a a largely professional-only network at school). Bob also reported
that he lacked confidence in using the TL in the beginning of his Ip experience;
coupled with his lower level of TL proficiency, it seems likely that this impacted on
interactional opportunities, in line with the suggestions of DeKeyser (2007) and
Trentman (2013).

6. Discussion

The two teachers had disparate teaching backgrounds, and had different immer-
sion experiences; however both noted considerable gains in their TL proficiency.
The case studies shed light on factors they perceived as influencing their TL
progress, and on the role of social networking in particular. patricia arrived in the
target language setting with a self-reported intermediate level of proficiency.
While she had a professional teaching role, her workload was not excessive (a max-
imum of 20 hours per week). She was highly motivated to make the most of every
social and professional opportunity and made further linguistic gains, partly
through instruction but attributed largely by patricia herself to a multiplex social
network developed through her association with teachers in a local school.
pertinent here is the view by Dewey et al. (2012) of a “symbiotic relationship” (p.
12�) between networks and linguistic gains. That is to say: “those who make
friendships with natives tend to use the language and therefore make gains, and
those who make greater gains are more capable of making friendships with locals”
(p. 12�).

Bob, too, was highly motivated and also saw himself as having considerably
improved his TL proficiency (a view supported by test evidence). He was pleased
with his progress, and acknowledged a crucial role for TL instruction in this, but
at the same time acknowledged his frequent use of english with an english speak-
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ing colleague initially, and later with family. He also made friends with local teach-
ers, some of whom he maintained contact with after the Ip, but it seems that unlike
patricia, for whom the school and teaching english provided considerable TL
interactional opportunities beyond the school setting, such interactional opportu-
nities were fewer for Bob after his family arrived. Bob’s workload was greater than
patricia’s (25+ hours per week), and he was clear too that such a heavy workload
was not conducive to improving his TL proficiency, perhaps because these profes-
sional duties took time away from other activities that could have led to TL inter-
action. In terms of social networks, therefore, at least initially, it appears that Bob
had neither the time, the confidence nor the opportunities to form the kinds of
multiplex relationships that patricia enjoyed. It appears that patricia, with her com-
bination of a higher initial level of TL proficiency and her social availability, was
more accessible to the TL community. Churchill and DuFon (200�) make the
point that:

Building a social network is more easily achieved by some learners than oth-
ers. Success in this endeavor is related to learner characteristics such as open-
ness, ability to make oneself socially salient, persistence in working to gain
access, and tolerance for and attention to unmodified input … the last trait
appears to be related not only to personality, but also to the learner’s level of
proficiency. (p. 20)

Certainly, both patricia and Bob were well motivated and open to new experiences,
and benefited linguistically from the Ip. But it is unsurprising that Bob’s lesser avail-
ability and lower level of TL proficiency impacted on his ability to make connec-
tions outside the classroom, and that a metaphor of lost opportunities to some
extent underpins his experience, highlighting the need for better calibration of
immersion programmes to the needs of individual learners, and in general for more
structure around immersion experiences (plews, Breckenridge, Cambre & de
Freitas Fernandes, 2014).

Milroy’s (1987) work with social networks has provided useful insights into
what was occurring for the two teachers in this study in terms of their linguistic
development, their integration into the TL community, and their subsequent
opportunities for TL use and proficiency development. It is helpful in partially
explaining the difference between the two teachers’ experiences and perspectives.
As shown in Dewey et al.'s (2012) study, social networks play a clear role in shap-
ing TL use, and can promote language gains (p. 118). For patricia: “people and
relationships are the key to the success of the whole experience.” From patricia’s
success, but more particularly from Bob’s more limited experience, it seems that
the design of the Ip would benefit from incorporating more structured opportu-
nities for engagement in host community activities. This engagement, as
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Trentman (2013) points out, “is often dependent on the value (often non-linguis-
tic) that the learners provide” (p. 470). For teachers, such opportunities could cen-
tre round a school, but expectations should ideally go beyond playing the role of
an english language instructor (conscientiously fulfilled by Bob as well as by
patricia). An expectation of involvement in the wider life of the school, including
extracurricular activities, could well lead more routinely to expanded social net-
works, as we saw in the particular case of patricia. Interactional opportunities with
expert users could also be enhanced through an expectation that Ip participants
undertake ethnographic projects involving interaction with TL speakers in the
local community (Jackson, 200�; Trentman, 2013). Certainly opportunities for
immersion exist in the host country but what is apparently needed are “opportu-
nities for engagement” (Trentman, 2013, p. 470), and structured support for less-
proficient and less confident participants to take these up.

7. Conclusion and directions for further research

The overall aim of the study was to explore in greater depth the perspectives of the
two teachers in terms of their linguistic gains, and their perceptions of the factors
facilitating and hindering these gains. one of the advantages of case study research
is being able to address “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2009, p. 13). Applying a
social network lens to the case studies, albeit in an exploratory way, has been illu-
minating in gaining further understanding of how different types of networks are
formed, and interactional opportunities gained. Thus patricia (already an interme-
diate TL speaker and also a lone sojourner), could develop a multiplex social net-
work with TL speakers, largely through her association with the host school, which
had a positive impact on her TL development. on the other hand, Bob’s lower level
of initial TL proficiency and confidence, his family responsibilities and very high
teaching workload, deterred the development of multiplex networks despite being
in an apparently similar professional workplace, and left him more dependent on
instruction for linguistic progress.

These highly-contextualised case studies contribute to the rather sparse
knowledge base on Ips as professional development for language teachers. This
study is based on just two teachers, so caution needs to be exercised regarding con-
clusions. However, it has resulted in new insights, in particular the varying value of
activities that require professional engagement with the TL community, such as
working in local schools. The study points to areas for further research. More infor-
mation is needed as to the quality of the interactions teachers had with TL speak-
ers, in the host school setting. Also worthy of further investigation is the value that
the teachers provide as perceived by the host community schools (Trentman,
2013), and the impact this might have on the formation of social networks with

9. Teacher language learning and residence abroad: What makes a difference? 195



TL speakers and on Ip teachers’ TL gains. These would contribute further insights
into the complex nature of learning for teachers on Ips. A final word from one of
the two teachers provides a fitting end:

I feel so very fortunate to have been able to be part of this … . I am grateful
for the opportunity and think that the programme has enormous potential;
it will make a real positive change to language teaching and learning in NZ.
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Chapter 10
Student interactions during study abroad
in Jordan
Jennifer Bown, Dan P. Dewey and R. Kirk Belnap
Brigham Young University

For many years, researchers have assumed that studying abroad produces “flu-
ent” speakers of a given language. However, in the past several decades,
researchers have recognized that learners do not always avail themselves of
opportunities to interact in the target language, and even when they do, success
is not guaranteed. Scholars have begun to recognize that the quality of learners’
interactions during study abroad may be more important for ultimate language
gains than the quantity of language use. This qualitative study documents the
interactions of 82 students of Arabic studying in Amman, Jordan, as well as the
factors that influenced the quality of their interactions, and the strategies they
used to improve them. Data include surveys, weekly speaking journals, and
interviews. Findings suggest that learners’ self-regulatory strategies as well as pro-
gramme interventions can improve the SA experience.

1. Introduction

Study abroad (SA) is often touted as the best path to fluency in a foreign language.
The assumption is that SA will provide learners with rich, naturalistic input, as well
as ample opportunities for interaction in the target language (L2). However, recent
research on SA has challenged these assumptions, demonstrating that SA does not
always guarantee a true immersion environment (Churchill & DuFon, 2006;
Collentine & Freed, 2004; Freed, 2008).

Isabelli-García (2006) suggests that “contact with the host culture outside of
the classroom and attitudes towards the host culture can be related to the develop-
ment of oral communication skills and accuracy” (p. 232). However, numerous
studies have demonstrated that contact with locals in the target language is not as
extensive as previously thought. For example, Kuntz and Belnap (2001) found that
students studying abroad in Morocco and Yemen rarely spoke Arabic outside of
class, perhaps because learners have difficulty gaining access to target language
speakers (Magnan & Back, 2007; Wilkinson, 1998).



even when learners have extensive contact with native speakers (nS) of the
target language, out-of-class contact with the L2 may not lead to language gains.
Mendelson (2004) found no direct relationship between the students’ reported L2
contact hours and their gains in oral proficiency. Similarly, Miller and Ginsberg
(1995) found no correlation between amount of interaction with nSs and meas-
ured L2 proficiency gains.

on the other hand, studies of learners’ social networks, while not focusing
directly on learners’ language use, offer insights into the effects of interactions on
language gain. For instance, Isabelli-García (2006) found that “learners with high
motivation…developed more extensive social networks” (p. 255) and that those
with more extensive networks had more opportunities to engage in advanced-level
tasks. Dewey, Belnap and Hillstrom (2013) found that intensity, a measure of the
closeness of an individual’s relationship, was positively correlated with oral profi-
ciency gain during SA. Hillstrom (2011) posits that closer relationships allowed
learners to have more meaningful social and linguistic interactions with these indi-
viduals.

Taken together, the studies cited above imply that type of interaction may
be more important than amount of L2 use during SA. As Freed and her col-
leagues note, it may be that “the nature of the interactions, the quality of the
experiences, and the efforts made to use the L2” are more important for linguis-
tic gains than the quantity of language use (Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz, & Halter,
2004, p. 24).

Scholars have employed a number of qualitative methods to better understand
learners’ interactions. Brecht and Robinson (1993) made use of calendar diaries
and interviews to examine how and under what circumstances learners use the L2
during SA. Later, Pellegrino (1998; Pellegrino Aveni, 2005) examined learners’
choices about when to use the L2 during SA, finding that learners were primarily
influenced by their linguistic goals and by perceived threats to their identities.

More recently researchers have made use of audio- and videorecorded con-
versations to document learners’ L2 interactions. Wilkinson’s (2002) study ana-
lyzed learners’ recorded conversations with nSs, finding that learners and their
interlocutors tended to replicate classroom discourse patterns even in out-of-class
situations. DuFon (2006), Cook (2006) and Iino (2006) used video- and audio-
recorded interactions to examine the ways in which learners are socialized into
the host culture. From a language socialization perspective, these studies have
yielded many intriguing insights. However, recording of naturally-occurring
conversations may prove impractical in many situations, particularly in countries
where individuals may be mistrustful of recording devices. Moreover, these stud-
ies reflect only a portion of the total interactions in which learners engage, choos-
ing specific conversations to analyze, rather than focusing on the totality of the
learners’ interactions.
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In this chapter, we explore the various interactions and tasks in which SA
learners engage using three data sources: student speaking journals, interviews with
students, and a post-SA Language Task Frequency Survey. These instruments allow
a broader perspective on learners’ interactions during SA, and particularly on those
interactions that they found most helpful for promoting their language skills.

We address the following research questions:

1. What types of interactions did students most frequently engage in during
SA in Jordan?

2. What factors affected student interactions on SA?
3. What strategies did learners use in order to improve the quality of their

speaking experiences?

2. Methodology

2.1. Participants and programme

Participants for this study were 82 learners of Arabic who participated in an
intensive semester-long programme in Amman, Jordan in fall of 2011 (n=52,
32 males and 20 females) or fall of 2012 (n=30, 18 males and 12 females),
organized by a large private university in the US. each participant was a native
speaker of english, including one bilingual speaker of english and Spanish.
Participants received four semesters of Arabic instruction (50 minutes per day,
5 days per week) prior to leaving on SA, and scores for participants in this pro-
gramme are typically Intermediate-Mid on the ACTFL oral Proficiency
Interview at the beginning of the SA (see http://www.languagetesting.com for
details on the interview and scores). Intermediate on the ACTFL scale is rough-
ly equivalent to A2/B1 according to the descriptors in the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of europe, 2001). Both years the
programme was led by the same SA director, a faculty member from the home
institution. Both groups participated in a predeparture orientation course at
their home institution, which consisted of seven 90-minute sessions covering
programme rules, history, culture, and ways to make the most of their experi-
ence abroad. emphasis was placed on setting realistic expectations, as well as
techniques for engaging nSs in conversations. While in country, students also
received regular coaching on maximizing their SA experience, including instruc-
tion on cultural differences and strategies for improving the quality of their
speaking experiences.

During their sojourn abroad students attended class approximately three
hours a day, five days a week. These courses included a conversational Jordanian
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Arabic course as well as a current events class (a content course conducted in
Arabic). The third hour of class was conducted largely in english and consisted of
discussions of language details and quizzes on the readings, coaching for making
the most of their time, and brief culture discussions typically in reaction to stu-
dent experiences that week. each week a guest lecturer met with the students for
an hour to discuss in Arabic a topic of relevance to their stay. In addition, the
2012 group met one-on-one with trained tutors to practise speaking for 30 min-
utes three times a week and to review their writing twice a week for 15 minutes.
outside of class, participants were required to speak in Arabic two hours a day for
five days a week as well as to read articles selected from the newspaper for approx-
imately the same amount of time. Participants resided in apartments with four to
six fellow programme participants in an affluent neighborhood near the
University of Jordan.

In the last half of the 2011 programme, in response to requests by some of
the students, all students were offered the opportunity of additional speaking
time with tutors and approximately one third availed themselves of this oppor-
tunity. Programme directors discovered that learners found these interviews of a
much higher quality than what they typically experienced with friends or
acquaintances. As a result, the 2012 programme provided learners with an addi-
tional three hours a week of individual speaking practice with hired conversation
partners, which counted toward the requirement to speak with locals 20 hours
or more per week.

once a week, the entire group met with the programme director(s) and teach-
ing assistants (TAs) to debrief; In these sessions they were encouraged to talk about
their frustrations and challenges as well as their triumphs. Students also met indi-
vidually on a regular basis to discuss their speaking experiences with a programme
director or one of the TAs. Teaching assistants had previously participated in the
programme as students and served as role models and coaches for the learners. In
these sessions, learners received feedback, encouragement, and coaching in terms
of their language learning efforts. Learners spent a total of thirteen weeks in-coun-
try, approximately two weeks of which were spent touring with relatively limited
study and use of the L2.

2.2. Data sources

A variety of data sources, primarily qualitative, were utilized in this study. In this
chapter we draw primarily on learners’ weekly speaking journals and the Post-SA
Language Task Frequency Survey. Some quotations are also drawn from interviews
conducted with select participants in the fall of 2011, as well as from daily speak-
ing reports from the 2012 participants. our findings are further informed by inter-
views with the SA programme directors.
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Weekly speaking journals (WSJs): each week learners were required to submit
to their programme director and TAs a narrative in which they reflected on the
week’s speaking experiences and wrote about detailed plans for improving their
interactions the following week. Besides the narrative component, learners also
rated their efforts to find new people to speak with, their listening comprehension,
success in communicating their ideas, fluency, and accuracy on a scale of 1 to 7,
with 7 being the highest. The complete survey is available in Appendix A. In this
chapter we will focus on the narrative data.

Post study abroad language function frequency survey: Several months after the
conclusion of the 2012 programme, researchers administered an online survey in
which 2011 and 2012 participants were asked to indicate how frequently they
engaged in selected language functions drawn from ACTFL’s descriptors of
Intermediate, Advanced, and Superior levels of oral proficiency. Here we use ‘func-
tion’ in the sense in which it is used by ACTFL: to describe the global tasks which
learners can perform in the language, as defined by ACTFL for each proficiency
level. Advanced-level speakers are defined as capable of narrating and describing in
all tenses in the language and of handling situations with a complication. Superior-
level speakers are capable of arguing viewpoints and offering hypotheses. We occa-
sionally use “task” to describe these global capabilities, though the usage differs
from the pedagogical usage, in which it usually refers to a communicative exchange
in which the learner has a particular goal to meet, such as making an appointment
or communicating a message (ellis, 2003).

For the list of functions covered in the survey, see Table 1 below. Learners
ranked the frequency with which they engaged in each function on a six-point
Likert scale (1 = Never, 2 = Less than once a week, 3 = Once a week, 4 = 2-3 times
a week, 5 = Several times a week, and 6 = Daily). The response rate for the survey
was 43.9%.

Though it is true that the self-report data is unlikely to be an accurate record
of practice, especially so long after the study abroad experience, the survey allowed
the researchers a glimpse into the learners’ perceptions of their SA interactions.

The ACTFL guidelines represent global characterizations of integrated per-
formance in speaking, reading, writing, and listening. The guidelines describe what
learners should be able to do at each of four major levels: novice, Intermediate,
Advanced, and Superior. A more detailed description of the guidelines for each
level, and the corresponding sublevels, can be found on ACTFL’s website (the 2012
version was used in this research). The ACTFL guidelines have become the nation-
al standard in the U.S. for testing and rating and have had a significant washback
effect (Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt, & Ferman, 1996) on curriculum and instruc-
tion. The functions were particularly useful for labelling the types of interactions
the participants experienced while abroad and informed the design of the survey.
However, the survey cannot capture the full range of the ACTFL guidelines, as we
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employed only one axis: language functions. The ACTFL guidelines are based on
alignment of global functions with three other dimensions, including text types
(the type of language that the learner produces to perform the functions of the
level), contexts (situations in which the learner can function), and content (the top-
ics the learner is able to discuss).

Personal interviews (PIs): Learners met individually with programme directors
or TA mentors to discuss their learning and speaking experiences on a weekly basis.
In addition, during fall semester 2011, twelve of the students were selected for in-
depth individual interviews with external researchers. Students were selected in
consultation with programme directors based on the learners’ proficiency level and
their apparent satisfaction with the SA experience. Thus researchers selected learn-
ers who represented a range of pre-programme proficiency skills, as well as students
whose satisfaction and engagement levels ranged from very low to very high.
Interviews were recorded and transcribed. other students were interviewed after
their return, but these interviews were not recorded. Instead, researchers relied on
their interview notes.

Oral Proficiency Interviews (OPIs) : each student in the study participated in at
least one oPI. Participants from the 2011 group were tested twice, once prior to
the start of the programme and once at the end of the programme. The 2012 par-
ticipants were tested only at the end of the programme. The ACTFL oPI is a stan-
dard assessment based on the ACTFL guidelines that is often used to gauge speak-
ing gains during SA. oPI scoring is based on a holistic rating encompassing accu-
racy, content, text type, and functions that learners are capable of. each oPI is dou-
ble-rated; if the raters disagree on the rating it is sent to a third rater.

2.3. Data analysis

The Post Study Abroad Language Function Frequency Survey provided quantita-
tive data on the perceived frequency with which learners performed selected func-
tions. For each individual survey item, we calculated the mean response and the
standard deviation. Reliability for the survey items involving frequency of occur-
rence of language functions was moderately high (α=.85).

In addition to quantifying mentions of language functions, journals and inter-
views were also coded with particular reference to research questions 2 (What fac-
tors affect learners’ ability to interact with nS?) and 3 (What strategies do learners
use to engage in “quality” speaking opportunities?) Researchers identified patterns
and themes found in the interviews and speaking logs using inductive techniques
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008) and coded them using the online qualitative analysis
program, Saturate (www.saturateapp.com). After initial codes were established,
they were clustered into categories.
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3. Findings and discussion

3.1. Research Question 1: Types of interactions

To answer this question, we employed the Post Study Abroad Language Function
Frequency Survey, in which learners reflected on how frequently they engaged in a
variety of functions. Table 1 presents the average frequencies for each of the items
in the survey. Results indicate that learners engaged most frequently in functions
associated with Intermediate-level language, such as asking and answering questions
and talking about self and family. Functions such as describing, dealing with situa-
tions with a complication, and discussing less-familiar topics were less frequent. Least
frequently reported were functions associated with the Superior level, including
stating and supporting opinions, discussing abstract topics of global or local significance,
and speculating.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for post study abroad language function frequency

Function Mean SD
Asking and answering questions 5.90 0.44
Talking about daily routine 4.98 1.05
Talking about self and family 5.40 1.03
Describing in detail 4.65 1.29
Telling stories or personal experiences 5.05 0.96
negotiating situations with complications 4.00 1.07
Participating in conversations on unfamiliar topics 4.35 1.19
Stating and supporting opinions 4.10 1.34
Discussing abstract topics of global significance 4.00 1.50
Discussing abstract topics of personal significance 4.18 1.36
Speculating and hypothesizing 3.43 1.26

These findings are not unexpected in that many native-language interactions do
not exceed Intermediate level, that is, they are limited to sentence-level transaction-
al exchanges. Moreover, the mean proficiency level of the students at the beginning
of this programme was Intermediate, and the Intermediate speaker is sometimes
referred to as the “Linguistic Survivor” (Allen, no date). That is, Intermediate
speakers are capable of asking and answering questions and meeting most needs
related to daily survival. Their lack of accuracy and limited vocabulary make it dif-
ficult for them to function at the Advanced level, let alone at the Superior level,
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especially early in the programme. nevertheless, what is surprising is the relative
frequency with which learners reported even Superior-level functions, such as stat-
ing and supporting opinions (mean=4.10) and discussing abstract topics of personal sig-
nificance (mean=4.00). The scores suggest that learners engaged in such functions
multiple times per week. It is important to point out, however, that the survey was
completed several months after programme completion and may not represent an
accurate picture of learners’ interactions, especially those in the early part of the
programme. Moreover, in the absence of recorded conversations, it is difficult to
ascertain the nature of these exchanges. opinions are classified as a Superior-level
function, yet these can be expressed at an Intermediate level. For example, a com-
ment such as “obama is a good president” is an opinion although it does not com-
prise Superior-level speech. nevertheless, data suggest that learners felt they had
opportunities to engage in both Advanced- and Superior-level functions and the
fact that almost all of them were rated as either Intermediate High or Advanced
Low or Mid by the end of the programme suggests that they could indeed perform
a number of functions classified by ACTFL at higher levels. of the survey respon-
dents at the end of the programme, seven were rated Advanced Mid, fourteen
Advanced Low, ten Intermediate High, and five Intermediate Mid. note that
Intermediate High speakers are more like Advanced-level speakers than
Intermediate Low or Mid as they can handle many of the same functions associat-
ed with the Advanced level, but they are unable to sustain performance on these
functions. (http://actflproficiencyguidelines2012.org/speaking).

3.2. Research Question 2: Factors affecting interaction

Because of the programme’s emphasis on the development of oPI skills, learners
were encouraged not only to speak the language for two hours a week, but to
engage in conversations that would facilitate language growth. Thus, participants
on the programme were overwhelmingly concerned with the quality of their inter-
actions (mentioned 259 times in weekly speaking journals, by 63 learners). In their
journals, learners often described what they meant by “quality”. Quality interac-
tions were those in which the learner was an active participant, in which the learn-
er was able to engage in higher-order functions, such as narrating and describing,
or expressing opinions. Interactions in which the learners were not able to take an
active role or were otherwise frustrated in their attempts to perform Advanced-level
functions were not considered quality exchanges.

A close analysis of narrative data sources, primarily the weekly speaking
journals, allowed us to better understand students’ perspectives on their inter-
actions. A number of factors were shown to affect the quality of learners’ inter-
actions including gender, ability to engage the interlocutor, and the interlocu-
tors themselves.
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Gender: At first glance, it appeared that there were differences in patterns
on the Post Study Abroad Language Function Frequency Survey between the
male and female participants. To assess these differences, several statistical pro-
cedures were employed. To determine whether there were overall differences
between males and females in terms of the frequency with which they reported
engaging in particular tasks, we conducted a t-test. Table 2 depicts the descrip-
tive statistics for this analysis; functions for which the difference between men
and women was statistically significant (p<.05) are indicated with an asterisk.
Results indicate that females reported significantly less frequent interactions in
which they discussed abstract topics of global significance, stated and support-
ed hypotheses, or speculated about possible alternative outcomes – all functions
associated with the Superior level. These results may be a function of different
proficiency levels. While preprogramme oPI scores were not available for all of
the respondents, the average pre-oPI score for the female respondents was
Intermediate Mid, while the average score for the male respondents was
Intermediate High. That is, the males were able to function at the Advanced
level at least 50% of the time, while the female students demonstrated random
abilities at the Advanced level. Thus, the male students were overall better
equipped to handle more linguistically complicated functions. Additionally, the
small n in this study may have affected the results.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for males and females on post study abroad language function
frequency survey

Function F M p t
Asking and answering questions 5.81 5.92 0.55 0.60
Talking about daily routine 4.45 5.24 0.04* 2.13
Talking about self and family 5.45 5.30 0.73 0.34
Describing in detail 4.18 4.88 0.12 1.59
Telling stories or personal experiences 4.63 5.2 0.12 1.59
negotiating situations with
complications 4.00 4.48 0.29 1.07
Participating in conversations on
unfamiliar topics 4.27 4.92 0.16 1.45
Stating and supporting opinions 3.09 4.56 0.002* 3.31
Discussing abstract topics of global
significance 2.90 4.56 0.002* 3.30
Discussing abstract topics of personal
significance 3.45 4.60 0.022* 2.41
Speculating and hypothesizing 2.82 3.80 0.031* 2.25
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Data from weekly journals and interviews indicate that women had qualitatively
different speaking experiences than men. one issue may have been the availability
– or lack thereof – of interlocutors. The female students in the programme were
largely advised to avoid conversations with unfamiliar men in order to avoid
harassment or any semblance of impropriety. Thus, many of the women in the
programme primarily confined themselves to conversations with Arab women,
which presented unique challenges. Among them was the added effort required to
find female interlocutors, which often necessitated traveling to places such as the
university of Jordan or female-only fitness clubs. Six of the female participants
indicated that finding women to talk with was challenging, reporting that the male
participants had an advantage in this regard. Becca, for instance, reported in an
interview with a teaching assistant: “just for the main issue, that there are fewer
women on the streets”. Lily reported in week 1: “I’ve noticed that while there are
young men everywhere just relaxing, girls are often out for a purpose and don’t have
time to chat”. none of the men on the programme made similar comments about
the lack of availability of men to talk with, though they did complain about the
quality of the conversations. Because the female participants were advised not to
talk with unfamiliar men, their options for speaking were thus somewhat limited.
Though it is true that the male participants were also instructed not to strike up
conversations with Arab women, the men seemed to have less difficulty in finding
potential speaking partners due to the fact that Arab men tend to spend their
leisure time outside of the home.

Another challenge posed by limiting interactions to women is that choice of
topics was occasionally limited. Ten of the women reported that their conversation
partners were not interested in discussing politics or current events, preferring, as
Amy stated (Week 9 WSJ), to talk about “girly, fluffy stuff”. Sophie (PI) reported,
that she had a hard time discussing more abstract topics “’cause a lot of women,
again, are apathetic. They don’t care. They’re like “whatever.”… The men are the
ones that are involved”. Similar frustrations were reported by Abbie, who
recounted that: “I sometimes get frustrated with the girls when all we talk about is
weddings and makeup” (Week 7 WSJ). In fact, weddings and makeup were
reported as regular topics of discussion for women (weddings by eleven women and
makeup by five women). In contrast, only one man mentioned weddings and no
men mentioned grooming items (razors, nail clippers, etc.). Moreover, several of
the men noted that their conversations on politics and more abstract topics took
place with cab drivers (eighteen men in weekly speaking reports and six in in-depth
interviews). The women in the programme were advised, however, not to talk with
cab drivers beyond the necessities of the service transaction, and thus had more
limited access to this source of interaction (though seven women, including Jenni
[Week 2 WSJ], ignored the admonition: “I had a really good conversation with a
taxi driver about beggars in Jordan”).

208 Jennifer Bown, Dan P. Dewey and R. Kirk Belnap



Though all of the female students engaged at some point in discussions of
politics, particularly with their trained speaking partners, in thirty instances (by ten
of the female participants), the women lamented the unwillingness of their
interlocutors to discuss such topics. This concern was not expressed by male
participants in their narratives, with one exception; Jerome reported frustration
with younger males' choice of topics, including a tendency to talk about “girls and
sex” (Week 2 WSJ). Moreover, three women reported in their WSJs fears that they
had offended or put off their interlocutors by discussing politics, whereas no men
reported such problems. However, it should be noted that the absence of evidence
in the men’s narrative reports does not mean that they were entirely free from such
experiences. Programme directors anecdotally reported that several men were
frustrated by the tendency of young Arab males to discuss “shallow” topics.

Research on females studying in the Arab world indicate that American
women often feel uncomfortable conversing with Arab men and have fewer oppor-
tunities for risk-free social encounters in public spaces than their male counterparts
(Kuntz & Belnap, 2001; Hillman, 2008; Trentman, 2012). Moreover, women are
often subjected to various forms of sexual harassment, which tend to “silence”
women (Polanyi, 1995; Twombly, 1995) or, at the very least, negatively affect their
motivation to interact with members of the target culture. Although they are not
traumatized, men are nevertheless negatively affected by the current situation in the
Arab world. Without intervention, most male students are not likely to have the
opportunity to converse freely with women and benefit from their views.

Though the particular social norms of the Middle east may have limited some
of the women’s access to interlocutors and topics, studies in conversation and dis-
course analysis have long noted gender differences in topic choice among native
speakers of english (Bischoping, 1993; Haas & Sherman, 1982; Moore, 1922;
newman, Groom, Handelman, & Pennebaker, 2008). As part of pre-programme
training for SA, the findings from this study suggest that learners should be
informed of the discourse norms of the speech community they will be visiting,
with a special focus on gender differences.

The importance of programme interventions in helping female and male stu-
dents is also worthy of note. For example, Brecht, Davidson, and Ginsberg (1995),
in a study of students studying abroad in Russia, noted that women made fewer
gains than men. By 2010, however, Davidson reported that gender had receded as
a predictor of proficiency. Davidson attributes this change not only to changing
gender norms in Russia, but also to dedicated training in self-management, with a
particular focus on the female learners. The Jordan programme hired speaking
partners for the students, allowing both male and female students opportunities to
interact with native speakers of the opposite sex (for a full description of interven-
tions, see Belnap & Abuamsha, 2015). In addition, the programme has given par-
ticular attention to its female learners by hiring a female TA to serve as a peer role
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model and by publishing profiles of women who have successfully navigated study
abroad (see, for example http://nmelrc.org/pp/arabic-success-stories/kylie and
http://nmelrc.org/pp/arabic-success-stories/heidi).

Ability to engage the interlocutor: Analysis of weekly speaking reports brought
to light learners’ struggles to engage interlocutors and highlighted the effects of
those difficulties on the kinds of conversations in which learners participated. A
number of factors influenced learners’ ability to hold their interlocutors’ attention,
including proficiency in Arabic and the learners’ own personality.

early in the programme, learners reported that their linguistic deficits were the
biggest impediment to meaningful interactions with nSs of Arabic. In particular,
the learners believed that their linguistic deficits made it difficult to engage their
interlocutors and keep their attention.Deficits in speakingwas coded 152 times and
was mentioned at least once by all 82 participants. As Anne reported in week two
(WSJ) of the programme: “The people I talk to are polite enough to engage in con-
versation, yet show no desire to ever speak again. In my opinion this is because I
do not speak well enough to make the conversation interesting”. However, as learn-
ers’ skills improved and confidence increased, they reported that they were increas-
ingly able to engage their interlocutors and participate in deeper conversations.
After ten weeks in country, ellen reported in her WSJ: “now, I feel comfortable in
conversations. I’m not nearly (or even half) as fluent/speedy as native speakers, but
at least I don’t kill the conversation with my pauses”. Janelle also wrote during the
tenth week of the programme in her daily speaking report: “I have loved my
growth in (…) speaking. Things have really progressed from talking about study-
ing Arabic to discussing women’s role in Islam”.

Personality emerged as another factor influencing the ability to engage inter-
locutors; it was coded 22 times by 16 individual learners as an obstacle to engage-
ment, while only three learners (in eight instances) reported personality as facilitat-
ing interaction. Caroline, for instance, stated (Week 2 WSJ): “My biggest problem
is that I’m simply not a ‘talker.’ I’m being asked to do something in Arabic that I
would never do in english”, and David echoed this (Week 1 WSJ): “I’m not a fan
of talking to people, which makes this difficult”. on the other hand, Sally report-
ed in week 5 that her open personality facilitated interaction: “My personality actu-
ally seems to work here…I am…a rather open, friendly, and loyal person who
wants to care about people and invite confidences” (WSJ).

These findings confirm those of previous research studies which have found
that preprogramme language proficiency and personality affect language use. As
regards preprogramme proficiency, Segalowitz and Freed (2004) conclude that
learners’ initial proficiency influenced both the amount and type of L2 extracurric-
ular activities in which they participated. Similarly, Brecht et al. (1995) found that
learners with higher initial proficiency were more likely to speak the L2. In a study
of personality variables, ożańska-Ponikwia and Dewaele (2012) found that open-
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ness, as well as self-esteem, were the best predictors of language use for Polish immi-
grants in Ireland. This study confirms previous research and offers insights into the
ways in which learners used strategies to mitigate the effects of both linguistic
deficits and personality issues, as detailed below.

Interlocutors: Learners’ communication difficulties require sympathetic inter-
locutors, and the role of the interlocutor emerged as one of the primary factors
affecting both the quality and quantity of students’ interactions. In 242 instances,
the interlocutor emerged as the primary obstacle to communication, while in 243
reports the interlocutor was seen to facilitate engagement. Savannah, for instance,
tellingly reported in her very first WSJ: “Before this week, I didn’t realize how
dependent speaking experiences are on the person I’m talking to”.

Unsympathetic interlocutors who spoke english complicated the situation
even further. When the learners struggled to speak or understand in Arabic, their
interlocutors often switched to english, as reported in 48 of the WSJ entries. In the
first week of the programme, Colton described attempts to get beyond pleasantries
that ended badly: “The only times that I was able to move beyond pleasantries, the
intensity of the conversation died way down as I took time to process what I want-
ed to say and how I would go about saying it, or broke down into the Jordanian
speaking in english as I struggled on in Arabic” (WSJ). He noted that he hoped
eventually to find his ideal interlocutor, a nS of Arabic who “doesn’t speak good
english, is patient, and has time to talk to me”.

Like Colton, Bert reported initial difficulties getting “past the general pleas-
antries” (Week 1 WSJ). He noted the inherent contradiction in his attempts to
learn the language, namely: “I really want to improve my speaking abilities to the
point that an Arab would willingly want to speak with me, but I can’t get to that
point until I practice more with a native who would be willing to speak to me”.

Interlocutors’ impatience often led not only to curtailed conversations, but
also increased anxiety about speaking, which, in turn, further complicated interac-
tions. on the other hand, learners reported higher quality interactions when their
interlocutors were patient, accepting, and willing to speak Arabic (even if they
spoke english well). In week 3 Devon reported:

So in terms of speaking I feel like I’m moving on to a better place!...[I’ve]
been talking with the same guy. He knows the programme we’re doing, he’s
very familiar with Americans and is quite fluent in english, but he is very
enthusiastic about helping us learn Arabic. So it was nice to sit and talk with
him. I’d often venture outside of what I knew how to say in Arabic.

These patterns match those found by Dewey et al. (2013), who also found that
interlocutor personalities, attributes, and english language proficiency affected for-
mation of social networks with nSs of Arabic. Interestingly, they found that the
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greater the english proficiency of the learners’ Arab friends, the more gains stu-
dents were likely to make in their Arabic speaking proficiency. They posit that Arab
interlocutors who are highly proficient in english are more likely to be sympathet-
ic to language learners and perhaps better able to tailor their speech to the needs of
the students, like the trained tutors.

In her discussion of self-presentation in the L2, Pellegrino Aveni (2005) posits
that learners want “to feel validated as an intelligent, mature, individual, worthy of
friendship” (p 37). Interlocutors whose behaviors did not validate the learners’
sense of self made learners uncomfortable and anxious, and, in some cases, simply
shut down the conversations. on the other hand, sympathetic interlocutors, who
were patient and interested in the learners, facilitated not only L2 use, but also
deeper conversations.

For the most part (79 mentions by 46 students), learners reported that their
best speaking partners were instructors and speaking partners assigned by the insti-
tute for one-on-one practice. Paul recounted: “At this point I still feel like the most
positive speaking experiences I have, by a wide margin, are my [one-on-one] speak-
ing appointments…. My teachers do a fantastic job of probing for opinion, feel-
ings, supporting arguments, and analysis” (Week 3 WSJ). These findings are
encouraging, given that language teachers are accustomed to interacting with non-
native speakers, and, more importantly, are trained to “push” learners and to scaf-
fold their utterances. Moreover, these findings are heartening in that they suggest
that study abroad programmes can actively promote learners’ language acquisition
by arranging for one-on-one conversations with competent instructors. This is par-
ticularly important in light of current research indicating that, left to their own
devices, many learners may not find the kinds of quality interactions with native
speakers that lead to development of proficiency (Isabelli-García, 2006; Polanyi,
1995; Rivers, 1998; Wilkinson, 1998).

Although trained speaking partners are likely to provide the kinds of speak-
ing practice most likely to lead to proficiency development, these conversations
are not likely to lead to development of real friendships, of the type to promote
cultural understanding. Though the learners were uniformly positive in their
assessment of their speaking appointments, one participant noted that “At this
point I still feel like the best most positive speaking experiences I have by a wide
margin are my speaking appointments. This concerns me because speaking
appointments are so sanitary” (Paul, Week 3 WSJ). Though learners primarily
reported developing a good rapport with their professional speaking partners,
these conversations did not generally lead to friendships or to any kind of entrée
into the culture.

Another factor related to the interlocutor was the closeness of the inter-
locutor’s relationship with the learner. According to the WSJs of 47 students
(reported 189 times), learners who made one or two close Arab friends were
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generally able to have higher quality speaking experiences. Samuel (Week 3
WSJ) indicated that familiarity with interlocutors led to improved speaking
experiences: “I don’t consciously try to find [new] speaking partners anymore.
Which is good because now it is impossible to stay on pleasantries because my
speaking partners know me so well, and they want to talk about more complex
things”.

After Kimberly found a regular speaking partner in week 3, she noted her
relief, stating “I am not feeling like I have the same conversation over and over
every day with somebody new, but not making any progress”. Thus as learners
became more familiar with their interlocutors and established friendships, they
were able to move beyond mere pleasantries and push themselves to speak on a
wider variety of less familiar, and possibly more complex, topics.

These findings accord well with research on social networks. Dewey et al.
(2013) found that intensity, a measure of the closeness of learners’ relationships,
was a positive predictor of L2 gain during SA in Jordan and Morocco. Hillstrom
(2011) posits that closer relationships facilitate deeper, more meaningful conversa-
tions. The data here offer support for this assertion: Learners perceive that the qual-
ity of their conversations improve as they develop closer relationships among the
members of their social networks. The data in this study are of limited reliability,
given that they rely on self-report. This is particularly true of the journals, where
some students provide a good deal of information and others very little. Future
research could utilize other methods of data collection, including participant obser-
vation and recordings of conversations to test the validity of learners’ perceptions.
Interviews with learners’ friends and acquaintances would also yield additional
insights.

3.3. Research Question 3: What strategies did learners use to improve the quality of
their interactions?

The strategies that learners reported depended upon their communication
goals. Pellegrino Aveni (2005), in her study on L2 use during SA, posits three
distinct communication goals that influence learners’ language choices, two of
which emerged as relevant for the current study: social networking and L2 prac-
tice. Social networking is defined as “communication performed for the estab-
lishment and development of relationships between the learner and interlocu-
tors and for the maintenance of etiquette and social propriety during interac-
tion with others” (p. 28). L2 practice, on the other hand, refers to communica-
tion initiated or sustained for the purpose of developing L2 skills. Trentman
(2012) notes that these goals can be mutually exclusive. In her study, learners
often found english preferable for social networking. In the present study, the
goals were not necessarily mutually exclusive. In most cases, learners tried to
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establish friendships not only for their own sakes, but also in order to further
their language skills. However, some of the strategies that learners used reflect-
ed one goal more than the other.

Because many learners in this study were serious about developing their
proficiency, most were deliberate in their speaking experiences, typically push-
ing to go beyond pleasantries and to find opportunities to practise skills such as
narration and description. Their journals describe their attempts to “deepen”
conversations and to provide themselves with the practice they deemed so nec-
essary. Many of these strategies were suggested to the learners in consultation
with the programme director and TAs. Learners frequently posed questions in
their weekly journals, and then reported trying techniques that their “coaches”
had suggested to them.

Among the strategies learners used were those to keep their interlocutors
engaged and to build rapport. Strategies for demonstrating interest in the inter-
locutor and for engaging their attention were reported 48 times by 15 learners.
For instance, Lily reported: “I’ve found…the best way to get the time to go
faster is to ask questions until you find a subject that they love talking about”
(Lily, Week 2 WSJ). Similarly, Atticus reported: “I’ve gotten past the basics by
being interested in the person you [sic] are talking to. Asking them about their
family or education and trying to dive into that subject by asking more ques-
tions about that. It is so much better to stay on one subject and dive deeper in
a specific area rather than jumping around or skimming the surface for infor-
mation” (Week 2 WSJ). Heidi, too, found that quality questions were the key
to better conversations:

I was conversing with a 37 year old first year college student and I kept ask-
ing the normal questions about major and family, and then I stopped myself
and asked better questions. Questions like, why starting an education so late?
What are you doing to do with that? What’s your dream regarding the impact
you want to make in the world? etc… Bottom line, the better the questions,
the better the conversation. (Week 3 WSJ)

In addition to asking questions, learners reportedly tried to increase the engage-
ment of their interlocutors by finding topics that were of interest to them.
Marshal, for example, reported: “I’m learning what’s interesting to Arabs, and I
try to focus on these things” (Week 1 WSJ). Gus, who over the course of the
semester reported making several close friendships with Arabs, commented: “I’ve
found that taking an interest in their lives and opinions has made quite the dif-
ference in making meaningful relationships” (Week 3 WSJ). Strategies meant to
engage the interlocutor and build rapport tended to improve the quality of inter-
actions, as well as strengthening relationships. As Atticus noted in week 9, “I find
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as I show genuine interest in what others have to say and what they are doing, they
are more prone to talk to you [sic].”

At times, however, some learners privileged language practice over authentic
interactions. Wilbur, in his second weekly journal noted the conflict between real
communication and the need for conversation practice in the following terms: “I
am torn between wanting to develop true friendships for the right reasons and but-
tering up someone that I can continue speaking Arabic with.” Some learners felt
that they were “using” their interlocutors for strategic purposes. Such strategic use
of interlocutors was coded 98 times in the weekly journals of 45 students. Among
other strategies, four participants reported “monologuing,” that is, delivering long
monologues as a means of practicing particular functions. Learners were aware that
this strategy often lost the interest of their interlocutors. For example, emma

tried to move all of my speaking opportunities in a direction that would help
me prepare [for the oPI]. Any time I got the chance to describe a place or
person, explain a process, or give an opinion, I went all out! I don’t think my
excessive rambling particularly endeared me to anyone, but with so little time
left, I am willing to appear social [sic] incompetent for a little extra practice!
(Week 13 WSJ)

Seven other learners forged ahead with Arabic, even when their interlocutors had
switched to english, as Pam did: “When the girl I was talking to just refused to
speak Arabic, I decided to work on speaking and not worry about not getting lis-
tening in and started narrating some of the presentation topics we’ve already prac-
ticed” (Week 5 daily speaking journal). Another tactic reported by nine students to
keep Arabic going was to feign comprehension so as not to prematurely end the
conversation. In the absence of appropriate pragmatic skills for continuing conver-
sations, learners reported using body language as a means of showing their inter-
locutors they were interested. Patricia, for instance, reported: “If I don’t understand
words I usually smile and nod because I’ve noticed people tend to elaborate then,
and I can usually pick up on the subject after a few seconds of confusion. I don’t
like to stop people every time I get confused because it gets frustrating and tends
to hamstring the conversation” (PI).

Students occasionally told falsehoods to get in practice; four students report-
ed using this tactic. Alan, for instance, reported in his daily speaking report from
week 5: “I made up many lies to tell people in cabs. I practised narrating about my
fake life.” As it turns out, Alan created a false identity for himself after anti-
American riots broke out near the U.S. embassies in egypt and Yemen. He decid-
ed to tell people that he was Canadian, and “spent a significant amount of time cre-
ating a back story. I have told this tale to many cab drivers, and gotten fairly good
at narrating the new life which I have created for myself.” Two other students also
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claimed to be from countries other than the US, but they did so in order to pre-
vent natives from speaking english with them. one participant, Samuel told an
Arab that he’d only been studying Arabic six months. This prompted not only a
series of compliments, but also a number of questions about the learner’s course of
study. Samuel noted, “a lie to say I’ve only been studying six months, but it was
worth the practice of describing the programme” (Week 8 WSJ).

In addition to strategies for prolonging the conversation or for ensuring an
opportunity to speak, learners reported engaging in pre-speaking planning, partic-
ularly of vocabulary. Pre-speaking, of some form or another, was coded 144 times
in the journals of 54 participants. Lance, in consultation with the programme
director, decided to “come up with lists of generic adjectives, descriptions and
expressions that can be widely applicable, in the hopes that this will help me
manoeuvre with more ease in my speaking. Like if I find myself accidentally men-
tioning that I prefer the public transportation system in Boston as opposed to [my
hometown], I have a set of ‘facilities’ adjectives that could generically describe any
facilities of any kind” (Week 10 WSJ).

others would choose topics about which they wanted to speak, read up on
the topics, and then try to direct the conversation towards those topics. This tactic
was coded 38 times, in the journals of 24 students. In particular, students used their
current events class at the institute as fodder for conversations, as demonstrated in
Jonah’s journal: “What has really helped has been to use the topics we discuss in
class… to help guide the conversation” (Week 6 WSJ).

In short, learners’ interest in L2 practice was sometimes in conflict with their
goals of social networking. Learners who privileged L2 practice over relationship
building often sacrificed authenticity in their interactions in order to achieve their
goals, particularly when authentic interactions failed to provide the conditions
learners deemed necessary for learning. It is unclear what effect these tactics have
on the development of relationships, and on learners’ ability to become legitimate
participants within a community of practice. To better understand the effects of
such interactions on the interlocutors and how learners are received by these inter-
locutors and their communities, future research should take into account the per-
spectives of the individuals with whom students regularly interact.

What is apparent, however, is that an Arabic immersion experience is, as
Trentman (2012) concludes, not a given. SA may not necessarily be the acquisi-
tion-rich environment that many posit it to be. Though programme interventions
may go a long way toward improving the overall experience (see Trentman, 2012;
Vande Berg, Connor-Linton, & Paige, 2009), the learners themselves must regu-
late their own learning and the learning environment, inasmuch as the sociohistor-
ical context allows them to. As Bown (2009) notes, effective self-regulators active-
ly shape the learning environment, creating experiences that produce the condi-
tions deemed necessary for meeting their goals.

216 Jennifer Bown, Dan P. Dewey and R. Kirk Belnap



4. Conclusion

This study represents an attempt to document learner interactions during SA. The
self-reported nature of the data limits the findings, as without direct observation it
is impossible to access in detail the content of conversations. What one student per-
ceives as a given language function, e.g. a description, may not match what other
students, let alone oPI raters, consider to be description. Moreover, the findings
document the experiences of learners in one particular programme in a specific
geographic locale, and these experiences may not be generalizable to other pro-
grams. nevertheless, the findings of this study offer preliminary insights into the
nature of learner interactions, and provide a broader view of the totality of such
interactions.

Data from this study further remind researchers that the “gender gap” in SA
is alive and well, affecting access to native speakers and to certain kinds of dis-
course. While learners may attempt to transform the SA setting through use of
strategies, certain aspects of the setting may prove impervious. In these cases, pro-
gramme interventions and learner strategies are particularly necessary.

This study raises serious questions about a laissez-faire approach to students
finding the practice they need, especially when it comes to more advanced level
functions. effective opportunities for practice and feedback require more of both
the programme and the student. Many students do not have the benefit of
enrolling in a programme that provides well-designed interventions and coach-
ing. As a result, we underscore Dörnyei’s call to “shift our focus…to the learner’s
self-regulating capacity, that is, the extent of the learner’s proactiveness” (2009,
p. 183).
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This paper is interested in exploring two concepts that currently have a signifi-
cant bearing on the epistemological experiences of modern foreign language
(MFL) students: study abroad, and the digital learning environment. It seeks to
study the extent to which their confluence can provide those students with the
kind of pedagogical encounters that higher education institutions should be
offering in the 21st century. These two concepts are both credited with offering
radical potential for change and agency, not least because in different ways they
offer the possibility of acting in a global environment. When British MFL stu-
dents return from their required year abroad, “something has happened to them”
(Kristensen, 2004, p. 97, quoted in Meier & Daniels, 2013, p. 2); Killick (2011)
documents in similar terms the horizon shifting that takes place in the mind of
the alert traveller in global spaces, digital and otherwise; Garrison speaks of e-
learning as a “disruptive technology” that is currently destabilizing traditional
modes of teaching and learning and sowing the seeds for different modes of
interaction (2011, p. 125). Year abroad students, meanwhile, are also disrupted
learners, since they are engaged in a liminal activity operating at the edge of the
formal, institutionalised university system, in terms of pedagogy but also in
terms of space. The multi-directional interventions made possible in a virtual
learning environment offered the French Department at Warwick University the
opportunity to explore formal and informal learning events for these students in
intimate detail. Our project sought, then, to examine the new pedagogical pos-
sibilities that might emerge from tying a physical experience of movement
abroad, prompting acute self- and intercultural awareness, to a learning medium
that in its plural, transactional and interactive nature privileges “cognitive and
experiential disturbance” (Barnett, 2000, p. 155). Could the appropriate synthe-
sis of these two spaces generate a new kind of learning currently unaccounted
for, and thus unarticulated, in the pedagogical vision we had for our students?



1. Language and abroad: spaces of disturbance

If we read the work of those academics currently reflecting on the state of schol-
arship and the experience of learning in higher education, the semantic field is
one of flux: students must learn to cope with a veritable Babel tower of compet-
ing discourses; there are no longer any absolutes, and the university must learn
how to prepare them for this. “The challenge facing students and teachers is
that ‘the world of knowledge is overwhelming, a vast ocean, horizonless, plung-
ing to impossible depths’ (Achenbach, 1999, p. 23)”, says Garrison (2011, p.
30). Barnett uses the term “supercomplexity” to define the epistemological state
of the present; pedagogy in this context must reflect the “uncertainty, unpre-
dictability, contestability and changeability” of the world of knowledge (2000,
p. 159). Sarnivaara, Ellis and Kinnunen speak of ours as “an age of uncertainty
and strangeness [that] should not be understood in terms of knowledge and
skills, but rather as a matter of human qualities and dispositions” (2012, p.
308). Such thinkers underscore the necessity for universities to embrace the
challenge of teaching differently in this environment, and stress above all the
notion of partnership of students and teachers in the process. This emphasis on
the transactional is seen in the vocabularies used to characterise the desired
forms of knowledge exchange: community of inquiry (Garrison); collaborative
learning; socio-cultural knowledge (Tynjälä & Gijbels, 2012). These new learn-
ing models aim to inculcate high-level meta-cognition and reflections amongst
student learners (so that they are aware of learning processes, the limitations of
their own position and the relationship between the self and the world that
might give rise to such a position). They also take as a given the notion that
learning spaces stretch well beyond the four walls of any academic institution.

These are exciting propositions, and, if we can borrow the language of
Sarnivaara et al. concerning “human qualities and dispositions”, we might want
to suggest that students studying languages are extremely well disposed to fulfil
these new criteria, and a fortiori when they are abroad. Like other students of
the Humanities, they may well have covered a corpus of postmodern materials
raising questions of this kind in their “content” modules, but above all students
of languages are practically aware of the slippage inherent in any definition and
transmission of meaning because they practise the act of translation, where an
awareness of the cultural and epistemological standpoint of translator and audi-
ence is vital (Bellos, 2011). This relationship of the self to language, culture and
environment is particularly brought home to students during their year abroad,
where their very identity is challenged by the requirement to represent them-
selves in a language that is not their mother tongue. In Study Abroad and Second
Language Use: Constructing the self, Valerie Pellegrino Aveni notes:
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The balance learners gain between the culture from which they come and the
culture into which they enter gives them greater insight into their own self-
construction between the two worlds. […] the frustrations of limited com-
municative abilities force learners to develop alternative means of interaction,
not only with others, but with their own self-identity. The result is a new
sense of personality and purpose. (2005, pp. 147, 150)

This is precisely the kind of affective response Barnett asks of the ideal learner in
the supercomplex world:

A dual task incumbent on the lifewide learner is that of maintaining their
learning in […] various learning sites and of sustaining a more or less coher-
ent self across those learning sites. (2012, p. 17)

Furthermore, students of languages abroad must be natural networkers if they are to
learn.Meier andDaniels speak of the importance of social capital for language learn-
ers abroad: “participation in the social environment in the host country is a key
objective of the year abroad” (2013, p. 233). The linguistic benefits that come from
the ability to collaborate are obvious, but the attendant willingness to risk the self by
existing in a third space in between two cultures (i.e. the year abroad space) could
permit the dispositions expected of the productive 21st century learner to flourish.
It was the intention of our year abroad project that these experiences be quantified
and reflected upon in a parallel online area that would give a clear but open-ended
pedagogical framework for the metacognitive processes we wished to encourage.

Going on a year abroad involves taking a step into the unknown. In design-
ing the year abroad virtual learning environment (VLE) we sought theoretical
models that also favoured productive risk taking. Over the past few years, Warwick
University has innovated in the area of collaborative learning in its development of
the “open space learning” model. Open space learning (OSL) dethrones the lectur-
er as expert and takes a social constructivist approach to learning that asks students
to draw on personal experience in tackling areas of the curriculum, typically in
improvisatory spaces involving peer and group work that leads the student from
individual to collaborative reflection. The vocabulary of open space learning cele-
brates imaginative play and creativity, i.e. a kind of journeying narrative:

The notion that “failure” should be honoured is […] transgressive, as is the
idea of adults “playing” in open spaces. Related to this is the idea that pro-
poses the transitional nature of OSL: the work exists between clearly defined
spaces and, as such, is always in the process of dialectically forming and re-
forming so is always provisional and never closed. […] OSL becomes, there-
by, transactional, in the sense of an open and free exchange of ideas. (Monk,
Chillington-Rutter, Neelands & Heron, 2011, pp. 127-128)
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This description seemed particularly apposite for the betwixt and between status
of the year abroad, which might be considered the ultimate in open space learn-
ing requiring improvisation. Crucially, the virtual elements of the year abroad
experience for our students could allow for the “transactional” dimension to this
learning to be put in place despite the geographical distance between individual
learners.

Allied to this experiential model, Barnett’s metaphor of the modern learner as
“liquid” helpfully quantifies the flexible dispositions that allow modern learners to
learn best. Such learners show “a preparedness to encounter the unexpected, a will-
ingness to go on even though one does not know what might be round the next
bend, […] a desire to voyage further and develop in the process a will to listen to
the world” (Barnett, 2012, p. 10). In our project it was important to use the VLE
to probe how such dispositions might allow linguistic competencies to grow whilst
offering a learning experience altogether more rounded than the acquisition of lan-
guage alone. Finally, we sought to acknowledge the disruptive qualities of the year
abroad and sought to help students explore the beneficial aspects of this disruption
collaboratively. As Cathy Davidson argues inNow You See It, disturbance is vital to
intellectual growth:

We learn our patterns of attention so efficiently that we don’t even know they
are patterns. We believe they are the world, not a limited pattern represent-
ing the part of the world that has been made meaningful to us at a given time.
Only when we are disrupted by something different from our expectations do
we become aware of the blind spots we cannot see on our own. (Davidson,
2011, p. 56)

Barnett speaks in similar terms: “part of the responsibility of higher education
in a supercomplex age […] is that of creating disturbance in the minds and
being of the students” (2008, p. 155). Since, as Garrison has argued, learning is
maximised when students are obliged to acquire a “metacognitive awareness” of
such processes and to generate “critical discourses” in response to them (pp. 28,
31, 61), one of the key goals of the VLE was to provide a space to critique inter-
cultural and linguistic encounters in two stages, firstly by requiring that stu-
dents recount individual experiences of the self in its new world, and secondly
by soliciting shared responses potentially unearthing other “blind spots” or pre-
senting new ways of viewing. Garrison notes that: “The demands of an evolv-
ing knowledge society create expectations for individuals to be independent
thinkers and, at the same time, interdependent, collaborative learners” (p. 53),
and reminds us that digital learning, dependent on written (and, in the case of
our VLE, asynchronous) exchanges of information, offers the possibility for
reflection “at a higher cognitive level than in a face-to-face verbal context” as
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“students have more time to reflect, to be more explicit and to order content
and issues” (p. 33). This is particularly pertinent in the year abroad context,
where for many students the emphasis is placed squarely on oral communica-
tion, involving intimate negotiations between interlocutors and contexts that
remain ephemeral and often go entirely undiscussed.

2. Designing the site

The above discussion articulates our belief that the disjunctive nature of the year
abroad within an otherwise formal degree programme offers students the possi-
bility to hone dispositions invaluable to their development as successful lifelong
learners, according to the notion that “the student’s being in the world is more
important for her learning than her interests in developing knowledge and
understanding in a particular field” (Saarnivaara et al., 2012, p. 308). That said,
as language teachers we also had particular objectives in place for advancing the
students’ language expertise in preparation for a taxing final-year language pro-
gramme. It is an entry requirement for students studying French at Warwick to
have passed the A Level (school leaving) examination in the language; the annu-
al cohort numbers approximately 100 students, who normally complete their
year abroad in the third year of their degree (the cohort numbers approximate-
ly 100 students). The year abroad is mandatory, but, as in most university lan-
guage departments, the range of activities undertaken by students is diverse.
Students studying French jointly with another language (Italian or German)
generally elect to spend the academic year in one country and the summer vaca-
tion in another, so exposure to French in the cohort varies when measured tem-
porally. Of those students in France or a francophone country, approximately
70% are employed as language assistants, 25% are Erasmus students and the
remainder undertake a range of paid or unpaid work placements. Of those joint
language students residing in Italy and German-speaking countries, almost all
take up Erasmus placements. Here again, then, we see huge variety in the stu-
dents’ exposure to written and spoken French. All these students, whether based
in a French-speaking country or elsewhere, must participate in the virtual learn-
ing activities set up by the French department.

The challenge, therefore, was to design a site that set out specific tasks with
mapped linguistic objectives guiding the students towards particular cognitive,
curriculum-focussed goals that nevertheless included open-endedness and
explicitly drew on students’ individual experiences. Ideally, we sought to engen-
der interplay between formal and informal activities, so that dispositions honed
in one might have a discernible impact on the other. The site we developed in
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conjunction with Warwick Language Centre was a hybrid of Moodle and
Mahara (what the Language Centre terms “a talking Mahoodle”).

Our site had three clear areas:

• A formatively-assessed work area for the preparation, submission and
return of 2-3 formative essays. Targets set and feedback given were lar-
gely teacher-led. All factual information (aims, objectives, submission
requirements) was given in English to ensure absolute clarity of expec-
tations; all written work was produced, marked and discussed in
French.

• A collaboration area (used by staff and students) with a number of forums.
The language of staff threads varied between French and English according
to the nature of the activity being promoted. Students were free to use
either language in their response, with French encouraged for certain activ-
ities.

• A personal reflection and dossier building area, largely, but not exclusively
student led, constructed in Mahara. This area was almost exclusively in
French.

3. The formative essay task

The essay task (numbering two to three assignments depending on the student’s
degree programme) came with quite specific cognitive and linguistic criteria, but
was constructivist in that students were required to devise their own topic area and
title, based on experiences and encounters. Students were also required to create an
electronic dossier of resources on the chosen topic, intended both to inform the
essay and to be used subsequently during final-year essay and oral classes. The essay
was marked by native speaker lecteurs in the French department, following a peri-
od of training in assessment, levelling, and marking electronically. Students
received detailed individual feedback in French, including colour coding of both
mistakes and felicitous expressions / constructions, a detailed response to content,
and feed-forward guidance for improving written language. An essay-writing
forum was created for students to raise questions in advance of the task submission
deadline, and to respond to marked work.

This pattern of learning corresponds to Laudrillard’s Conversational
Framework (see Laudrillard, 2009, in Kear, 2011, pp. 46-7.) Specific task require-
ments generated questions on referencing correctly, finding and using sources and
presenting work appropriately, to which both staff and fellow students responded
in the forum space. However, the most productive community of inquiry sprang
up when several students independently voiced concerns about how to construct

228 Cathy Hampton



an essay title in correct French. For staff, this raised questions about pedagogy
(none of the prepared online resources had addressed this question),1 but in
advance of our posting a response, another student (Andrew) had embraced the
teacher role:

Jazz: DONC, quelqu’un pourrait m’aider à penser à un titre pour ma disser-
tation? Je voudrais parler de l’homosexualité en France (l’égalité maritale en
particulière) et expliquer la situation en France par rapport à celle en
Angleterre. Je ne suis pas certaine concernant ce que je dois mettre comme
titre.

Andrew: En plus, on peut utiliser des citations. Alors, si tu veux encore traiter
l’homosexualité et faire une comparaison entre l’Angleterre et la France n’est-
ce pas possible d’aborder le thème avec une citation? Peut-être tu peux choisir
deux: une d’un ressource anglais traduit en français, l’autre en français, et la
suivre avec une question générique du genre: “Qu’est-ce que ces deux cita-
tions veulent-elles dire au sujet de la perception de l’homosexualité en France
et en Angleterre?”

We had sought to build faith in the site as a space of mutual inquiry from the
beginning of the academic year by employing a native French speaker postgradu-
ate student, Laure, to staff the collaborative forum and seed it with informal activ-
ities (discussed in more detail below). Laure was herself a student overseas and her
capacity for empathy established trust. On the basis of this mutuality, imparting
advice and building helpful feed-forward material from the first assignment
became a shared endeavour. Selected students assented to their essays being used as
examples of good practice; the lectrice (teaching assistant) team created a document
on title building; targeted advice sheets on discrete language difficulties (use of
tenses, articles, pronouns and so forth) were constructed and disseminated on the
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stipulated: “Each of your three dossiers should relate to a particular aspect of French
(francophone) culture and society in the broadest sense of the word: your dossiers may
relate to literature, history, art, current affairs (politics, economics, education, media,
science and technology…) Mix and match according to your own interests. […] The
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and rigorously. […] Based on the material of each of your three dossiers, you are
required to submit TWO / THREE essays of 1000—1200 words. […] There are no
set topics for the essays. Instead, you are asked to formulate your own titles. When for-
mulating the title, however, bear in mind that the essay should produce an argument
and not present a topic that is merely descriptive.”



site, with the instruction that errors covered here would be penalized more strong-
ly in subsequent assignments.

This multi-layered feedback system seemed to generate a much more focussed
interest in the benefits of these formative assignments than had hitherto been the
case when students submitted and had marks returned by post. Students were
proactive in maximising the effectiveness of the feedback mechanism, by, for
instance, requesting (via the forum) a change of date for the final assignment in
order to have more time to digest and act on feedback from the second.

The percentage of students who failed to complete these assignments was very
low, despite their solely formative nature (the first assignment achieved an 88%
submission rate, for instance). Of course they did not suit a minority of students.
For some, any link to the centre was anathema for an independent year abroader;
for others, more formal assessment was desirable: “I feel that when the year abroad
does not count towards your degree whatsoever it’s difficult to motivate yourselves
at times.” More students, however, exhibited quite advanced metacognitive aware-
ness of the creative pedagogical potential on offer in the balance of space and struc-
ture offered by the year abroad programme:

Rose: I totally champion the French department’s decision NOT to make the
year abroad count towards our degrees. […] As Cathy’s questionnaire sug-
gests, the year abroad gives us the time and the space to get to know ourselves
– our strengths, weaknesses, motivations and ambitions – and to make our
own decisions based on our own, individual interests.

Kathryn: I would like to say that the year abroad should most definitely not
just be about improving academically, it should be about developing yourself
in a variety of ways; predominately [sic], of course, in terms of language abil-
ity but I feel that this covers many skills, not just writing essays. I enjoy the
fact that I now have enough time to read books in German at my own leisure,
something I never have time for at Warwick as there are so many other com-
pulsory books to read. Additionally, for Erasmus students, having the year
abroad not count towards our degree gives us the freedom to take advantage
of the many different courses on offer at European universities.

Clare and Matthew went further in linking the freedom to explore their status as
global citizens in an assessment-neutral environment with the intellectual “play”
and risk taking that can inspire academic advancement:

Matthew: I chose [my] title because after having read several bouquins about
mountaineering and the guides of Chamonix, I just really wanted to write
about it! Roger Frison-Roche was my inspiration, and then I researched using
accident results from the Club Alpin Suisse, Mountain Rescue, and some
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mountaineering discussion forums. […] I should probably have chosen a
subject a little more France specific, but seeing as these essays don’t count
towards my degree mark I thought the risk was worth it and I allowed my
heart to rule my head.

Clare: Chosing [sic] the titles was hard but at the same time the complete lib-
erty was wonderful and I actually ended up writing and researching topics
which originally I would never had contemplated if the titles had been given
to me, and therefore I discovered more about France.

4. The dossier building task

The essay assignments’ combination of, on the one hand, highly specific objec-
tives and feedback mechanisms and, on the other, research-driven, open con-
tent, proved highly effective. The accompanying dossiers were much harder to
embed in the learning process. Although students gathered material, many did
not use the suggested Mahara format to do so, and many of those who did use
Mahara found it hard to organise their content effectively. Mahara is an
extremely flexible online space, giving students the opportunity to source and
arrange text, video, web material and photos using a drag and drop system.
Students were provided with instructions for use in the form of screen captures,
videos and word documents, as well as examples from a previous pilot study for
the VLE. They also received some training in usage of the site prior to their year
abroad. Nevertheless, once abroad many students felt that Mahara was not intu-
itive enough to be readily usable (see also O’Toole, 2013)2; there was also a ten-
dency for users to see the pages as something of a “scrap book” for resources
(O’Toole, p. 14). Mahara offers the facility for students to share their pages with
others, and we encouraged critical appraisal of pages through a comments facil-
ity. However, only 16 students in a cohort of about 120 shared their pages,
allowing staff to offer advice on copyright issues and the web, on layout and on
reflective appraisal of content, distributed to individual students and, more gen-
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workflows (with series of web pages), not immediately connected to the task in hand”
(O’Toole, p. 11).



erally, through the Moodle forums. The best of the pages, responding to advice
given, showed an excellent level of reflection, incorporating critical discourse on
the choice of content, a sifting and sorting of materials through target language
summaries and key vocabulary lists, and a sensitivity to presentation.

In summary, though the dossier task itself had been broken down into a
number of objectives, many of these were more directly focussed on the process
of choosing topics; it was clear that in order to engender high level critical
engagement with the material chosen we needed to do more to help students
organise and analyse their work. Basing our revisions upon best student prac-
tice, we have worked with Warwick e-learning adviser Rob O’Toole to devise a
new dossier area on the Warwick Sitebuilder interface that ties the uploading of
content directly to critical appraisal of it through a mandatory web form setting
explicit tasks (including: “draw up a list of new vocabulary”; “explain why you
have chosen this article”). This “what you see is what you get approach” relieves
students of the “high extraneous cognitive load” associated with using the more
open-ended Mahara platform (O’Toole, 2013, p. 11), which our students,
already carrying a heavy load of new cognitive responsibilities in their individ-
ual year abroad contexts, were not ready to assume. Further research will be
needed to assess how the dossiers, in the older and newer formats, are re-used
by students in final-year language classes.

5. Informal collaborative learning: the forums

The Moodle forums saw the most productive combination of teacher-led scaffold-
ing and student driven activity in which students clearly “internaliz[ed] the teach-
ing role” (Kear, 2011, p. 43). In order to galvanize the disparate community at the
beginning of the academic year, the decision was taken to have a programme of
seeded activities which students could opt into, combined with a termly compul-
sory posting.The seedings ranged from the very informal (virtual cinema and read-
ing clubs, recipe sharing, description of regions) to those requiring reflection on
language and interculture, and others focussing clearly on professional and aca-
demic skills building. English was the language of interaction in the academic and
reflective postings, whilst other, more informal threads were set in French, with the
option of answering in either French or English. The compulsory forum tasks
elicited a participation rate of around 66%, and showed many students eager to
engage in reflection on their working roles and to adopt a transactional approach
to problems and questions. A body of about 20 students participated readily in
other, voluntary, forum discussions and, indeed, initiated discussions of their own;
it was this group that made the transition from the role of active respondent to that
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of facilitator. In what follows, I analyse the responsibilities and dispositions that
these different levels of participation elicited.

5.1 Student as task manager

Pellegrino Aveni (2005) and Killick (2011) have noted the anxiety that can beset
new year abroaders seeking to establish an identity in a foreign-language setting.
The earliest student-generated interventions on the forum reflect this anxiety:

Stephanie: I don’t know about you [speaking to the general audience] but this
first two months has been a steep learning curve. This should be reassuring
and even satisfying but, apart from still being alive and relatively healthy, I
don’t really feel that the results are showing. […] What I feel I am picking up
is short cuts. My greatest fear is that, if I don’t hurry up and make myself
understood sharpish, my locutor will quickly get bored and either interrupt
me, ask me to speak in English or walk away. As a result, my speech has accel-
erated but articulation still lags woefully behind, making it harder for people
to understand me.

Andrew’s response clearly holds the forum space to be pastoral. This allows him to
probe the problem of identity and language in a sophisticated way:

Thank you so much for posting this - I was beginning to wonder if I was the
only person to have this same awkward feeling that my French is resting
at more or less at the same level and not progressing.
The slow progression of my ability to communicate orally is now becoming
quite alarming (particularly as I have been out here for just over a month). I
think, in part, it’s actually because we’re thinking too much about what to
say (afraid of making mistakes, trying to think ahead, trying to crystallise
ideas about what to say in our heads). […]
We’re […] used – in the UK – to speaking a language fluently. I know that if
I talk to another native English speaker, even if I don’t quite express myself
well, I will nevertheless have been successful in communicating the concept
or idea that I wanted to say. We don’t have that luxury in a different country
(and culture) such as France.

Naturally staff offered encouragement and reassurance in response to this, but
another student chose a rather different tack, offering a friendly telling off to the
students for having persisted in communicating in English:

Chers Stefanie et Andrew, Tout dabord, je ne crois pas qu’écrire en anglais
vous aidera à ameliorer votre français ; […] A mon avis, il faut pratiquer, pra-
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tiquer, PRATIQUER, même si vous faîtes pas mal d’erreurs au début. […]
J’espère que vous ayez trouvé mon conseil à peu près utile et que ce n’était pas
trop (pour utiliser un peu d’anglais) “Thank you, Captain Obvious”

The response was well received and these students began to express themselves in
French on the site as a result. Communication in French on the site was optional,
and not necessarily the desired outcome even in this situation, where students
might feel they need to voice anxieties in their own tongue. Nevertheless, this dis-
cussion did a lot to foster confidence in using French.

5.2. Student as producer

At regular intervals the forums were seeded with questions in English that asked
students to consider changes in intercultural understanding. While staff had a ten-
dency to solicit introspection in their question types, a group of students offered,
unsolicited, a more practical contribution. Tom, recalling that the meeting for new
outgoing students was about to take place at Warwick, set the following challenge
for his co-year abroaders:

I thought maybe it would be a good idea to have a forum where we could
post things that could be of particular interest to next year’s YAers [sic].
Think about things that we wanted to know last year: Phones, Housing,
Second jobs etc etc and it could help David in term 3 when he has a billion
2nd years asking him what the best available phone tariffs are?

The response was seven very detailed posts on the topicsTom had raised.This post-
ing anticipated a need also articulated in questionnaires and demonstrated stu-
dents’ willingness to assume the status of expert, even to the extent of intervening
in the organisational processes of the year (Kear, 2011). This had been encouraged
elsewhere on the site in the establishment of three “professional” forums (the
Assistantship forum, the Erasmus forum and the PaidWork forum). Contributions
to these forums were compulsory, and students asked to reflect on their work role,
by offering sample material (lesson plans, assessment of pupil need; how to inte-
grate at university, which courses to recommend; reflection on expectations in the
workplace). Some posts produced in-depth analyses of intercultural exchange,
learning dispositions and classroom, university and workplace behaviours, which
showed students “negotiat[ing] peer social discourses, overcome[ing] their own
resistances […] and acquiring more responsibility (agency)” (Meier & Daniels, p.
234). I list some examples below:

Despite being paid for only 12 hours of work per week, I was asked to do all
sorts of extra stuff for free. And when I say asked, I mean I didn’t really have
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a choice. I found myself caught between whether to just say yes to everything
(this has been my motto since working here, especially in social situations) or
to stick up for myself.3

The social aspect of uni here (or lack of ) is what we were warned about/expect-
ed, but seeing it in action is different from hearsay. It’s a shame they don’t have
as much of a student community here as campus unis tend to, […], but I
think this is due to the entirely different systems, for example the fact that stu-
dents here tend to have at least 20 hour weeks regardless of subject, that mean
that such involved extra curricular activity isn’t really possible.

When I began my year abroad I felt like I had all the time in the world to get
settled and start making the most of the opportunity. However, the sooner
you realise that isn’t the case the better off you’ll be. That is the best advice I
could give anyone about to undertake their year abroad, and also what I
would tell the former version of myself if I could time travel.

I have now managed to instill [sic] confidence in them [my pupils] merely by
telling them how impressed I am with them when they speak. If they say
something correctly, I believe it is important to give them positive feedback,
not only to reward them but to make them feel happy about themselves hav-
ing got something correct.

6. Conclusions: no more them and us?

This online community was advantaged by having interacted in the real world
in years 1 and 2 prior to the year abroad. Nevertheless, the team saw it as essen-
tial to establish a group online identity that was transactional, playful, explorato-
ry and cohesive, but rigorous in its academic standards (Garrison, 2011, pp. 46-
50). Affective posts revealing staff dispositions sat alongside academic posts, and
the students responded by cementing social cohesion through humour. Whilst
we had been busy seeding the site with pedagogical prompts and nudges, the
students had agreed on Facebook to seed it with secret code words around the
topic of cheese (chosen because “it is typical of a French equivalent which is SO
different”). It was only when I reviewed all forum entries that I spied a trend of
which this is one example: “It turned out that I had acute appendicitis so what
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followed was a laparoscopic appendectomy […] I spent 5 days [in hospital]
recuperating. Luckily I’m feeling much cheddar now - cheese things happen!”
The eventual sharing of the joke between staff and students elicited real convivi-
ality (“Haha well caught on!!!!!”; “You gouda love a good pun”) both on this site
and the cohort’s Facebook page,4 growing to have “group or dyad-level affect”
and “to build stronger relationships within the social context” (Robert &
Wilbanks, 2012, p. 1075). Of course, this joke would not have worked if there
had been no “them” and “us”, and the departmental site was clearly credited
with a distinctive pastoral and pedagogical role, as these questionnaire respons-
es indicate:

The department’s VLE focuses on the cultural and educational side of living
in France and encourages us to share and compare our experiences with other
students all over France.

It is a place to ask academic questions and to gain reputable advice (either
from other students experiences, or in terms of recommendations).

I have so many Facebook groups for various year abroad criterion [sic] it’s
comforting to know that there is a direct link to all other Warwick students
and teachers.

This position of trust is, I believe, a product of the decision to give “strong lead-
ership” and a high level of task scaffolding to the site (Garrison, 2011, p. 62).

Garrison’s generalist approach to the online pedagogical space and Meier
and Daniel’s linguist-focussed approach to the year abroad space offer comple-
mentary models of how students’ deep learning might be sustained in the long
term. Garrison’s practical inquiry model envisages a 4 stage process for online
tasks: “trigger, exploration, integration, and resolution” (p. 60). Meier and
Daniels describe three metaphors that characterise the year abroad learning
process: the acquisition, participation and contribution metaphors, where con-
tribution involves the deepest, most beneficial level of immersion in a foreign
social context (pp. 233-234). This chapter has emphasized particularly the life-
long learning dispositions that can be developed during the year abroad. In this
context, we wish to acknowledge that any resolution will be partial, and will
perhaps uncover triggers for a new learning endeavour. We sought to encourage
awareness of this process through the creation of a Mahara page that formally
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introduces students to some of the meta-cognitive perspectives explored above
and asks them to respond with personalised reflections. This is illustrated in
Figure 1.

Figure 1. Using Mahara for post-YA reflections

We intend to support this with an improvisatory workshop addressing the issue of
returning to the institution using the metaphor of the fairy tale,5 which incorpo-
rates the stages of departure, exploration and reintegration:

“Il y avait une fois…”

• The fairy tale. Brainstorm: what is characteristic of this genre? How does it
work? Why might it be a good analogy for the year abroad?

• TASK: Imagine your year abroad experience as a fairy tale. Examine each
stage of the process in detail. Think about:
- Feelings
- characters
- space / geographies
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It is hoped that this improvisation will complement and extend written online
reflections, as well as encouraging students intuitively to feel the imaginative leap
that may be necessary to take their serendipitous year abroad experiences forward
to the world beyond the placement.

In addition, we intend to add to Meier and Daniel’s target-language con-
tribution metaphor the additional requirement that students contribute some-
thing of their acquired linguistic and socio-cultural knowledge to their home
community on their return; Killick has noted the “broader socio-cultural skills
and perspectives gained on mobility” that can usefully be fed back (p. 261).
Currently, the Mahoodle has been remodelled for the summer transitional peri-
od to include fact files of information summarising key forum discussions of
interest to newly outgoing students, and allowing volunteer students to act as
online consultants for this next cohort. From the following academic year, one
assessment task will require students to write online resources in French for the
students that will follow them. Additionally, a pilot widening participation
project will see 15 volunteer students gather and peer review artefacts that
might profitably be used to stimulate learning in the year 9 French classroom
(using Moodle forums and other online spaces to compare materials), to be
developed for use in local schools on their return.

Just as language-learning is grounded in the contextual, the shifting and
collaborative, so too are the worlds, virtual and actual, of the 21st-century learn-
er, and the synergies are worth pursuing, in order to stress that students of lan-
guages are particularly astute, prescient learners for this current time. Such ini-
tiatives as those set out above offer our students frames for thinking about how
the year abroad has the potential to transform, and seek to bring to the fore the
value of being mindful of such transformation. Global citizenship, facilitated by
the infinite possibility of new online encounters, demands such mindfulness.
The encounter with the other has produced such reflections before, but now,
unlike in previous ages, we can all be travellers. As Montaigne would have it:
“Le monde n’est qu’un branloire pérenne. Toutes les choses y branlent sans
cesse. […] Je ne puis assurer mon objet. Il va trouble et chancelant, d’une ivresse
naturelle. Je le prends en ce point, comme il est, en l’instant que je m’amuse à
lui. Je ne peins pas l’être. Je peins le passage”. (1998 [1595], p. 267)6.
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Chapter 12
Life post-study abroad for
the Japanese language learner:
Social networks, interaction and language usage
Rikki Campbell
Monash University

Over the past two decades, there has been a steady increase in studies concern-
ing language learners’ out-of-class interaction and social network development
in study abroad contexts (e.g. Kato & Tanibe, 1997; Tanaka, 2007; Ayano,
2006; Isabelli-Garcia, 2006; Pearson-Evans, 2006; Zappa, 2007; Meier &
Daniels, 2011; Dewey, Bown & Eggett, 2012; Trentman, 2013; research in this
volume). However, to date, there has been very little research into the ongoing
impact of study abroad on learners’ target language (TL) speaking networks
once they return to their home countries. Do they maintain these newly devel-
oped networks and/or demonstrate an enhanced ability to expand TL networks
once removed from the study abroad environment? Moreover, do these networks
continue to provide opportunities for TL usage, or do frequent contact with TL
speakers, and opportunities for language use and learning, become but a linger-
ing memory of the study abroad experience? These questions have become the
focus of the present research, which, based within a larger doctoral project,
investigates the impact of various university-level study abroad programmes on
Japanese language learners’ social networks with Japanese speakers after they
returned to Australia. In this chapter, I provide a brief review of the literature
concerning the benefits of study abroad, and then narrow the focus to studies
regarding social interaction, network maintenance and/or development, and
language use in post-study abroad contexts. I then introduce the methodology
employed in this study, followed by a discussion of findings and directions for
future research.

1. Literature review

The experience of studying abroad for language learners has a multitude of
potential benefits. Numerous studies have found that it has a positive influence
on areas including personal, intellectual, intercultural, and professional devel-



opment (Coleman & Chafer, 2011; Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Kauffman, Martin
&Weaver, 1992; McMillan & Opem, 2004; Nunan, 2006). Moreover, a signif-
icant number of studies have found evidence of a relationship between learner
interaction with native speakers whilst abroad and language acquisition (Allen
& Herron, 2003; Hernandez, 2010; Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006; Regan, 1995;
Smith, 2002; Yager, 1998); motivation (Bachner & Zeustschel, 1994; Isabelli-
García, 2006; Simoes, 1996); learners’ confidence in themselves and their lan-
guage skills (Allen & Herron, 2003; Magnan & Back, 2007; Tanaka & Ellis,
2003; Xu, 2010; Zappa, 2007); and levels of both classroom and non-classroom
anxiety (Allen & Herron, 2003; Tanaka & Ellis, 2003; Xu, 2010; Zappa, 2007).

Longitudinal surveys conducted by the Institute for the International
Education of Students (Dwyer, 2004; Dwyer & Peters, 2004;McMillan&Opem,
2004), Nunan (2006), and Coleman and Chafer (2011) have also highlighted the
ongoing impact of study abroad even decades after the experience. Of particular
importance to the current research, each of these studies found that a substantial
number of participants (>50%) still maintain relationships they developed while
abroad. Importantly, Coleman and Chafer (2011) found that all of their inform-
ants who had graduated between 2006 and 2009 were still in contact with each
other; possibly due to enhanced communication technologies. Based on question-
naire data, however, these studies primarily report on overall trends, and thus do
not account for the idiosyncrasies of individual learners. Moreover, they do not
address reasons behind patterns of network maintenance, or patterns of language
use post-study abroad.

A longitudinal study conducted by Jiménez Jiménez (2003), however, has
taken a qualitative approach to examine American learners of Spanish and their
second language (L2) interaction both during and post-study abroad. Although he
found a significant decline in the degree of interactive Spanish use once students
returned to America, some of his participants continued to use the L2 daily
through telephone calls to friends, partners, and host families remaining in Spain,
as well as through sporadic face-to-face interaction with native speakers or study
abroad peers in America. It was also found that differences in learners’ future plans
noticeably impacted on their degree of post-study abroad L2 usage, where students
planning on utilising Spanish in future activities such as travel or work exhibited a
greater degree of usage than those who did not. Furthermore, several students who
did not increase their Spanish proficiency as much as they had hoped to while in
Spain mentioned having self-conscious feelings of failure, which further prevented
them from using the L2 post-study abroad.

Further qualitative research conducted by Campbell (2011) and Kurata
(2004) has found that sojourns in Japan provided crucial opportunities for
Japanese learners to meet and subsequently maintain contact with Japanese speak-
ers after returning to their normal country of residence (Australia). Networks in
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Japan for participants in each of these studies were found to provide valuable
sources for friendship and ongoing Japanese interaction through a wide range of
channels including letters, email, chat, Skype and Facebook, which most of the
informants were not exposed to pre-study abroad. These findings were also reflect-
ed in Pasfield-Neofitou’s (2012) study, where participation in international
exchanges provided a gateway into online interaction with Japanese speakers.
Moreover, participants in both Campbell’s (2011) and Kurata’s (2004) studies
reported perceived increases in linguistic, sociolinguistic, and cultural competence
as a result of their sojourns in Japan, and an overall increase in frequency and dura-
tion of Japanese use post-study abroad.

In a subsequent study, Kurata (2007) further examined the language use pat-
terns of Japanese learners in an Australian setting, the majority of whom had spent
at least some time in Japan. By employing Grosjean’s (1982) framework of factors
influencing language choice in bilingual settings and Norton’s (2000) notion of
investment, she identified the following influential factors:

Participant-related factors

• Perceived L2 proficiency of learners and their social network members;
• Investment in L2 by learners and their social network participants;
• Awareness/sensitivity to interlocutors’ language needs and their identities in
relation to their L2 proficiency;

• History of linguistic interaction.

Situation-related factors

• Location/setting;
• Presence of monolinguals;
• Fatigue and lack of time;
• Channel/use of new technology.

Discourse content-related factors

• Topics;
• Type of vocabulary.

Interactional function-related factors

• Exclusion;
• Assistance to an L2 learner.

Kurata (2007) found that although the participant-related factors appeared to play
the most significant role, patterns of language selection were influenced by a com-
bination of the above social and contextual factors in complex ways. For example,
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she found that although many of the informants continued to use Japanese with
Japanese contacts they had established during sojourns in Japan, almost half of the
reported interactions were conducted predominantly in English. She related this to
the fact that most of these interactions were in the form of email, where her par-
ticipants preferred to use English. Campbell (2011) also found that while her
informants claimed to primarily use Japanese with their Japanese network mem-
bers in Japan, one claimed to email one of her network members in English, recip-
rocating their language preference. Furthermore, Campbell found that although
perceived increases in Japanese proficiency and confidence as a result of study
abroad led to greater Japanese use post- compared to pre-study abroad with
Japanese network members in Australia, her participants would often leave the lan-
guage choice up to their network members. This was because they claimed to have
greater empathy with Japanese students studying in Australia (having themselves
been Japanese learners studying in Japan), and respected the fact that they had
come there to learn English. Thus, learners’ interactional experiences whilst on
study abroad are evidently a sub-category of Kurata’s (2007) “history of linguistic
interaction” listed above.

This section has introduced a limited number of studies concerning language
learners’ network maintenance/development, social interaction, and language use
after returning to the home country. Due to the dearth of research in this field,
some researchers (Burns, 1996; Kurata, 2011; Zappa, 2007) have called for more
longitudinal and/or follow-up studies examining how the study abroad experience
impacts learners in various social, personal, and academic contexts once they return
to their home countries. Furthermore, Segalowitz, Freed, Collentine, Lafford,
Lazar, and Dìaz-Campos (2004, p.15) have argued for more qualitative research
concerning study abroad experiences, and in particular for greater focus on learn-
ers’ opportunities for interaction and the nature of communication that occurs
both inside and outside the classroom. The present study therefore aims to address
some of these missing gaps in the literature, more specifically by examining the fol-
lowing research questions:

1) What is the nature of Japanese language learners’ networks with Japanese
speakers post-study abroad?

2) What factors influence the nature of learners’ networks with Japanese
speakers post-study abroad?

3) What are the patterns of language usage within these networks and what
factors influence them?

Given the limited sample size, this study should be considered a preliminary inves-
tigation on topics and areas worthy of further, more systematic, study.
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2. Methodology

2.1. Informants

This chapter focuses on four Japanese language learner informants, who are each
completing an undergraduate course at the same university in Australia. A basic
outline of their relevant backgrounds is provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Informants’ background
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Approximate length
of formal Japanese

study prior to
university study

abroad

Elementary
school: 7 years

High school: 6 years
University: 2.5 years

High school: 6 years
University: 2 years

High school: 5 years
University: 2 years

University:
2.5 years

Approximate level
of formal Japanese

study prior to
study abroad*

Japanese 9
(CEFR B2;
JLPT N2)

Japanese 8
(CEFR B1;
JLPT N2)

Japanese 6
(CEFR; B1
JLPT N3)

Japanese 5
(CEFR B1;
JLPT N4)

Length and purpose
of trips to Japan prior

to study abroad

2006 Two week
high school tour
(homestay)

2007 Five week high
school exchange
(homestay)2011
One week holiday

Nil 2011 Two weeks,
programme was

ended early in wake
of Tohoku Disaster

Details of study
abroad programme

in Japan

Six weeks
June-July 2012 at
Language Institute

One semester
2012 at public
University

One year
2011-2012 at

public University

One year
2011-2012 at

private university

Time since SA
programme

completion (at end
of data collection)

15 months 15 months 14 months 6 months

Subsequent
Japanese studies

Semester 2, 2012:
Japanese 10

Semester 1, 2013:
Japanese 11

Nil Semester 2, 2012:
Japanese 8

Sophie Phoebe Oscar Jane

Native language English English Spanish English

Ethnicity Caucasian
Australian

Caucasian
Australian

Colombian Caucasian
Australian

Note: the informants provided the level to which they had studied at their Australian university, where num-
bers correspond to number of semesters studied (e.g. Japanese 9 represents the level equivalent to nine semes-
ters of study [from entry level] at this particular university). For ease of comparability, the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) and Japanese Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) levels that
the university deems equivalent to successful completion of each level have also been provided (cf Council of
Europe, 2001; The Japan Foundation, 2012)



Reflecting the reality of study abroad, and language learners in general, these
informants show differences in terms of duration and level of Japanese language
study, and trips to Japan, prior to their university-level study abroad pro-
grammes. Whilst all of the other informants are native speakers of English,
Oscar’s first language is Spanish, though he has resided in Australia for the past
12 years, and has native-like English proficiency. Moreover, each of the inform-
ants participated in different study abroad programmes during 2011-2012,
Sophie’s lasting for six weeks, Phoebe’s for one semester, and Oscar’s and Jane’s
for one year. Sophie’s programme was at a language institute, while the other
three informants all attended Japanese universities. Each of the informants com-
pleted their study abroad programmes in July 2012; the interview data reported
in this paper were collected between 5 and 8 months following study abroad.
When interviewed, all were still full-time students, but Phoebe was the only
informant still currently studying Japanese. Due to these various differences, dif-
ficulties obviously exist in directly comparing their experiences. The aim of this
chapter, therefore, is not to attempt to draw generalisations, but rather to exploit
the richness of the data, and present some of the commonalities and idiosyn-
crasies which have been identified.

2.2. Data collection and analysis

The first stage of the data collection was to have the four informants complete a
background questionnaire, which gathered details concerning their demograph-
ic and linguistic background, sojourns in Japan, and social contact with Japanese
speakers, during and after residence abroad. This was immediately followed by
the initial semi-structured interview, which gathered in-depth data concerning
their study abroad experience, social interaction, and networks with Japanese
speakers in both Australia and Japan. In subsequent months, informants were
requested to complete one-week interaction journals at three to four month
intervals, which detailed any interaction that occurred with Japanese speakers
during that time. They were then interviewed again by the author as soon as pos-
sible after completion of each journal.

The data utilised in this study is summarized in Table 2. Note that because
Sophie and Phoebe commenced their participation in this research while they
were on study abroad, their background questionnaire, initial interview, first
interaction journal, and Sophie’s first subsequent interview were completed dur-
ing this period. The remaining data were all collected post-study abroad.

The combined use of journals and interviews offers a good balance between
validity and practicality. On one hand, Marsden (1990) and Badstübner and
Ecke (2009) have cautioned that retrospective accounts of interaction may have
limitations such as overestimation of L2 usage, and therefore suggest that the
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use of a daily journal is a more efficient means of eliciting detailed data concern-
ing L2 usage and interactions. A number of studies have also shown that the use
of one-week logs is an effective means of eliciting language learners’ social net-
works (Isabelli-García, 2000, 2006; Pearson-Evans, 2006; Whitworth, 2006;
Kurata, 2004, 2011). On the other hand, although it is acknowledged that it
would have been desirable for the informants to keep interaction journals over
the entire period of data collection, it was envisaged that this would place too
great a demand on the informants, especially considering the voluntary nature
of their participation in the research. Therefore, any interaction that occurred
outside of the period covered by the journals was discussed at the end of each
subsequent interview. These interviews were conducted to discuss any occurring
interaction in further detail, particularly concerning patterns of language
choice, as well as any changes in the informants’ networks since we had last met.
Utilisation of the journals as stimuli was found to considerably enhance the rec-
ollection of recently occurring interaction, so that detailed data was obtained for
the one-week periods.

The data collected by each of the above methods was then imported into
NVivo data analysis software for thematic analysis, a method that Braun and
Clarke (2006) claim “should be seen as a foundational method for qualitative
analysis” (p. 78). In the initial stage of analysis, the interview transcripts were
coded using the a priori themes of post-study abroad networks, interaction, and
language usage. From these coded interview segments, the factors influencing
the nature of networks and patterns of language use emerged, and further analy-
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Table 2. Summary of collected data

Informant Background Initial Interaction Subsequent
questionnaire Interview Journal Interviews

Sophie Jul 2012 Jul 2012 Jul 2012 Jul 2012
Dec 2012 Dec 2012
Jun 2013 Jun 2013

Phoebe Jul 2012 Jul 2012 Aug 2012 Sept 2012
Feb 2013 Feb 2013
Aug 2013 Aug 2013

Jane Sept 2012 Sept 2012 Dec 2012 Dec 2012
Oscar Mar 2013 Mar 2013 Mar 2013 Mar 2013

Jul 2013 Jul 2013
Sept 2013 Sept 2013



sis was guided by themes, categories and constructs drawn from the literature.
For example, from excerpts of interviews coded as “language use with NSs”, var-
ious factors influencing language use were then identified and coded according
to Grosjean’s (1982) framework of factors introduced in Section 1 above. Once
the data collection was complete, the transcripts were reviewed in greater depth
and comparative analysis at both the within-case and cross-case levels was car-
ried out. Within-case analysis, that is, looking at the data collected from a sin-
gle informant, affords a more profound understanding of that informant
(Bazeley 2007). This was achieved through comparison of their interview data
collected at the different stages, as well as their interactional patterns with dif-
ferent network participants. On the other hand, cross-case analysis has two
goals: to enhance generalisability, by testing whether the findings can be applied
to other settings/informants or if they are more idiosyncratic in nature; and to
strengthen understanding and explanation.

In addition to qualitative analysis conducted in NVivo, basic quantitative
analysis was also carried out in Microsoft Excel. In particular, lists of pre-, dur-
ing-, and post-study abroad network members generated in each of the inform-
ants’ interviews were uploaded into an Excel spreadsheet, along with various
network characteristics such as frequency, channel, and language of interac-
tion. This then enabled calculations of network size, composition, and degree
of maintenance, as well as degree of language use occurring within the net-
works.

3. Findings and discussion

3.1. Informants’ post-study abroad networks and interaction with native Japanese
speakers

In this section, I provide a discussion of the informants’ post-study abroad net-
works1 and interaction with native Japanese speakers post-study abroad. The
size of the informants’ networks at the end of data collection is presented in
Figure 1, with a focus on composition in terms of when the relationships were
established.
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1 This research draws upon Milroy’s (1987, 178) definition of social network as “the
informal social relationships contracted by an individual”. For a person to be included
as a network member, the informants had to know them by name, be able to contact
them by phone, mail, or internet, and have contacted them in the past two years.



Figure 1. Informants’ post-study abroad network with native Japanese speakers

All of the informants currently maintain contact with between three and nine
Japanese they had met prior to their study abroad experiences. The vast majority
of these pre-study abroad contacts were established in the educational context:
through clubs, social activities, or classes. Due to space constraints I will not dis-
cuss these network members in detail; however, providing these figures as a com-
parison, it can be observed that each of the informants’ networks at least doubled
after their study abroad experience.

As indicated in Figure 1, Sophie’s network is considerably smaller than the
other informants’, with a total of six network members. She has only maintained
contact with one of the network members encountered while on study abroad in
Japan, the significantly lower maintenance likely due to the fact that she participat-
ed in a six-week programme at a language institute as opposed to a one or two
semester programme at a university. Sophie explained that while in Japan she only
met her Japanese network members once or twice in person, and thus only main-
tained contact with the person with whom she developed a closer relationship,
established through regular Facebook messaging. Although she is connected with
a few others on Facebook, she mentioned that she does not have any active contact
with them, and thus would not include them in her current social network.

12. Life post-study abroad for the Japanese language learner 249



In contrast to Sophie, the largest portion of the other three informants’ net-
works is composed of contacts they have maintained from their study abroad peri-
od, and their degree of maintenance was also significantly higher. Contacts main-
tained from this period primarily fit into clusters formed around activity fields
whilst abroad, such as shared residence (Jane), university clubs (Oscar, Jane),
buddy/tutor programmes (Phoebe, Jane), home visit programmes (Jane, Phoebe),
and English conversation classes (Jane). Although frequency of contact with net-
work members established whilst on study abroad has drastically reduced since the
informants returned to Australia, this maintained contact was found to provide
increased opportunities for interaction with Japanese speakers compared to pre-
study abroad (cf. Campbell, 2011; Kurata, 2004).

For each of the four informants, contact was maintained exclusively through
interactive communication technologies, including email, social networking sites
such as Facebook andTwitter, Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) programs such
as Skype, and smartphone messaging applications such as Line.

The impact of interactive communication technologies on network mainte-
nance was a predominant theme in the data, and the primary reason for discon-
tinued contact was that the informants’ network members did not have a
Facebook account. Phoebe, for example, stated that maintained contact was
“mostly Facebook, they don’t do emails or anything, it’s just so much easier. They
either use it a lot or they don’t use it at all”. Interestingly, however, Oscar observed
that within his Japanese network, contacts who had both Facebook and Twitter
accounts utilised Twitter far more frequently. Regardless of the platform, interac-
tive communication technologies have greatly aided the ease at which networks
can be maintained, and may even postpone the “natural decline” that is wit-
nessed in many relationships (Cummings, Lee & Kraut, 2006).

In line with the findings of Ellison, Steinfield and Ecke (2007) and Lewis
and West (2009), each of the informants in this study noted that Facebook was
the most convenient and easiest way to maintain contact. They simultaneously
utilised multiple functions of Facebook to varying degrees, including private
messages, wall posts, and commenting on and/or liking their network members’
posts. They also highlighted how features of Facebook facilitate interaction,
where a notification about a birthday, or an update appearing in the News Feed,
might initiate a topic of conversation that may not have otherwise occurred. As
observed in Lewis and West’s (2009) study, the News Feed may also provide a
form of passive engagement, enabling users to stay informed about their net-
work members’ lives without necessarily making any direct contact. Although
beyond the scope of this paper, examination of self-initiated versus reactive
interaction (i.e. commenting on or “liking” of posts), and whether or not this
correlates to strong or weak tie strength, is thus a point of interest (cf.
Haythornthwaite, 2005).
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In addition to Facebook, Jane also heavily utilised Line, a smartphone messag-
ing app, that allowed her to send either individual or group messages directly to her
friends’ phones for free. When talking about people she has lost contact with, Jane
explained that: “It’s not that I wouldn’t talk to them, it’s just that they don’t really
use Facebook and I don’t have them on Line”. Line was her everyday and preferred
means of contact; because messages came directly to her phone like text messages,
Jane explained that she did not have to go out of her way to keep in contact like
she did with friends who were not on Line. Sophie is also an avid user of
WhatsApp, an app similar to Line; however, she only uses this for contact with her
non-native Japanese speaker friends. Oscar was the only informant who claimed to
use Skype with his Japanese network, though he had only used it once since the
completion of his study abroad programme.

Although the impact of interactive communication technologies was the
factor impacting network maintenance most frequently discussed by the
informants, a few other factors also arose from the data. Each of the informants
mentioned that the closeness of relationships established whilst abroad influ-
enced frequency of contact. As stated by Phoebe: “The more time goes on, it
does tend to be that if we weren’t as close, the frequency does tend to drop off
a little bit”. Moreover, frequency of contact was also influenced by the inform-
ants’ workloads at university. Oscar mentioned that contact with his networks
in Japan was much less frequent during semester because he simply did not have
time to initiate conversations. Likewise, at the time of her last interview, Jane
was completing an internship, and mentioned being too busy to go out of her
way specifically to contact people.

Whilst these findings reflect Kurata’s (2007) in that commitment to study and
lack of time negatively impacted contact frequency, Phoebe presented a different
case. She stated: “Around exams it’s not very much, but when there’s a pile of work
that you need to chip away at, it’s those times that we’re mostly in contact”. Thus,
her contact patterns were the reverse of the other informants’, in that she claimed
to have more interaction during semester than holidays. For Phoebe, holidays were
an opportunity to “get out of the house more” and “do stuff”. A similar case was
also observed in Pasfield-Neofitou’s (2012) study, where one informant mentioned
that most of her online communication occurred during exam or assignment peri-
ods, as opposed to holidays. Therefore, it is possible that these patterns of contact
frequency are reflections of individuals’ overall communication habits.

Another factor found to influence network maintenance was the tangible
opportunity to meet again in person. Jane explained that: “Akemi is going to come
to Australia so I’ve been sending a lot of private messages [on Facebook] to her,
‘cause she’s going to stay at my place. So I’m organising everything with her there”.
Similarly, Oscar had also recently initiated contact with one of his friends in Japan
“because he’s about to come to Australia”. For these two informants, it appears
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that the anticipation of meeting someone again in person enhanced interaction,
prompting an exchange of frequent private messages on Facebook. As Pasfield-
Neofitou (2012) found, interactive communication technologies may play an
important role in organising offline contact between Japanese learners and their
social network members. Moreover, data from my larger doctoral project also
shows that as further time elapses, opportunities to meet up with contacts again
in Japan or elsewhere are of particular importance for further maintaining,
strengthening, or rekindling ties even a decade after study abroad programme
completion.

In terms of post-study abroad network development, two trends emerged.
Firstly, although Phoebe and Sophie expressed the desire to further expand their
Japanese networks in order to practise their L2, they exhibited little agency in
doing so. One month post-study abroad, Phoebe mentioned the desire to “search
for some sort of Japanese speaking club”, because she considered spoken interac-
tion “ideal” for maintaining her Japanese proficiency. By the time of her final
interview six months later, however, Phoebe remained the only informant who
had not established any new native Japanese network members. She admitted that
she had “not particularly” gone out of her way to do so, and explained: “the
uni[versity] study schedule tends to make it just a little bit difficult to… go out
of your way to meet up with people who speak Japanese”. In other words, Phoebe
did not have the availability of time and resources that is required to establish new
networks. Thus, Phoebe commented that the extent of her Japanese interaction
was largely limited to “at university” with her non-native speaker classmates. She
did, however, also meet up with her pre-study abroad native Japanese friend Kae
every few weeks, though she claimed that they would primarily interact in
English.

Similar to Phoebe, Sophie’s realisation that she was not “using the [Japanese]
language” five months post-study abroad prompted her to “immerse [her]self in
the cultural things available to [her] in Melbourne”. Specifically, she mentioned in
her final interview that she had recently attended a Japanese conference for under-
graduate students because she “wanted to meet Japanese people [with whom] to
practise [her] Japanese”. While she succeeded in establishing two new contacts at
this event, she was somewhat disappointed because they wanted her to “speak in
English for practice”. Nevertheless, she claimed to interact with them several times
a week via Facebook messages, and also met up once a fortnight in person.
Although these relationships were just at their early stages at the end of Sophie’s
participation in the research, it would have been interesting to see how long they
were maintained. As Pasfield-Neofitou (2010, p.146) has suggested, primarily
instrumental relationships such as these are likely to be seen as a burden when other
priorities intervene, which may lead to their disintegration unless some common
interest is found.
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Compared to Phoebe and Sophie, Jane and Oscar appeared to invest more
time in Japan-related activities, which presented greater opportunities for meeting
native Japanese speakers. Although their post-study abroad network development
was still relatively minor, it is important to note that because they were both mem-
bers of members of a Japan-related club at their university prior to their study
abroad experiences, they were able to return to the same community upon their
return, which acted as a springboard for further network development. Oscar also
commented that because the club has scheduled events on a weekly basis, it is one
of the best ways for learners to make native Japanese speaker friends in the
Australian context. This reflects the findings of several previous studies that have
found clubs to promote frequent contact and increased opportunities for interac-
tion and friendship development between Japanese learners and native speakers
(Burns, 1996; Kato &Tanibe, 1997; Morofushi, 2008; Campbell, 2011). Indeed,
Oscar established a further three Japanese contacts when he joined the committee
of his Japan-related club, and Jane another one through her involvement in the
weekly events.

Although the Japan-related club was the primary source of face-to-face inter-
action with native Japanese speakers for both Oscar and Jane, they also claimed to
develop additional friendships through classes. Jane established two contacts
through a visitor session in her Japanese language class, though she explained that
unfortunately the visitor session was held just before the participating students
went back to Japan, and thus although she spent a day with them before they left,
they had only had minimal contact on Facebook since. Similarly, although Oscar
claimed to establish two native Japanese speaker contacts through his Chinese
class, they were no longer taking the subject, and, although they were connected
on Facebook, they had not had any recent virtual contact at the time of the inter-
view. He had, however, had several impromptu meetings with them on universi-
ty campus.

Given the fact that each of the informants had been back in Australia for six
to thirteen months, and exhibited an ongoing interest in Japan, it was somewhat
surprising to find that their networks had not expanded to a greater degree.
However, networking requires effort and the investment of time and resources, and
if these are committed to existing friends, it is less likely that individuals will seek
out further friendships (Fehr 1996). Indeed, it was found that each of the inform-
ants still had considerable interaction with network members established either
prior to or during study abroad, who continued to offer them opportunities for
engagement with Japanese language and culture. Thus, it was possible that they
had more of a focus on network maintenance as opposed to development, as I also
found in a previous study (Campbell, 2011). More longitudinal data collected
from other informants in my larger doctoral project, however, does suggest that
given time, and learners’ continued desire for interaction with Japanese, networks
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developed post-study abroad are likely to eventually outweigh networks main-
tained from the study abroad period.

Although the findings discussed above indicate that networks established
while abroad continue to offer important opportunities for interaction with native
Japanese speakers, as other studies have found, access to native speakers does not
necessarily guarantee opportunities for L2 practice (Campbell, 2011; Kurata,
2007, 2010, 2011; Pearson-Evans, 2006). The following section thus examines the
patterns of language use that occur within the informants’ social networks, and
then discusses some of the factors influencing such patterns.

3.2. Patterns of language use with native Japanese speakers

In order to identify the informants’ language use patterns, Nishimura’s (1992)
categories of bilingual speech were employed. She uses three categories, namely
“the basically Japanese variety”, “the basically English variety”, and “the mixed
variety”, which refers to simultaneous use of both languages. In the present study,
these first two categories were were renamed as Predominantly Japanese and
Predominantly English. Because some of the informants are speakers of other lan-
guages, an additional category of Other language was also employed. Figure 2
depicts the percentage of the informants’ networks (and number of contacts) that
they claimed to use each language variety with.

Figure 2. Patterns of language use with native Japanese
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As can be seen, either predominantly Japanese or mixed varieties were the most
common selections, whilst the choice of predominantly English or other language
varieties was relatively minor. Thematic analysis revealed a number of different
influential factors, which I have categorised according to Grosjean’s (1982) factors
influencing language choice in bilingual settings: participant, situation, content of
discourse, and function of interaction. Although each individual learner-native
speaker case warrants an in-depth analysis, due to space constraints, the major fac-
tors influencing language selection are summarised below.

In terms of participant-related factors, the most frequently discussed factor
influencing all four of the informants’ language use with their network mem-
bers post-study abroad was the perceived proficiency of their shared language(s).
Obviously, if Japanese was the only shared language then this became the lan-
guage of interaction by default. If, however, the informants’ network members
were also bilingual, this resulted in interesting patterns of language negotiation.
In the majority of cases, network members established whilst on study abroad
in Japan tended to have less knowledge of English than network members estab-
lished in Australia, and thus there was a stronger tendency to use Japanese with
those contacts. The language that the relationship was established in was also
found to be influential, and in most cases continued through time. This can be
categorized under Grosjean’s (2010, p.45) factor of “language history”, where he
explains that individuals tend to develop an “agreed upon” language that
becomes the language of communication from then on (even if never dis-
cussed). These two factors are effectively reflected in Phoebe’s comment, where
she stated that: “If Japanese was the language that we established our relation-
ship in then generally I’ll always use Japanese. But that is mainly for people I
met in Japan”.

Patterns of language choice could also be influenced, however, by the inform-
ants’ or their network members’ insistence on using their second language in order
to gain practice. The informants’ and their network members’ investment in their
respective L2s resulted in interesting patterns of language negotiation, and some-
times non-reciprocal language use. Both Phoebe and Jane, for example, observed
that a number of their network members started to use more English with them
when they went on study abroad to America. Interestingly, Phoebe mentioned that
she tended to reply to English posts in Japanese “to keep in line” with her pre-estab-
lished language choice while in Japan, thus engaging in non-reciprocal language
use. Grosjean (1982, p.142) has suggested that non-reciprocal language use index-
es a lack of group solidarity, which may lead to embarrassment or even anger
between bilinguals. Thus, Li Wei (2013, p. 369) has indicated that this pattern of
language use in spontaneous spoken discourse is not usually sustainable. However,
it appears that this may not be the case when it comes to written discourse, as
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Phoebe claimed to engage in non-reciprocal language use with several of her net-
work members because they share an “understanding that we both want to prac-
tice the language that we’re learning”. Kurata (2007) also identified a case of non-
reciprocal language use between a Japanese learner and two of her Japanese friends
in Japan and, together, these examples provide evidence that when it comes to writ-
ten forms of interaction, non-reciprocal language use may be considered comfort-
able and even natural in bilingual networks.

In contrast to Phoebe, Jane claimed that with her networks maintained from
study abroad she would reply to their posts in whichever language she was
addressed in. Jane’s contacts, however, were her English students when she was in
Japan, so she was already accustomed to using English with them when they were
“feeling eager” to practice. It is therefore possible that their previous role-relation of
teacher-student influenced ongoing patterns of language selection, where Jane’s use
of English was associated with an identity as English teacher. Similarly, Oscar did
not mind writing in English to his friends in order to help them improve their
English. Interestingly, he further commented: “While I was in Japan I would try to
use Japanese because I was trying to practise. But now it’s at the level where I don’t
take notice if I use Japanese or English. I don’t care so much anymore now that I’m
comfortable with it”.

Likewise, Jane also felt more “comfortable” with using Japanese, and Sophie
mentioned that study abroad had greatly enhanced her confidence in using the lan-
guage (cf. Magnan & Back, 2007; Xu, 2010; Zappa, 2007), which contributed to
increased Japanese use post-study abroad.

In terms of situation-related factors, it is plausible that for Phoebe and
Jane’s contacts currently in America, their location or setting, where English is
the dominant language, also impacted on their language choice. This also holds
true for each of the informants’ network members currently in Australia, where
Jane, Oscar and Sophie all claimed to use either the mixed or predominantly
English variety of language. This relates to another situation-related factor: the
presence of monolinguals. Sophie, for example, claimed that although she
always used Japanese when alone with her Japanese family friends, if her own
family (who do not speak Japanese) were also present, they would switch to
English. Similarly, Oscar stated that although he predominantly used Japanese
with the native Japanese speakers in his Japan-related club committee, all pro-
ceedings are conducted in English, because “otherwise it’s unfair” to those who
are less proficient in Japanese language. Jane, on the other hand, primarily inter-
acted with club members at club events, and claimed that these were conduct-
ed predominantly in English.

While the above finding is in accordance with that of Kurata’s (2007) study,
Phoebe also made interesting observations about language use on Facebook, in par-
ticular, concerning the presence of monolinguals. She mentioned that she rarely
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posts things exclusively in Japanese on Facebook because she “didn’t want to be too
alienating” to non-Japanese speaking Facebook friends. In addition to her own lan-
guage use on Facebook, Phoebe also observed that her study abroad peers tended
to post in both English and Japanese “because obviously half the people we met
were Japanese, and if it’s mostly directed towards Japanese people then you might
comment in Japanese”.

Oscar was the only informant to mention a discourse-related factor influenc-
ing language choice with native speakers: topic of conversation. He explained that
with his current girlfriend, who is a Japanese international student in Melbourne,
their language use constantly varies depending upon topics, but that “when she’s
speaking about her study and things like that, she’ll use English – definitely”. He
explained that: “Because she studies in Australia there are some things that she can’t
say in Japanese because, what do you say, senmon kotoba (sic) [technical language],
the words on a specific topic or whatever, she probably doesn’t know the words in
Japanese either. She didn’t study that in Japan.”

As the above discussion demonstrates, patterns of language selection depend
upon a multitude of different factors. Overall, each of the informants claimed to
have increased opportunities for Japanese use currently compared to pre-study
abroad, either in person or by other forms of communication. Importantly, inter-
active communication technologies were found to provide each of the inform-
ants with enhanced opportunities for Japanese reading input and writing output.
Phoebe mentioned that she enjoys being able to observe native speakers’ online
language conventions, which differ significantly from spoken discourse. This
type of behavior, known as online “lurking”, or reading without posting, pro-
vides important opportunities for language acquisition and cultural learning
(Pasfield-Neofitou, 2012). Phoebe and Oscar also mentioned that they partici-
pated in mediated language assistance within their social networks, providing
and receiving feedback on emails written in their respective L2s. Moreover,
Sophie mentioned that spending time with her Japanese contacts in Melbourne
has been beneficial not only for her language development, but also for cultural
knowledge that she believes can often be missed when learning languages in
institutional settings.

4. Conclusion and future directions

Through qualitative examination of four informants’ post-study abroad interaction
with native Japanese speakers, this study has provided evidence of the ongoing
impact that study abroad can have on language learners’ TL networks. Although
previous research (e.g. Coleman & Chafer, 2011; Kurata, 2004; McMillan &
Opem, 2004; Nunan, 2006) has found that study abroad positively contributes to
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ongoing opportunities for interaction with native speakers, this is the first known
study that has conducted a preliminary investigation of post-study abroad patterns
of network maintenance, development, and language selection.

This study found that although each of the four informants still maintain con-
tact with a number of network members established pre-study abroad, for all but
one of them, the largest portion of theirTL-speaking networks is composed of con-
tacts established whilst on study abroad. Participation in a one or two semester
study abroad programme therefore appears to impact significantly on such net-
works. On the other hand, as Sophie’s case demonstrated, the limited contact avail-
able with native speakers within a six-week programme at a language institute may
not be sufficient to promote ongoing contact.

Importantly, there appeared to be a stronger focus on network maintenance as
opposed to development of new networks post-study abroad, where each of the
informants continued to draw upon the valuable linguistic affordances provided by
their networks developed during study abroad. Post-study abroad networks were
influenced by a number of factors, including the closeness of relationship estab-
lished while abroad, utilisation of interactive communication technology, universi-
ty workload/availability of time, opportunities to meet again, and degree of invest-
ment in Japan-related activities. Moreover, as this group of informants represents
relatively recent study abroad returnees, it is likely that time post-study abroad is
also a relevant factor influencing network development. Even within this small
sample, the informants’ networks showed a considerable degree of individual vari-
ation, which suggests the need for further larger-scale studies to investigate more
systematically the impact of learner characteristics such as TL proficiency, motiva-
tion, attitudes, and willingness to communicate.

In line with previous studies (Kurata 2004; Pasfield-Neofitou 2012), the
informants reported interacting with their networkmembers over a variety of inter-
active communication technologies, which were not necessarily utilised in the TL
prior to their study abroad experiences. They also highlighted ways in which these
technologies are being utilised to enhance network maintenance. Importantly, it
was found that although Facebook positively impacted the potential for initial net-
work maintenance, with time, some of the Facebook friendships became passive in
nature, and decreasing interaction suggests that others might be moving in the
same direction. The findings therefore suggest that future research into language
learners’ post-study abroad networks takes the novel nature of constantly evolving
interactive communication technologies into further consideration. In particular,
there is a need to gauge the degree of reactive interaction, such as commenting on
or “liking” of posts that appear on social networking sites, and further categorise
network members as either active or passive ties (cf. Daming, Xiaomei & Li Wei,
2008; Li Wei, Milroy & Ching, 1992).
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social networks during study abroad in Egypt
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Research on gendered experiences during study abroad typically reveals the dis-
advantages reported by primarily American female students in gaining access to
local social networks compared to their male counterparts (Anderson, 2003;
Isabelli-García, 2006; Kinginger & Farrell Whitworth, 2005; Kinginger, 2008;
Kuntz & Belnap, 2001; Polyani, 1995; Twombly, 1995). Although this research
has been crucial to raising awareness of gendered experiences abroad, there is a
need for research that takes a more nuanced approach to the ways students, espe-
cially women, negotiate gendered experiences abroad. This paper draws upon
poststructuralist theories of identity (i.e. Norton & McKinney, 2011) to analyze
the experiences of American female study abroad students in Egypt. This analy-
sis reveals that female students negotiated gendered identities that both facilitat-
ed and hindered their access to local social networks. Thus, while study abroad
can reproduce negative gendered experiences, there are also transformative pos-
sibilities for resisting this narrative.

1. Introduction: Poststructuralist theories of identity

Poststructuralist theories of identity reject the notion of fixed identity categories
that are biologically or socially determined from birth or early childhood, assert-
ing instead that these identities are multiple and performed in particular contexts
(Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2001; Block, 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Butler, 1999;
Cameron, 1996; Davies & Harré, 1990; Morgan, 2007; Norton, 2000; Norton
& McKinney, 2011; Omoniyi & White, 2006). For example, Butler (1999)
argues that gender is not the source of particular acts, but rather created by the
acts themselves:

Gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus of agency from
which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously constituted
in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of acts.
The effect of gender is produced through the stylization of the body and,



hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures,
movements, and styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding
gendered self. This formulation moves the conception of gender off the
ground of a substantial model of identity to one that requires a conception of
gender as a constituted social temporality. (Butler, 1999, p. 214)

By focusing on the performative, socially and temporally constructed nature of
identity, researchers in applied linguistics have explored the possibility for indi-
viduals to actively (re)negotiate their identities in ways that are advantageous for
their language learning goals (Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2001; Norton, 2000;
Norton & McKinney, 2011; Norton & Toohey, 2001). As Norton and
McKinney (2011) state:

The construct of identity as multiple is particularly powerful because learners
who struggle to speak from one identity position can reframe their relation-
ship with their interlocutors and reclaim alternative, more powerful identities
from which to speak. This has profound implications for SLA. (p. 73)

At the same time, these researchers recognize that individuals are not free to
negotiate any identity they desire. Indeed, there are often tensions between indi-
vidual agency and the socio-historical context stemming from inequitable
power structures (Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2001; Butler, 1999; Cameron, 1996;
Davies & Harré, 1990; Norton, 2000; Norton & McKinney, 2011; Omoniyi,
2006; Pennycook, 2001). Thus, the performative nature of identity does not
mean there are no real life constraints. Concerning gender, Cameron (1996)
explains:

It is important to stress here that deconstructing gender into its constitutive
acts is not a denial of its existence or of its social salience. Most people do
experience gender as an inalienable part of who they are. It is because gen-
der is so salient that so much work goes into its production and reproduc-
tion. (p. 47)

In research on language learning in other contexts, poststructuralist theories of
identity have proven useful as they allow for both the recognition of identity-
related constraints learners face due to their particular socio-historical circum-
stances as well as learners’ abilities to negotiate their identities to some degree
(Kamada, 2010; Norton, 2000; Norton & Toohey, 2001; Takahashi, 2013). As
discussed below, study abroad is a particularly salient context for identity nego-
tiation (Block, 2007b), so these theories may be able to provide insight in these
contexts as well.
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2. Gender and study abroad

Previous research on study abroad in various locations throughout the world
reports strikingly similar findings concerning American female research partici-
pants’ accounts of how their gender limited their access to local social networks (in
this chapter the term Americanmeans a United States citizen). Many of these gen-
dered experiences are related to catcalls, sexual harassment, and being generally
uncertain of the attention of local men. As a result of both real and perceived
threats to their security from local men, American female students have reported
feeling alienated from their environment and experiencing difficulties gaining
access to local social networks in Russia (Pellegrino Aveni, 2005; Polyani, 1995),
Costa Rica (Anderson, 2003; Twombly, 1995), Argentina (Isabelli-García, 2006),
the Arab world (Bown, Dewey, Belnap, & Shelley, 2012; Ishmael, 2010; Kuntz &
Belnap, 2001), France (Kinginger & Farrell Whitworth, 2005; Kinginger, 2008),
and Spain (Talburt & Stewart, 1999). At the same time, some participants in these
studies sometimes refuse to behave in ways that might lessen their exposure to cat-
calls and sexual harassment, such as not wearing shorts or going out late alone,
because they feel these practices conflict with their individual rights (Anderson,
2003; Kinginger, 2009).

In addition to feeling threatened by local men, American female study abroad
participants also report difficulties making friends with local women in Costa Rica
(Anderson, 2003;Twombly, 1995), France (Kinginger & Farrell Whitworth, 2005;
Kinginger, 2008), Spain (Bataller, 2008), and the Arab world (Ishmael, 2010;
Kuntz & Belnap, 2001). Reasons the students give for these difficulties include
competition for local men, stark differences between the lives of local and
American women, and negative or uninterested attitudes towards study abroad stu-
dents.

As a result of fears and uncertainties concerning interactions with local males,
and difficulties forming friendships with local females, female study abroad stu-
dents often turn to their compatriots, other international students, or home-based
virtual social networks for comfort, effectively further isolating themselves from
local social networks (Isabelli-García, 2006; Kinginger, 2009; Talburt & Stewart,
1999; Twombly, 1995).

However, this common narrative of the gendered experiences and sexual
harassment of female students studying abroad, their difficulties making female
friends, their subsequent refuge in their compatriots, and the problems this
poses for gaining access to local social networks and language use has been cri-
tiqued for focusing on the experiences of primarily American learners and pri-
oritizing their perspectives over local ones, particularly since definitions of sex-
ual harassment can vary cross-culturally (Block, 2007a; Kinginger, 2008;
Kinginger, 2009).
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Nevertheless, previous research on the experiences of American women has
made important contributions to the study abroad literature by demonstrating the
salience of gendered identities abroad and their impact on the study abroad expe-
rience. Using post-structuralist theories of identity to reveal the nuances of gen-
dered performances abroad is one way of expanding upon this previous research.
For example, Kinginger & Farrell Whitworth (2005) found that in contrast to a
student who blamed French gender norms for her isolation, another developed
coping strategies and began to question her own gendered assumptions. Siegal
(1995, 1996) describes the tension felt by western female learners of Japanese
between performing Japanese gender norms to resist a positioning as the foreign
female other, and rejecting the performance of these norms because they found
them “too humble” or “too silly”.

The study reported in this chapter uses poststructuralist theories of identity to
examine multiple female gendered identities negotiated by American study abroad
students in Egypt, and ways in which these negotiations impacted access to
Egyptian social networks. The findings show that negotiating female gendered
identities can both confirm the dominant narrative of negative experiences abroad
as well as provide avenues of resistance.

3. The current study

The current study focuses on the experiences of 54 primarily American learners of
Arabic (32 female, 22 male) studying abroad in Egypt. Egypt is an Arabic speak-
ing country, and the diglossic nature of the Arabic language means that the lan-
guage used by Egyptians ranges from Egyptian Arabic (EA) to Modern Standard
Arabic (MSA) or Classical Arabic depending on the particular context. However,
most university programmes outside of the Arab world teach only MSA, and this
is what the participants had predominantly studied prior to arriving in Egypt. The
use of English and English-Arabic code-switching is common among the younger
generations of the middle and upper classes in Egypt, particularly in urban areas,
where they often attend English medium language schools.

The students were enrolled at two universities in Egypt, the American
University in Cairo (AUC) and Alexandria University. AUC is a prestigious, pri-
vate, English-medium university. Students were enrolled in either the study
abroad programme or the intensive Arabic programme, and had the option of
studying both EA and MSA. In the former, students directly enrolled in English
medium classes and also took 1-2 Arabic classes. In the latter, students enrolled
in approximately 20 hours of Arabic classes a week. Alexandria University is
Egypt’s second largest public university. Although it is Arabic medium, there are
a number of specialized programmes with English medium tracks. Students
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took approximately 20 hours of Arabic (EA and MSA) a week through a private
programme housed within the Center for Teaching Arabic to Foreigners and
administered by a small liberal arts college in the United States. This pro-
gramme plays an extensive role in students’ lives outside of the classroom,
arranging extracurricular activities as well as Egyptian roommates, host families
and language partners. Students sign a language pledge to use only Arabic dur-
ing the programme.

Between September 2009 and April 2011, the student participants were
interviewed by either myself or a research assistant in Arabic at the beginning
and end of their experience, and in either Arabic or English midway through.
The Arabic interviews, which were also designed to look at fluency measures,
covered themes in participants’ daily life in Egypt and backgrounds. The other
interview focused on students’ lives abroad and their perceptions of their expe-
riences. The role of gender was a specific interview topic, but I rarely had to ask
about it, as students typically brought up this topic themselves. They also filled
out a questionnaire including a modified version of the Language Contact
Profile (Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz, & Halter, 2004). A subset of 25 students
(those who agreed to participate) participated in social media observations,
allowing me to follow them on Facebook and/or read their blogs (if they had
one). I made general observations of the university settings and, in fall 2010,
engaged in participant observation with six female students. I also interviewed
10 Arabic teachers and 13 Egyptian associates of the students. More informa-
tion about the participants’ backgrounds and the data collection can be found
in Trentman (2012). To analyze this data, I used MAXQDA, a qualitative data
analysis software, to code passages related to gender-related incidents in a recur-
sive process and develop the themes discussed below.

4. Results

Gender-related incidents were a constant theme throughout the data, in response
both to questions specifically asking about gender as well as to those that did not
(e.g. What is the most challenging part of your experience? Who do you hang out
with?). While the general consensus supported the narrative of sexual harassment
and fear of interactions with local males, difficulty making female friends, and sub-
sequent refuge in the study abroad peer group, there were also gendered experi-
ences that resisted this pattern. I discuss six gendered identities negotiated by
female participants that emerged from the data: traditional good girls, loose foreign
women, targets of sexual harassment, female interlocutors, guests of the family, and
romantic partners.
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4.1. Traditional good girls

Female students in this study described their frequently unsuccessful attempts to
resolve a tension between their desire to respect Egyptian culture by negotiating a
role as a traditional good girlwho did not stay out late or interact with random men,
and the unwelcome restrictions on their movement and language practice they
faced as a result of this negotiation. The students at Alexandria University com-
plained about their dormitory curfew (although their curfew was several hours later
than that of the Egyptian women), particularly as there was no curfew in the male
dormitory. Although the AUC students did not have a curfew, they commented
that the curfews of Egyptian women limited their ability to hang out with them.
Furthermore, female students felt that performing this identity limited their oppor-
tunities to engage in many of the informal interactions their male colleagues relied
on for practice, such as encounters in the streets, shops, and traditional coffee shops
of Egypt. Tasha explained:

I feel like I can’t have a conversation, like I can’t just like shoot the breeze with
an Egyptian man that I meet or talk to because it might come across as some-
thing, even if it doesn’t, it’s just like everything, I’ve been warned so many
times, like oh, you can’t just like strike up conversations with men, because
they’re going to take it the wrong way, um, whereas, the guys I know, the
American guys I know, especially, there are a few of them that do have very
good language skills, like Arabic language skills, they can, and they’ve had just
like, random conversations with people on the street corners and stuff, so
they’ve had more of an opportunity, or it’s more acceptable for them to like
go up to a random Egyptian man and like talk to them.

The women also felt that performing the identity of a traditional good girl limited
the types of conversations they could have. While many of them were interested in
politics, they felt that this was not a topic women were expected to discuss, a view
confirmed by several of the Egyptian roommates. Kala explained that if she were
male:

I think just the length and like the subjects maybe of the conversation would
be different, because I found that they, like cab drivers ask a lot of my male
friends about like the economics in America, and politics, and um, were they
to know that I also know about it, I’m a poli sci major, like you know what I
mean, so it’s just kind of a different subject, they kind of filter based on me
being a girl.

Thus, while negotiating an identity as a traditional good girl could give students a
greater sense of security, it limited their access to informal encounters and political
conversations.
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4.2. Loose foreign women

Frustrated by these restrictions, the female students sometimes chose to ignore
them, generally by drawing upon their positioning as foreign women to engage in
activities that traditional good girls would not do, including returning home late at
night, traveling overnight unchaperoned and away from their families, and having
male friends.

While drawing upon the intersection of their gendered and foreign identities
offered more opportunities to engage in informal encounters, it could also index
them as overly sexually liberal, or primarily interested in sex, a common stereotype
of western women in Egypt. Ayman, an Egyptian associate, blamed this assump-
tion on the movies:

[People here watch foreign films and what I learned later is that this is worst
of the American cinema, what plays here you know, is like films that aren’t
good, so most of these films provide stereotypes about the American girl or
the Western girl, that she thinks about one thing, sex]

Since the female students did not necessarily want to be positioned as engaging in
all of the behaviours indexed by the identity of loose foreign woman, this sometimes
caused them to avoid interactions with strangers, especially men. Other students
chose to risk negotiating an identity as a loose foreign woman if they felt it provid-
ed them with opportunities to use Arabic they could not gain otherwise. Anna
explained how she was able to successfully gain opportunities for interaction and
still resist an overly sexual positioning:

[In the past when I was in a taxi and the driver was saying something bad or
something inappropriate, enough, I didn’t talk with him, but now I think
even if he’s a bad person I’ll speak with him because like if I feel that it’s real-
ly dangerous or really, really not appropriate I can get out of the taxi or be
quiet, but even if he has strange ideas I’ll speak with him, for example, I had
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a discussion with a taxi driver and he said to me from the beginning I used
to work in tourism and the girls and the drinking were very good, ah, he
asked me if I had an Egyptian friend, meaning romantic friend, and I didn’t
think, I didn’t understand that the questions was like a boyfriend friend so I
thought yes, and he was, of course [you have] one, and how are the
Egyptians, like how are the relations with Egyptians, and like he really asked
me like basically, is he good in bed in English, so I was like, hey man, wow,
and I said like that’s an inappropriate question and afterwards we talked
about education and his opinion on different things, and it was fun, but I had
to say like enough]

In general, the students reported a great deal of difficulty negotiating the tensions
between the traditional good girl and loose foreign women identities. They were often
uncertain which identity they were expected to perform, or even which one they
wanted to perform, if they felt that there was a conflict between this performance
and their own sense of identity or their interactional goals.

4.3. Targets of sexual harassment

Sexual harassment was a dominant issue in the data, as evidenced by the feel-
ings of discomfort and danger the female students experienced as a result of sex-
ual harassment, the male students’ happiness that they did not have to deal with
sexual harassment, and the participants’ general impression that the female
study abroad students received more sexual harassment as a result of their for-
eign appearance, less conservative dress, and perceptions of foreign women as
sexually liberal.

A study prepared by the Egyptian Centre for Women’s Rights (ECWR;
Hassan, Shoukry, & Abul Komsan, 2009) reported that sexual harassment is a
major problem in Egypt, with 83% of Egyptian women and 98% of foreign
women reporting exposure to sexual harassment, and 46.1% of Egyptian women
and 52.3% of foreign women reporting harassment on a daily basis. Of the
Egyptian men surveyed, 62.4% admitted harassing women, and 88% said they
had seen women harassed. The types of harassment reported included: “touching,
noises (including whistling, hissing noises, kissing sounds etc.), ogling of women’s
bodies, verbal harassment of a sexually explicit nature, stalking or following, phone
harassment, and indecent exposure” (p. 15). The female participants in this study
reported exposure to all of these types of harassment, sometimes on a daily basis,
and felt that this was a major challenge for them. Jane explained:

The thing that annoys me the most honestly is just the street harassment, like,
I’ve, it was one thing, like when I first got here, it was just like this is so, this
is such a novel, like this is a novelty, this is so new, I’ve never encountered this
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before, and now it’s getting to the point where it’s just, it just kind of annoys
me, because especially, it’s like when I’m like walking around Tahrir, I’m like
okay, I’m just trying to go to this class … so it’s like, I just want to go to class,
I want to like go back, I don’t want to have to like deal with, getting like
hissed at and stuff like that.

These frustrations were compounded by cross-cultural variation in what counted
as sexual harassment. While the ECWR report and many of the American women
felt that harassment included verbal remarks, many Egyptians do not, distinguish-
ing between al-mu�a:kasa:t (catcalls) and at-taħarruʃ al-ginsi (sexual harassment),
where the former could sometimes be considered closer to flirtation. For example,
Leila, an Arabic teacher, explained:

[If for example we said an Egyptian student travelled to America and there
was someone in the street who said two words, you look good or you look
bad, she wouldn’t consider it at-taħarruʃ [harassment], she would consider it
mu�a:kasa [a catcall], and she has a difference in her culture between at-
taħarruʃ and al-mu�a:kasa]

While some study abroad participants were not bothered by catcalls, particular-
ly if they were from a place in the U.S. where this was common, they still empha-
sized their difficulties with harassment such as being grabbed or followed.
Adding to the students’ frustration was their inability to do anything about the
harassment they received. Although in contrast to the women in Anderson’s
(2003) study, the female students in this study did modify their dress, this had
little effect on the harassment they received. Indeed, the ECWR survey notes
that although it was a common belief among Egyptians that women who dressed
less modestly received more sexual harassment, 72.5% of the women who report-
ed being harassed were veiled.

The standard advice offered by Egyptians for dealing with unwanted catcalls
was to pretend not to hear, or to go places with a male companion, something that
the study abroad students found difficult to accept. Anne explained: “It’s been a
new experience, a hard experience for me to have to rely on other people, specifi-
cally other males, to feel safe, so that’s something that was very hard for me to get
used to”. As a result of their inability or unwillingness to ignore catcalls, the female
study abroad students also developed their own coping techniques, some of which
they recognized were culturally inappropriate or limited their ability to engage in
other interactions, such as raising their middle finger to their catcallers, wearing
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headphones, or putting on an angry “street face”. A few of the female students also
tried to appreciate the verbal comments as compliments.

In general, the participants in this study felt that the fear and frustration
with the catcalls and sexual harassment the female students experienced limited
their opportunities for informal interactions and Arabic language use. While the
reservations of some of the Egyptian participants concerning the study abroad
students’ reactions to catcalls demonstrate the necessity of taking cross-cultural
variation in perceptions of sexual harassment into consideration, it is crucial to
note that the discomfort these American women experienced abroad did cause
many of them to avoid interactions with locals, limiting their access to local
social networks.

When female study abroad students felt that their study abroad context lim-
ited them to performing the identities of traditional good girls, loose foreign women,
or targets of sexual harassment, they often felt that their gender negatively impacted
their abilities to gain access to Egyptians compared to their male colleagues.
However, there were some female participants were able to perform other gendered
identities available within this context that indeed promoted their access to local
social networks, including those of female interlocutor, guest of the family, and
romantic partner.

4.4. Female interlocutors

While the Egyptians that the students encountered in the street, shops, and coffee
shops were most likely to be male, there were opportunities for the female students
to engage in informal encounters with women in the female-only cars on the tram
and metro. Interacting with females in these gender-segregated locations could also
help them maintain the traditional good girl identity described above while still
interacting with women. More sustained interactions occurred in the dormitories
at the Alexandria University, where female study abroad students were matched
with Egyptian roommates and language partners who also participated in pro-
gramme activities. Participants felt that this was crucial to their abilities to practise
the language, particularly given their limited opportunities in the street. Rose
explained:

[I can speak with the girls in the dorms and really, that’s it, and like the girls
in the tram sometimes, but like I don’t have all the opportunities like the boys
to go to a coffee shop every night and speak with anyone in a small group that
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I can speak with, but I think this isn’t a problem in terms of the language
because we can still speak the same hours with Arabs, with Egyptians, but not
with completely different people]

Furthermore, while the female students could risk feeling uncomfortable to engage
in interactions with men, the male students complained that it was almost impos-
sible for them to talk to women, a difficulty that hindered their attempts to under-
stand Egyptian culture. In contrast, Isabelle felt that the cultural insights she gained
from women were an advantage to being female:

[I think there is a good thing, that I can start talking with women and I think
there are a lot of people that don’t understand Egyptian women, um, so that’s
always good because I can see things from their point of view that I think the
men can’t see]

4.5. Guests of the family

In addition to being able to talk to women, it was also easier for the female stu-
dents to enter Egyptian family life. For example, only female students were able to
participate in a homestay at Alexandria University, female students reported more
visits to their roommates’ families, and some male students complained that this
was an opportunity they were missing. Wendy, an Arabic teacher, also felt that this
was an advantage of being female:

You can meet, go to families, especially for women, you can get almost adopt-
ed into families left right and centre and I know so many women who have
done this and who have acquired another family or almost, and it’s impossi-
ble to say what kind of things you discover when you eat with a family and I
don’t know, sit around and talk, and there’s so much that you can’t do unless,
that you cannot do unless you’re in a setting that allows for it, and yeah,
Cairenes are, as I said before, really sociable, and really welcoming, and often
you have access, if you really pursue it you have access to family life that is
not going to happen elsewhere.

Female students often visited their roommates’ and friends’ families on weekends
or attended engagement parties and other family events that the male students were
not invited to. Inas, an Egyptian roommate, described her family’s delight with the
Arabic-speaking study abroad students and how communication between her
roommates and her family continued between visits:
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[When they see in their faces that they [the students] are happy and speak
Arabic, that is the best thing for them [the family], they are very, very, very
happy, and my family always calls and says you need to bring the girls again,
you need to bring the girls, we miss them, and they talk with them, how are
you sweetie, I miss you, they’re friends now, it wasn’t the same five years ago
when we saw the announcements on TV, and we saw the news, it’s not the
same thing at all, now they have American friends they like very very much]

4.6. Romantic partners

It was also possible for female study abroad students to date Egyptian males, espe-
cially at AUC, while the reverse was highly unlikely, thus allowing them to negoti-
ate identities as potential romantic partners. Nathalie emphasized the cultural
insights she gained through her Egyptian boyfriend:

It gave me really good insight into the culture because he would invite me to
do things that you wouldn’t just like invite your normal friends to do like I
would go to his house quite often and like meet his parents and talk to his
parents and like I got to go to weddings with him and stuff, and like engage-
ment parties and all that type of thing, so it was a very nice experience, and
we’re still really good friends because we didn’t really break up.

While Egyptian boyfriends often provided access to Egyptian social networks, these
relationships tended to be in English, as the study abroad students felt that their
Arabic did not match their boyfriends’ English for the purposes of establishing a
relationship.

Thus, within the context of their study abroad experiences, female students
performed a variety of identities, including those of a traditional good girl, loose for-
eign woman, target of sexual harassment, female interlocutor, guest of the family, and
romantic partner. As in previous research on study abroad, American females
reported serious limitations on their ability to engage with some local social net-
works as a result of gendered experiences. Yet the multiple ways in which female
gender could be performed in this context meant that some female students were
also able to actively negotiate gendered identities that helped rather than hindered
their access to Egyptian social networks.
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5. Discussion

The results of this study are necessarily context specific, and may not be generaliz-
able to other study abroad locations. Furthermore, I have focused exclusively on
gender in this chapter, and this is certainly not the only identity these participants
negotiated abroad. However, focusing on the multiple nature of identity in other
locations abroad may also reveal a variety of gendered identities that students can
negotiate, some of which may be more advantageous than others to their ability to
gain access to social networks.

If gendered experiences can be negotiated in ways that both hinder and help
access to local social networks, the logical question for those interested in improv-
ing the study abroad experience is: What can be done to promote the latter over
the former? In the remainder of this chapter, I discuss programme-level recommen-
dations for improving the study abroad experience, as change at this level may be
easier than changing individuals or the socio-historical context.The detailed imple-
mentation of these recommendations will have to be worked out within the specif-
ic study abroad context, as it is not possible to use exactly the same solution in con-
texts that vary geographically, temporally, demographically, and in other ways.

A notable factor that made female students cognizant of their ability to
peform the identities of female interlocutors and guests of the family was programme
facilitation of access to Egyptian females via communities of practice, which facil-
itate learning through mutual engagement, a shared repertoire, and a joint enter-
prise (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). A prominent example was the
Alexandria University dorms, where the Egyptian students were considered part of
the programme, received free room and board for assisting the study abroad stu-
dents with their linguistic and cultural development, and were expected to partic-
ipate in programme trips and cultural events. In contrast to some of the AUC stu-
dents, who barely interacted with their roommates despite their close physical
proximity, the community of practice developed in the Alexandria University
dorms often facilitated the negotiation of positive gendered identities and entrance
into Egyptian families and social networks. Students who were able to negotiate
positive gendered identities outside of the dormitories often relied on their partic-
ipation in other communities of practice, such as sports teams or clubs, and they
were most successful when they had skills to contribute to these communities,
rather than simply a desire to participate. Since finding and joining these commu-
nities could take a considerable amount of time and the majority of students were
only abroad for a semester, pairing students with organizations ahead of time, to
allow them to start participating immediately upon arrival, is a way in which pro-
grammes could facilitate this method of gaining entrance into local social net-
works. While explicit programme facilitation of the romantic partner identity is
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likely inappropriate, the female students who developed romantic relationships
abroad often met their partners through the social networks they developed via par-
ticipation in communities of practice.

Programme facilitation of interactions for female participants was crucial not
only for the study abroad students, but also for the Egyptian females with whom
they interacted. All of the Egyptian women interviewed in this study explained that
they valued the opportunities for cultural and linguistic exchange they gained
through their interactions with study abroad students. However, many of the stu-
dents in the Alexandria dormitory explained that this would be difficult without
participation in the programme. In contrast to the study abroad students, many of
the Egyptian women did not have the financial resources to travel abroad, and
Egyptian families often do not allow unmarried women to travel alone. Even if
they were able to travel abroad, Egyptians face visa restrictions for entering a num-
ber of countries where Americans do not. Meeting foreigners in Egypt is a solution
to these problems, and indeed one Egyptian roommate described the opportunity
as “ [a dream I’m not dreaming].”

Furthermore, having this access facilitated by an educational programme
could assuage their families and friends’ fears that they would be influenced by
loose foreign women. Halima explained that this was a common concern among
her friends:

[Even any other Egyptian girls they might tell you how can I stay with
American girls how? You won’t be good after this, you’ll be with boys all the
time, and you will be, you will be, you will be, and many things, like how are
you living with an American girl, how, and they think that this American girl,
like she will make you, like really, she will make you like not good, or some-
thing like that]

Thus, programme facilitation provided a safe and secure environment for both
Egyptian and foreign women to meet each other. Failing this, both Egyptian and
study abroad students could miss out, as Nora, an Egyptian student and Arabic
teacher explained:

[I’m telling you, there’s lots of people who want to be friends with those that
speak Arabic, but it’s the guidance, I wasn’t shy, but there’s ones who are shy]
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Thus, while it was certainly possible for female study abroad students to nego-
tiate the identities of female interlocutor and guest of the family without pro-
gramme facilitation, this facilitation greatly expanded the opportunities not
only for study abroad students but also for the Egyptian females with whom
they interacted. The existence of these opportunities helped make students
aware of the variety of ways in which they could perform gendered identities,
and thus feel less frustrated when they were forced to perform ones they
found disadvantageous. While the nature of programme-facilitated interac-
tion will necessarily vary by context, ensuring that it takes into account the
multiple gendered identities learners can negotiate in that context, whatever
they might be, may help with gaining entrance to social networks and lan-
guage acquisition.

Yet even when their programmes facilitated access to local women, the stu-
dents were not always successful at negotiating the positive gendered identities
needed to enter their social networks. Often, this was a result of the students’
inability to negotiate cultural differences with their interlocutors, which typically
led to complaints echoing those in Twombly’s (1995) study that the perspectives
and lives of Egyptian women were simply too different for them to relate to each
other or develop friendships. A promising method for helping students develop less
ethnocentric perspectives in this case is the completion of a small ethnographic
project (i.e. Jackson, 2006; Roberts, Byram, Barro, Jordan, & Street, 2001). In this
model, students receive training in ethnographic research methods before going
abroad, complete data collection for a small project while abroad, and write a
reflective research paper when they return. This process can help students engage
with their environment, develop a more nuanced awareness of cultural differences,
and provide opportunities for critical reflection. Encouraging students to pursue
joint research projects with Egyptian students could not only facilitate access
(through the shared project) but could also help all participants develop greater
skills for cross-cultural negotiation.

Finally, explicit training in viewing identities as performances negotiated
within particular contexts, rather than static attributes, could be useful in mak-
ing students aware of the options open to them in a given context. This might
take the form of providing case study examples of students who were successful
in negotiating advantageous gendered identities, and coaching students in devel-
oping their own techniques for successful identity negotiation before and
throughout the study abroad experience. While the exact nature of this coaching
will depend heavily on the specific study abroad context, I hope that making stu-
dents aware of the choices they may have while negotiating these identities will
help lessen the frustration of circumstances in which they feel that it is impossi-
ble to negotiate identities that assist with their language learning goals.
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Further research is needed to show the extent to which study abroad programs
can influence students’ ability to negotiate identities advantageous to gaining
entrance to social networks and language learning. Future research should also
investigate other types of gendered and non-gendered identities absent from this
paper, and particularly the intersections between them. By focusing on the nuances
of identity negotiation in particular contexts, I hope that research can help posi-
tively transform these experiences for both study abroad students and locals, rather
than reinforcing the negative and distressing experiences reported in much of the
current study abroad literature.
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Intercultural identity-alignment
in second language study abroad,
or the more-or-less Canadians
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This chapter examines identity construction in relation to intercultural encoun-
ters when studying a second language (SL) abroad. Specifically, it explores how
Canadian undergraduate students realign their identities through their experi-
ences and interactions in the target language and culture while on a short-term
intensive German immersion study abroad (SA) programme.

1. Identity in study abroad research

Study abroad (SA) inherently estranges the personal daily routines, behaviours,
preferences, and interests of participants and situates them in new contexts
(places, experiences, activities, roles, relationships, etc.) that are governed by lin-
guistic and cultural difference from their prior experiential, social, and historical
frames of reference. If participants are not to remain tourists, whose perception
of the target culture tends not to go beyond generalization to include difference,
other values, and self-evaluation (Bertocchini & Costanzo, 1996; Byram, 1997;
Plews, Breckenridge, & Cambre, 2010; Sercu, 1998), they must acquire - and be
encouraged to reflect on - new language and knowledge, actively negotiate with
others, and possibly reposition their sense of self in order to convey and fully
grasp messages or accomplish tasks satisfactorily and with understanding. SA
participants inhabit a type of “heterotopia” (Foucault, 1986) where they may
both see themselves reflected and refracted through new experiences and recreate
themselves by appropriating these experiences. SA is therefore well suited for the
experience and investigation of identity negotiation (Block, 2007).

Popular opinions of identity often view the way we see ourselves as fixed and
attached to stable biological and social labels, supported by unchanging practices,
symbols, and institutions. One such apparently stable label is national identity,
which is indexed to an ethnic bloodline, place of birth and socialization, geopolit-



ical borders, a standard language, a flag and figurehead, a single historical trajecto-
ry, and so on. However, poststructuralist and postmodern social sciences and
humanities theorists of the past two decades, such as Butler (1990, 1993), Davies
and Harré (1990, 1999), Hall (1998, 2000), Harré and Van Langenhove (1991),
Van Langenhove and Harré (1993, 1999), Weedon (1997), and Wenger (1998),
among others, have argued that identity - one’s subjective sense of self and relation
to the world - is an unstable, self-conscious, and dynamic phenomenon that is con-
stituted for us discursively in language, that is, through evolving sociocultural, his-
torical, political, and economic bodies of knowledge, and that we also continuous-
ly construct socially through our present agency in our daily conversation and
physical interactions with others by acting on, or positioning and performing our-
selves biographically within and through, our understandings of those discourses.
Weedon (1997) argued that the individual constitutes and reconstitutes her “sub-
jectivity” by identifying with positions already offered in discourse and recognizing
that her interests are in conflict with those discursive positions.

No doubt influenced by poststructuralism and postmodernism, second lan-
guage (SL) education has shifted over the past two decades from teaching another
nation’s language and culture to the development of learners as ‘intercultural speak-
ers’. Byram (1995, p. 25) defined such ideal learners as individuals who “operate
their linguistic competence and their sociolinguistic awareness […] in order to
manage interaction across cultural boundaries, to anticipate misunderstandings
caused by difference in values, meanings and beliefs, and […] to cope with the
affective as well as cognitive demands of engagement with others.” Students devel-
op intercultural (or transcultural and multilinguistic) communicative competence,
that is, the ability to communicate with and understand others in the others’ lan-
guage(s) and to “operate between languages” (MLA, 2007) and cultures by using
another language and culture as a lens through which to reflect on themselves and
the world, the foreignness of others, the foreignness of themselves to others, and
the (linguistic and cultural) diversity of their own society (Byram & Fleming,
1998). According to Kramsch (2009), interculturality stresses the relationship of
complementarity and difference among cultures, emphasizes the limitations and
flexibility of language, explores the difficulty of translation, and encourages taking
up multilingual subject positions. Indeed, Kramsch has redefined the human sub-
ject of SL education as a self-actualizing “multilingual subject,” who is a student of
language use and interpretation, whose existence is mediated by language but also
who uses language to create her existence; SL learners progress along a linear path
of language learning from a physical/embodied stage involving duress, return to
childhood, and limitation, to a psychological/imaginative stage marked by escape,
future-orientation, or frustration, to a cerebral/enacted stage, indexed as self-
enhancing, seeing-without-being-seen, reflective, and performative (pp. 59-65).
Focused on operating between languages, the intercultural or multilingual subject
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position dislocates any simple alignment with the label of nation in personal iden-
tity negotiation. Thus, returning to the focus of this article, the question arises:
How do SL SA participants’ expressions of their intercultural experiences present
the positioning of the subject and the (re)alignment of identity in those in-between
spaces?

Study and residence abroad research that discusses identity refers to a number
of groups of interest. The first, most researched group includes university SL stu-
dents participating in specialized immersion programmes or regular university
courses for various lengths of time in a foreign country,1 or working as foreign lan-
guage assistants teaching their mother tongue in a country where their respective
target language is spoken.2 The second group includes students taking pro-
grammes abroad for cultural immersion without a SL component.3 A third group
is comprised of pre-service or in-service SL teachers participating in international
professional development programmes.4

regarding the first group, Block’s (2007) review draws clear distinctions
between studies on American, european, and Japanese (female) students:
American studies are concerned with critical experiences and how they can lead to
“a recoiling into a discourse of American superiority” (p. 185) rather than engage-
ment with otherness; in contrast, european studies focus on developing intercul-
tural awareness and target-language mediated intercultural and pan-european
identities, and a certain number of studies on Japanese women (see Piller &
Takahashi, 2006; Skarin, 2001) show how they develop liberated personal and gen-
der identities through english.5
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1 See Allen (2010), Archangeli (1999), Cheiffo & Griffiths (2004), Donitsa-Schmidt &
Vadish (2005), Franklin (2010), Isabelli-García (2006), Jackson (2006, 2009, 2010),
Kauffmann, Martin, & Weaver (1992), Kinginger (2004, 2008, 2010), McGregor
(2012), Murphy-Lejeune (2002), Pellegrino Aveni (2005), Pitts (2009), Polanyi
(1995), Shively (2011), Talburt & Stewart (1999), Twombly (1995), Wilkinson
(1998), and Wolcott (2013).

2 See Bacon (2002), Craig (2010), Murphy-Lejeune (2002), and Tusting, Crawshaw, &
Callen (2002).

3 See Cheiffo & Griffiths (2004), Dolby (2004), Kinginger (2010), Lenz & Wister
(2008), Pedersen (2009), and Shames & Alden (2005).

4 See Marx & Moss (2011), Plews et al. (2010), Plews, Breckenridge, Cambre, &
Martins, (2014), Trent (2011), and Willard-Holt (2001).

5 Kinginger (2009) similarly subdivides this first group into three research strands con-
cerning Americans, europeans, and Japanese, characterized by their different pro-
gramme foci: early stage language acquisition, the intercultural awareness of advanced
learners, and learning english, respectively.



Scholars investigating American SL SA students have found either the
strengthening of American identity or a decrease in national identity and con-
comitant increased intercultural perspective. The consolidation of national iden-
tity during SA can result from the negative experiences of being forced together
because of “otherness” (Talburt & Stewart, 1999; Wilkinson, 1998) and of mis-
understood interactions (Isabelli-García, 2006; Kinginger, 2010). Kinginger
(2010) found most American students did not give much thought to the
American image in their host country before arrival and that therefore hosts’ ques-
tions ranging from general curiosity to those about foreign policy often caused
students to “react defensively and recoil into national superiority” (p. 224; see also
Block, 2007). Isabelli-García (2006), Kinginger (2008), and McGregor (2012)
similarly found that negative experiences caused increased feelings of national
superiority and ethnocentric attitudes. Several scholars (Isabelli-García, 2006;
Kinginger, 2008; Pellegrino Aveni, 2005; Polanyi, 1995; Talburt & Stewart, 1999;
Twombly, 1995) have revealed how these negative experiences were related to cul-
turally different understandings and expectations of gendered behaviour. Donitsa-
Schmidt and Vadish (2005) found that American and Canadian Jewish students
studying Hebrew in Israel who self-identified as North American (as opposed to
Jewish or Israeli) were more likely to hold negative attitudes toward Hebrew and
Jewishness.

However, other studies of Americans on SL SA (Cheiffo & Griffiths, 2004;
Franklin, 2010; Isabelli-García, 2006; Kinginger, 2004; Pitts, 2009) have noted
that, while cultural differences might cause ethnocentric attitudes in certain cir-
cumstances, students’ positive acknowledgement of these differences allowed them
to develop a multiple or global perspective or more intercultural identity.
Spenader’s (2008) study of two American high school graduates in Sweden
describes how one chose to assimilate while the other was more self-marginalizing.
The assimilating participant developed a sense of being “a Swede by association” (p.
254) when doing everyday things with Swedes and speaking Swedish; her “willing-
ness to shift identity and include ‘Swedishness’ in her own self-concept was strong-
ly related to her ability to learn language” (p. 255).

Corresponding to U.S. findings, Jackson’s (2006, 2008, 2009, 2010) studies
of Chinese on SL SA in england found that negative experiences in the host cul-
ture increased ethnocentric attitudes, whereas an open-minded orientation and
positive experiences increased intercultural perspectives. Craig (2009) also recog-
nized this pattern in language assistants from the Caribbean in Colombia and
France. Findings concerning european SA participants have also resembled the
above pattern, even if not seamlessly. While Tusting, Crawshaw and Callen (2002)
revealed nationalistic positioning and Bacon (2002) only some intercultural adjust-
ment in British language assistants, Murphy-Lejeune’s (2002) study of erasmus
programme students from across europe showed how the constant awareness of
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national identity early in the sojourn was replaced by target-language-mediated
subject positions, the development of pan-european identity, and increased inter-
cultural awareness. She also pointed out how among european students “even the
negative or difficult aspects of the stay are eventually perceived as enriching” (p.
231). However, the participants in this study were unusually highly intercultural-
ly-oriented even before their SA experience given their prior travel and advanced
multilingual competences.

The findings of research on the second and third groups of interest (students
in cultural immersion programs without a SL component and SL teachers) do not
differ greatly from those on the first. The dichotomy between strengthening
national identity and developing an intercultural perspective, however, is less stark
for sojourners on non-SL SA programs (Cheiffo & Griffiths, 2004; Dolby, 2004).
Dolby found that the national identity of American students in Australia was “rid-
dled with contradictions” (p. 151). While they became more defensive about the
USA, they were also increasingly aware of global issues and the appearance and
opinions of their own and other nations. Meanwhile, studies of SL teachers on
international professional development have revealed that positive experiences
might lead participants to align themselves with a more international concept of
their profession and so question national practices (Trent, 2011) but also that neg-
ative or positive circumstances were perhaps less of a factor in teachers’ develop-
ment of intercultural self-positioning than programme structure, personal agency,
and chance (Plews et al., 2010; Plews, Breckenridge, Cambre & Martins, 2014).

research across all three groups has rarely discussed national and intercultur-
al identity in isolation from other social or psychological aspects of individual iden-
tity. Almost all the aforementioned studies addressed positive changes in partici-
pants’ emotional sense of self, including a greater willingness to speak the target
language (Allen, 2010; Archangeli, 1999; Franklin, 2010; Isabelli-García, 2006;
Jackson, 2006, 2008, 2010; Kauffmann, Martins & Weaver,1992; Pellegrino
Aveni, 2005; Shively, 2011; Spenader, 2008); although Kinginger (2004) and
Jackson (2008) also showed how their participants were depressed by the reality of
France and england not matching their expectations. Cheiffo and Griffiths (2004)
noted that increased self- and linguistic confidence could shape national and inter-
cultural identity and Pellegrino Aveni (2005) showed how improved language skills
and acculturation led to a “more clearly defined […] image of self” (p. 144).
Jackson (2009) argued, however, that foreign language learning, even at an
advanced level, does not eliminate ethnocentricism.

The assumption emerging from SA research is that negative orientations and
interactional experiences in SL SA may cause participants to reject others’ view-
points and values and to assert a more steadfastly national self. Correspondingly,
positive orientations and interactions may lead participants to take on others’ view-
points and values and position themselves as more intercultural and less definitive-
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ly associated with a given monocultural identity. This might lead to a simplistic
equation in which less intercultural is equated with more national and more inter-
cultural equals less national. Perhaps this body of research is too focused on
Americans (Block, 2007; Kinginger, 2009) and nationals from other countries with
strong myths of monocultural nationhood and national belonging or with an over-
riding ideological project (Murphy-Lejeune, 2002), although several scholars
working in these contexts claim to view identity as a multi-faceted phenomenon
(see also Wolcott, 2013, p. 129), which grows more complex through SA.
Certainly, research about educational programming that can lead to new cultural
perspectives could itself benefit from another cultural perspective. Thus, this chap-
ter asks: How do data from especially Canadian SL SA participants correspond
with existing understandings of identity alignment in SA research?

2. The study

This chapter uses data from a qualitative study of Canadian SL students’ experi-
ences on a short-term SA programme in Germany. That study was guided by three
general research questions: 1) What is it like to speak German (or english) while on
SA in Germany? 2) What is the SA curriculum like? and 3) What is it like to be a
Canadian studying in Germany? We chose an interpretive method to research these
interests since, as Pavlenko and Lantolf (2000) have maintained, such an approach
is especially insightful regarding the social or participatory and personal or psycho-
logical dimensions of SL learning. Data were collected in Germany in the form of
digital recordings of one-to-one semi-structured interviews (on average lasting 45
minutes) and photocopies of language-learning journals from 68 study participants
of a total of 170 programme enrollments in June 2010, 2011, and 2012.6,7 All
study participants were Canadian citizens between 19 and 25 years who had previ-
ously completed at least one year of undergraduate study at a Canadian university.
In this chapter I have focused on the third interview question, looking especially at
what the participants said about their intercultural experiences, whether they
expressed new intercultural subject positions, and how they related their intercul-
tural experiences and/or positions to their personal sense of self. For this purpose I
drew on the interview data collected in 2011 from 33 participants (24 females and
9 males). After transcription, I read the transcripts several times, highlighting sec-
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tions and making notes concerning emerging trends and narratives related to
national and intercultural identity. I then selected some excerpts from ten partici-
pants for further analysis, as presented below. I make use of participants’ “biograph-
ic talk” or “rhetorical redescription” (Van Langenhove & Harré, 1993) to analyze
their discursive self-positioning; that is, I explore participant storying or self-index-
ing as persons in a social plot, their role assignment, self-characterization, selection
of relevant action, turns-of-phrase, metaphors, code-switches, etc.

3. The programme

All the participants were enrolled in a longstanding six-week intensive German
immersion programme in central Germany, which currently accepts around sixty
students from universities across Canada each year. The students receive a two-day
residential orientation on programme rules and basic cultural differences between
Canadians and Germans, before being billeted with host families for the rest of
their stay. They take German language courses at one of three levels: Intermediate
(≈ CeFr A2+/B1), advanced (≈ CeFr B1+/B2), or upper advanced (≈ CeFr
B2+/C1), and recently a German immersion community service learning course
was added. Classes are held Monday through Friday from 8:30 to 12:00, with
instructors available for consultation in the afternoons. The instructors are multi-
cultural: during this three-year study they came from Canada, Germany, Great
Britain, and Uganda. They use a mix of communicative, task-based, content-inte-
grated, and drama-pedagogy approaches as well as varied literary texts and local
textbooks, supplemented by workbooks and grammar reference books.
Compulsory assignments include personal or language-learning journals, vocabu-
lary quizzes, oral presentations on cultural topics, guided tours of local sites, film
previews and reviews, short essays, ethnographic studies, and examinations; stu-
dents may choose to do grammar exercises for extra practice. Formal classes are
augmented by presentations, excursions, and social, cultural, and sports events.
There is a German-only language policy for all classes and programme activities,
and students also participate in a tandem partner project with local university stu-
dents.

4. Findings and analysis

4.1. More intercultural, less Canadian

In his interview, Kieran briefly described two occasions when he experienced a shift
in his language-mediated identity:
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KIerAN: In my high school I think I was like the only one in Alberta when
after I moved there [from New Brunswick], I think I was the only one in the
school that actually like was, like lots of people had French last names but
they didn’t speak a word of French, and I was like the only like true like
French-Canadian, I think. […] So my nickname was kind of Frenchy, so.
JOHN: Of course! [Laughs] Not very inventive. But so you grew up with the
bilingual identity and sort of here you’re adding another language to that. So,
you think that by being here that maybe that identity in any way is changing
at all?
KIerAN: Kind of making me less of a French-Canadian now.
JOHN: Yeah?
KIerAN: Like learning German.

Kieran recounted first his move from a bilingual part of Canada to an english-
speaking one. This move gave rise to the enhancement of the language-mediated
aspect of his personal identity, reflected in his new english nickname of “Frenchy.”
In his recount, Kieran accords himself exclusive status also by focusing on the lan-
guage-mediated aspect of his biography as the only person at school who could
“speak” French. He computes this special status into a unique and increasingly pos-
itive bilingual national identity, first by hyperbole (“the only one in Alberta”), then
by statistical accuracy (“the only one in the school”), and finally by a statement of
exceptional authenticity (“the only like true like French-Canadian”). Then,
prompted to reflect on how learning a third language is affecting his bilingual iden-
tity, Kieran responds that adding another language decreases his national sense of
self (“less of a French-Canadian now”). elsewhere across Kieran’s interview he indi-
cates that his overall experience in Germany was positive, thus supporting prior
research claiming that positive experience leads to a more intercultural self-identi-
ty and a less nationalistic one.

4.2. Less intercultural, more national Canadian

Participants often mentioned their experiences of German food (e.g., the amount
of bread and cheese eaten), and German directness, as indicating distinct cultural
differences from Canada. One participant, James, talked about them explicitly:

FeISAL: Were there any instances where you really felt, Oh I’m a Canadian
studying in Germany, were there any such instances?
JAMeS: Oh definitely with the food, with the direct state of mind um, I’d say
those were basically the main two. [And] getting up early.
FeISAL: And when you talk of direct state of mind, do any examples come to
mind?
JAMeS: Um well, for example if I was thirsty and didn’t really want to bring
that complaint to my host family then they would be more upset that I did-
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n’t tell them about my needs rather than trying to look out for their needs.
FeISAL: How did that make you feel?
JAMeS: A little awkward I guess and not in a normal state of this-is-how-
things-are-done, it’s this-is-how-things-are-done-NOW and this-is-how-we-
HAVe-to-do-it.

When staying as a guest in a German home, James chose not to bring to his
German hosts’ attention his need to drink something. Operating from the perspec-
tive of the Canadian values of passivity and being an easy-going and uncomplain-
ing guest, he was surprised and unsettled by their response. Instead of seeing how
his being undemanding is a challenge to the German value of hospitality, and
instead of recognizing in his hosts’ direct tone the expression of the German value
of clear communication and instruction, his recount of the encounter further nor-
malizes his Canadian perspective over the German one (“not in a normal state”)
and so necessarily paints his hosts with lack of understanding (“more upset”),
inflexibility (“how-things-are-done-NOW”), and authoritarianism (“how-we-
HAVe-to-do-it”). Not prepared to realize and negotiate the intercultural dynam-
ics of his situation abroad, James remained in a Canadian sense of self in opposi-
tion to Germans.

Mimi also talked about encounters that were difficult and negative experiences
for her because of the cultural differences between Canadians and Germans, in
ways that showed no consideration for other perspectives. For example, Mimi dis-
cussed how she was perceived by some elderly inhabitants of a small town when
she wore a short skirt:

MIMI: I was wearing a dress that I wear at home and people in [German
town] could not handle it. Old people were getting so mad at how short my
dress was. Like just like people were like walking by and just going, oh well I
never! Or like some people would walk by and make [tut-tutting] sounds,
and what I was wearing is so like so normal in Canada, like you’d see people
wearing it every day, and I just thought that was so funny. Like you
[Germans] go naked with strangers in a sauna, but you don’t like that my
dress is short, but you can’t see anything, it’s just my legs. […] and like a cou-
ple of the other [Canadian] girls too when we wear out like dresses or shorts
or skirts or something, old people are upset and like the other people were
just like creepin’ and it’s just like really strange.
JOHN: So have you done anything about that? Like, have you changed in any
way the way you dress or the way you behave?
MIMI: Not really, ‘cause I mean for me it’s kinda like if you’re going to go
naked in the sauna then you should just get over it because I’m not gonna
change all my wardrobe.
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Mimi is upset that her usual way of dressing in public was being scrutinized and
judged negatively by Germans. She quickly turns combative by making her own
judgment on the German custom of not wearing clothes when taking a sauna and
at the same time reveals the underlying issue of sexual morality (“go naked with
strangers”). Thus, this intercultural encounter presents Mimi with the unexpected
difficulties of dressing how she wants and of negotiating an apparent conflict in
perceptions of her sexual morality. In this negotiation, Mimi positions herself as
ordinary (“so normal,” “every day,” “you can’t see anything,” “just my legs”), while
she pathologizes the Germans (“funny,” “creepin’,” “really strange”). While with
this episode Mimi invokes subject positions related to sexuality, gender, and age, it
is also clear by her use of the words “at home” and “in Canada” as well as by the
identification of two contrasting cultural groups (“people in [German town],” “old
people,” “you,” and “other people” versus “I,” “a couple of the other [Canadian]
girls,” and “we”) that the discourse of national identity is dominant throughout.
Faced with a difficult intercultural encounter, Mimi does not investigate the other
cultural perspective. Instead, she casts it as hypocritical and pathological and ulti-
mately dismisses it (“you should just get over it”). In so doing, she consolidates her
sense of self (“I’m not gonna change”) in a hyperbolic fashion (“all my wardrobe”)
as constituted by and constituting a national alignment (“at home,” “in Canada”)
that operates as a superior reference point (“so normal”).

During her interview, Mimi described a number of other intercultural differ-
ences, difficulties, and confrontations, only to judge them from the standpoint of
her national identity as inappropriate or interpret them in a way that enhanced it.
She would blame the Germans for not understanding her rather than try to under-
stand them or question her perspective:

MIMI: I’m kind of tired of something and I have to deal with something and
somebody doesn’t understand something for example that I’m doing ‘cause
I’m Canadian.

Mimi’s lack of impartial engagement with others or inability to see difficult
moments as opportunities for intercultural learning replicated the consolidated
national self-positioning reported in the aforementioned research on Americans
(Isabelli-García, 2006; Kinginger, 2008, 2010; McGregor, 2012; Pellegrino Aveni,
2005; Polanyi, 1995; Spenader, 2008; Talburt & Stewart, 1999; Twombly, 1995)
when facing unfamiliar, negative, awkward, or disorienting situations.

4.3. Not American, positively Canadian

Many participants in this study experienced being mistaken by Germans for
Americans. Having to correct mistaken national identity is a common experience
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for Canadians when abroad but it is not unique to them; Jackson (2008) and Craig
(2010) found the same for Hong Kongers in england and Caribbean students in
France. It does not depend on SA participation, nor does it require a second lan-
guage environment. But the fact that these encounters took place in this instance
while the principal actors are on SL immersion adds a critical element that might
otherwise be absent. For example, Madeleine’s recount makes crucial use of target
culture circumstances to mediate a positive national identity, one that is both emo-
tionally and critically advantageous for her sense of Canadian self:

MADeLeINe: When Germans hear you speaking english they’re a little … But
once they know you’re Canadian, like, they seem to be very friendly. But if
they think you’re American they’re not as friendly. But once I’ve had like three
different people be like, “Oh where are you from?” and as soon as you say
Canada they’re like, “Oh Canada!” And they get all happy and you’re like
okay, so I don’t know about Americans but yeah so.
FeISAL: So what does that make you feel like?
MADeLeINe: Makes me feel good but also I don’t want people to be assuming
that I’m American eITHer, so.
FeISAL: Why not?
MADeLeINe: Well there’s a stigma I think in europe that Americans are more
rude and brash and loud and I don’t know if it’s true but that’s just what peo-
ple think, I think.

By correcting others’ misperception of her Canadian nationality as American,
Madeleine is able to reframe a negative and possibly threatening experience (“if
they think you’re American they’re not as friendly”) as one that reinforces her
positive sense of self (“once they know you’re Canadian,” “very friendly,” “Makes
me feel good”). But not only does Madeleine use repeated target-culture circum-
stances (“three different people”) to acquire a positive endorsement of her per-
sonal national subject position from Germans (“all happy”), she also co-opts it
(“there’s a stigma I think in europe”) to clear herself and her nationality of any
negative attitudes (“Americans are more rude and brash and loud”) and so make
her personal Canadian national subject position seem superior to both
Americans, who are stigmatized, and to Germans, who stigmatize. In so doing,
Madeleine is able to obfuscate (“I don’t know if it’s true”) the likelihood that she
as a Canadian shares the stigmatizing attitude of europeans/Germans (“I don’t
want people to be assuming that I’m American eITHer”). As in previous
research on Americans (Talburt & Stewart, 1999; Wilkinson, 1998) the nation-
al label becomes salient in SL immersion for many Canadian SA participants.
However, they differ from those Americans in that the motivation is not the
threat of their foreign hosts’ otherness but, rather, their own national phobia of
becoming subsumed by American culture.
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4.4. More intercultural, no less Canadian

Some participants described conscious attempts to be inconspicuous during the
immersion experience, taking on new subject positions where they simulated being
Germans as best they could. Leslie, for example, withdrew her Canadian identity
strategically for the sake of language learning:

LeSLIe: I kind of try as much as possible to hide the fact that I’m a Canadian,
not because I’ll be met with any sort of aggression or anything, because like
... I WANT to ... I don’t know, why do I do that? Um ... and you know, after
a couple of sentences or something, someone will realize that I’m NOT
German and I’m not from here, but uh all the same, uh I feel like I speak bet-
ter with Germans, when it’s just me and a German. I feel like my accent is
not as good when I speak with other students ... er, I don’t know, but because
I don’t feel like I have to ... er, watch out for that as much? Uh hmm, sub-
consciously I think that happens, where I don’t have to use more Denglisch
than the other students, whereas um, if I feel like I really try and blend in, if
I’m by myself, then my German kind of tries to blend in as well, and it kind
of gets better in that way?

Leslie realizes that she can most improve her spoken German in sustained inter-
actions with more proficient speakers. She has also realized that concealing her
Canadian identity can give her a better chance of accessing those quality inter-
actions, for some native speakers lose interest when they know the conversation
partner is a less proficient speaker. Leslie is no less Canadian in reality, but she
has learned to perform a sound-appearance (“if […] I really try and blend in,
[…] then my German kind of tries to blend in as well”) that positions her tem-
porarily as German, even if remaining undetected for only a few sentences.

In another example, Sheldon, who took part in the immersion programme
twice, conjures an especially vivid image of fitting in with the locals:

SHeLDON: Last year, I felt like I was a Canadian, but this year I learned from
last year, observing so many people and like what the German people do ... I
felt like the Talented Mr. ripley trying to fit in. And when I went to clubs or
anything, everyone just thought I was German, I did things, I told people
[other Canadian students] not to do things, but they still did them.

Sheldon’s self-comparison with a film character who conceals murder and his sex-
uality by impersonating his victim, suggests that learning how to put on a convinc-
ing act culturally as a German can help language learners pass in certain life situa-
tions (“I did things,” “I told people [other Canadian students] not to do things”)
in which they would otherwise be caught out as foreigners (“they still did them”)
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and from which they might then become excluded. Sheldon is no less Canadian,
but he has learned to use intercultural knowledge to forge a new subject position
for himself in another culture.

The above two examples draw attention to the embodied and performative
nature of re-positioning the self from one national or cultural identity to another.
Leslie tries to embody a desired sound in order to access more advantageous speak-
ing opportunities and Sheldon assumes a foreign guise perfected by gathering inter-
cultural knowledge in order to extend and deepen his cross-cultural experiences.
Neither loses the listening and observing Canadian underneath. In the next exam-
ple, Frida puts the embodied and performative aspects of language-mediated sub-
ject positions to a different effect:

FrIDA: It’s kind of funny because when you look at yourself and think, wow,
it’s like I have split personalities. Not only, it’s, it’s not only, um, because I
feel, like, being culturally aware and you know, and just taking on, so, the
way people act here when … and then using that and acting as a German,
like, when in Germany do as the Germans do, when in France do as the
French, and so forth, um, yeah, it definitely affects your personality.

It is clear to Frida that performing (“just taking on”) another language- or culture-
mediated identity (“when in Germany do as the Germans do, when in France do
as the French”) for the purpose of learning that language can re-position and
change the self (“it definitely affects your personality”). For Frida the new subject
position does not conceal any prior identity. rather, it makes room for more (“I
have split personalities”):

FrIDA: Um, but not too much. I don’t think there’s a complete change. […]
Some mannerisms, I think, some people notice, um, the voice, for instance,
sometimes I think my voice in Spanish, my voice in english is higher than
my voice in Spanish, or it’s the other way around … Um, and then my voice
in French is also different and, um, what I have heard from friends is that my,
my facial expressions sort of change. When I speak in French I guess I make
more French expressions and, like facial expressions.

Frida’s sense of language-mediated self is one that has developed and functions
incrementally (“I don’t think there’s a complete change”). Again, it is by making
changes to her voice (“is higher than,” “is also different”) and body (“my facial
expressions sort of change”) that she activates and signals more than one new self
(Spanish, english, French). Frida is no less Canadian, but unlike the previous two
participants she takes on a number of positions in ways that accumulate to some-
thing more than a surface manoeuvre or sleight of hand that facilitates the satisfac-
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tion of a particular learning need or desired cultural experience. Frida’s perform-
ance of various positions is the self-actualization of her sense of self as intercultur-
al (“split personalities,” “culturally aware”).

Similar to Frida, Mira’s recount of her experience abroad also constructs a new
identity by referring to a number of positions, though with Mira these are places
rather than languages:

MIrA: In Kreuzberg it was so ... party and hip and interesting, and all the build-
ings are interesting and coffee’s half the price it is in Potsdamer Platz, and the
graffiti is not only beautiful, it’s like political in nature. […] And like, you see
that in Kreuzberg and you’re like, “I belong in Kreuzberg”. Like, walking around
I was like this is where Lottie and I were like, “my people”, [laughs] like ALL the
hipsters on a Friday evening are sitting out now, and they’re just like ... passing
around beers and like […]. I honestly ... there are three things, in Canada and,
in edmonton, because that’s where I was born, like I feel like that is the home I
have ... but like Ireland is also a home ... it’s frustrating in German that you can’t
pluralize home, like the home ... Heimat, you need to pluralize it ... and
Germany for sure, I don’t specifically know A city. […] and when I’m IN
Germany […] I feel very much ... it’s ... like part of me now.

During her stay, Mira visits the Berlin district of Kreuzberg and quickly appreciates
its alternative social scene and youth culture whose appearance and behaviour she
already legitimately (Wenger, 1998) shares thanks to its global nature. Her affinity
for Kreuzberg, and, accordingly, for Germany, is so strong that she can talk about
it only in possessive and ultimately physical-psychological terms: “I belong,” “my
people,” “home,” “Heimat”, and “it’s […] part of me.” Because of Kreuzberg,
Germany is added to Mira’s list of countries that she calls home, which already
includes Canada, her place of birth, and Ireland, the place from where her family
originates. Mira recalls the wordHeimat [German for ‘home’, meaning country or
area, ‘home town,’ or ‘homeland’] because she senses it might challenge her new
multiple place-based identity. She believes this word cannot be pluralized and so
excludes the possibility of having more than one home. This does not suit Mira
since taking on Germany as a new home does not mean to her that she must relin-
quish Canada or Ireland. Showing that she is not prepared to let go of understand-
ing herself through her German soul mates and the German language, her solution
is to amend the German word: “you need to pluralize it.” Mira would surely have
been happy to learn that die Heimat can be pluralized as die Heimaten, and might
have found a better linguistic fit here if she had chosen das Zuhause (no plural).
But her word choice is deliberate and significantly marks her as an active intercul-
tural speaker. OnlyHeimat invokes the popular, political, and literary German dis-
courses of a specifically German homeland often to the exclusion of other cultures.
remaking herself by adding her voice to another country’s debate, Mira is nonethe-
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less no less Canadian as she positions herself through her SA experience as inter-
culturally at home across three cultures.

4.5. More intercultural, more Canadian

The example of Frida, already introduced, goes even further. She indicates that
being more intercultural in fact enhances her Canadian sense of self:

FrIDA: Well, I still feel very Canadian. Um but I wasn’t born in Canada. […]
And it’s always a puzzle. And they’re like, “Oh, so you’re not actually Canadian,”
and I’m like, “Actually, I am reALLY Canadian” because that’s what Canada is,
it’s a mix of so many people from so many places. Um, so I think, um, yeah I
think I’ll feel more Canadian and more okay to be from so many different places
in a way.
JOHN: So learning German as a foreign language is kind of also contributing to
your personal Canadian identity?
FrIDA: I would say so.
JOHN: It fits with who you are as a Canadian?
FrIDA: Mhmm. So yeah, I, you know, I am very Canadian, but it doesn’t mean
that […] you know, this is who I am because I can adapt to other cultures and
[…] What I like to do is to go unnoticed in other places, not to be pinpointed
as the foreigner.

even despite the SA program (“still”), Frida positions herself as Canadian to an
exceedingly high degree or quality (“very,” “reALLY”) even though she “wasn’t
born in Canada.” She explains that this has been worked out (“puzzle”) in Canada
where she has frequently had to negotiate her identity most likely precisely
because she was born elsewhere and other Canadians use her visible ethnicity to
mark her as non-Canadian (“pinpointed as the foreigner”). She continues by
invoking the policy of official multiculturalism (“Canada is […] a mix of so many
people from so many places”) not only to confirm her rightful status as a
Canadian - she can be a Canadian despite being born elsewhere - but also to indi-
cate why learning German on a SA program can further guarantee and enhance
her Canadian identity (“I’ll feelmoreCanadian andmore okay to be from so many
different places”). Indeed, Frida’s specific South American ethnicity and heritage,
childhood immigration to Canada, continued upbringing in Quebec and then
British Columbia, and ability to speak Spanish, French, english, as well as other
languages, position her as an ideal Canadian from the perspective of multicultur-
alism. Adding German to the mix of languages and cultures in which she can
operate only makes Frida regard herself as “more Canadian.”

As much as Frida assumes her ideal Canadian status, she also suggests that she
is tired of how her heritage and ethnicity function to uphold the story of Canadian
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multiculturalism (“I like to […] go unnoticed in other places, not to be pinpoint-
ed as the foreigner”). Ironically, in Germany, where she is seen factually as a for-
eigner from Canada, she can use her experience of learning German to confirm
herself as more intercultural and so more Canadian.

Like Frida, Marcus also regards himself as more interculturally Canadian as a
result of SA and he too refers directly to official multiculturalism. However, his
background motivation is quite different:

MArCUS: Well like my whole dad’s side of the family is all German. My mom’s
side is from england. Um so but personally I feel that I’m more German relat-
ed than my than english. Um just the way that you know my thoughts, my per-
sonality, all that. So when I came here the first time three years ago I felt you
know just awesome. even here every day you know I’ve not had an awkward
moment. […]
JOHN: So did your dad emigrate directly from Germany?
MArCUS: My dad didn’t, his parents did. […] When they were 18 and 19.
JOHN: Oh so he was probably born in Canada. But still that’s, you still, you have
a great sort of sense of your German heritage at home.
MArCUS: Hmm-hmm oh yeah. You know with my grandparents whenever
we ask, “what’s cooking?” “What’s for supper?” My grandma always said
“Kinderfragen”.
JOHN: What region are they from in Germany?
MArCUS: Couldn’t tell you.
JOHN: Yeah, okay. But is this trip and your previous trip as well sort of part of a
kind of an identity journey for you?
MArCUS: I think so for sure yeah.
JOHN: Can you tell me a bit more about that?
MArCUS: Uh, well, personally, like me personally, I enjoy my past, you know,
what I’ve done, um, where I come from and everything so being able to learn
from that and go in a little bit farther definitely helps out in finding out who you
are, what you want to do in the future and such.
JOHN: Yeah but how does it relate to being Canadian?
MArCUS: Um, well, Canada it’s like very multicultural. Um so if you go down
the street and you talk to anybody, they’re from all different corners of the
globe. Um so for me to be able to find out who I am from my past ... defi-
nitely helps out finding out who I am as Canadian or in the future or any-
thing like that.
JOHN: So are you saying that to be kind of more Canadian you also have to real-
ly understand more about your past, your heritage from another culture?
MArCUS: Oh, yeah, yeah. I definitely think so. ‘Cause you know if you look at
the TV shows here and in the US and the perfect Canadian, it’s all lumberjacks
or whatever. So um I think you have to find out who you are as yourself before
you can become a Canadian.
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Marcus positions his Canadian sense of self in relation to his family heritage,
choosing specifically to promote his father’s more distinctive German back-
ground over his mother’s english one. Marcus’s construction of his national
identity as a heritage German-Canadian relies considerably on his imagination:
he is not a first-, but a second-generation Canadian; he does not know where
exactly his grandparents came from; yet he, a young man from Saskatchewan,
adopts their immigration story directly as his own (“where I come from,” “who
I am from my past”). For Marcus (“me personally”), learning German in
Germany has everything to do with understanding and exploring his German
heritage.

However, Marcus is not interested in his German heritage for its sake
alone. He is aware that in “very multicultural” Canada the old ideal images of
the Caucasian frontiersmen (“lumberjacks”) have no genuine currency anymore
and it is important for Canadians to demonstrate their personal diversity (“from
all different corners of the globe”). The problem Marcus faces in constructing
his national identity is that the symbols he has inherited from his grandparents’
generation have become hackneyed and dismissed. His being second generation
means if someone were to meet him on “the street” he would not be able to
show that he is from another “corner of the globe”; Marcus cannot insinuate
himself sufficiently into the all-important identity-forming discourse of
Canadian diversity that relies specifically on Other races, Other cultures, and
Other languages. Yet by experiencing Germany first-hand, Marcus is able to
secure a greater sense of a/his diverse national self-identity as a German-
Canadian, that is, he co-opts SA to position himself as more clearly a heritage
Other and so a more authentic member of the diverse Canadian mosaic. Hence,
Marcus and Frida’s examples show that after SA one can feel both more inter-
cultural and more national, albeit for different reasons.

4.6. More intercultural, another self

For Lottie, the SA experience has enabled her to discover and actualize a symboli-
cally and emotionally/psychologically different sense of self:

LOTTIe: I think I’m more … I think the word is Persönlich? Ich weiss nicht ...
um ... I’m more personable in Germany than I am in Canada because ... I don’t
know why, but I’ll talk to people or go shopping ... I’ll chat with people in the
Straßenbahn, uh ... I dunno! I just LOVe being here! […] I just ... feel more
like me Here than I ... ever have, I think […] um ... I think it is ... the
[German] language. I think that ... in Canada, I think that when it’s english,
there’s so many more ways just to slump around and just get through day-to-
day and make it seem like I can ... I can function. But here ... when it’s not
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working, it’s really not working and ... you can see it and I’m not so good at
hiding when I’m really upset about something. And ... I don’t know why, but
the language actually helps with that […] I think that IS IT, because in Canada
I do feel very much like there’s something saying, “Okay, there’s Lottie”, aaand
... I’m almost trapped within that image [...] I’m still the same person ... always
smiling, has to be ... brilliant who has to be doing ... the best and being the best
... and really I’m just trying to ... hold it together. So I’m smiling so it doesn’t
fall apart, whereas here ... whereas here there’s no definition. No one knows that
Lottie necessarily. So I can be someone ... I can be maybe who I am now, or
who ... just somebody that I want to be. And that’s not ... there’s not that set
definition of, “Oh, there’s Lottie”. […] I feel more like I’m being me because I
get more of a chance to grow a little bit as opposed to being this tiny thing and
just being trapped there.

Lottie also contrasts her sense of self “in Germany” with how she retrospectively
sees herself “in Canada.” While neither of these subject positions are strictly repre-
sentations of national identity, they are personal self-representations aligned to par-
ticular nations and cultures, one “here,” the other “there.” Lottie’s recount of her
new German-mediated self begins with a description of herself in German:
“Persönlich? Ich weiss nicht.” The code-switch signals and emphasizes the role of
specifically the German language in the development of her new identity. She then
switches back into english to state that she is “more personable in Germany.” Lottie
did not get a perfect match between the German word and the following english
word and explanation. Persönlich means ‘personal,’ not ‘personable’; but ‘person-
able’ is a rather Anglo-Saxon concept focused on the person that is difficult to
translate directly into German.8 The critical point here, however, is that, whether
formally right or wrong, persönlich is the word Lottie has chosen and she has
infused it with the signified of ‘personable’ in order to create a new meaningful self
in and through language (two languages), much like Kramsch’s (2009) symbolical-
ly competent multilingual subject.

Studying German in Germany has had a profound psychological effect on
Lottie’s sense of self, one that she sees as positive and is happy to embrace (“I
just LOVe being here,” “I [...] feel more like me”). From the perspective of the
German-mediated Lottie, the Canadian Lottie (“when it’s english”) is more
depressed (“slump,” “this tiny thing”) and focused on surviving (“just get
through,” “function,” “hold it together”) or pretending to (“seem like,” “hid-
ing”) by putting on a brave face. This sense of self has become so familiar
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(“there’s Lottie”) that she cannot break free from it. By contrast, when using
German in Germany and facing the challenges that poses, Lottie cannot draw
on her prior identity work (“it’s really not working,” “I’m not so good at hid-
ing”). This removal of her prior sense of self teaches (“actually helps”) Lottie
that she can be free of former limitations and invites her to construct and real-
ize (“I can”) herself anew as she pleases (“somebody that I want to be”). Not
only is Lottie constituted anew by her SA experiences of learning German, but
through her use of the target language she actively constitutes her new self. To
an extent, Lottie’s self-emancipating experience of using German in Germany
resembles that of the Japanese women using english described by Piller and
Takahashi (2006) and Skarin (2001). Lottie’s sense of Canadian national iden-
tity might not have changed, but certainly her prior sense of self in Canada has
been challenged and re-evaluated by an emergent target-language mediated
intercultural self.

5. Discussion and conclusion

This chapter has investigated the identity construction of Canadian participants on
a SL SA programme in Germany. It asked how SA participants present the posi-
tioning of the subject and the (re)alignment of identity in their expressions of their
intercultural experiences, and how data from especially Canadian participants cor-
respond with existing understandings of identity alignment in SA research.

Clearly, this study supports an understanding of participant identity con-
struction in SL SA that allows for variability and complexity in relation to
nationality and interculturality. The data on Canadian SA participants analyzed
here only partially reflect existing research on SL SA participants from other
countries, especially the U.S.A., but they also follow a different dynamic:
Canadian SA participants resignify themselves between more or less intercultur-
al or multilingual subjectivities and prior national subject positions; their
enhanced national identity might have to do with negative experiences but is
more likely a response to identity misrecognition (as American) and does not
necessarily imply they cannot also become more interculturally minded; if any-
thing, several Canadians in this study exhibit a sense that being more intercul-
tural means being more Canadian.

These findings differ from those of previous studies possibly because of the
qualitative approach and the dialogic nature of research interviews, or possibly
because of the specific focus on Canadians whose national identity discourse is
already dominated by interculturality or multiculturalism. Concepts of multicul-
turalism (where all cultures are recognized equally alongside each other within
one country), official bilingualism, racial, ethnic, religious, and linguistic diver-
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sity, hybridity, heritage, immigration, and so on, are written into the governmen-
tal, political, educational, social, economic, and cultural discourses that shape the
contemporary understanding and physical environment of the nation of Canada
(see Carter, Vachon, Biles, Tolley, & Zamprelli, 2006). Sociologists (Bannerji,
2000; MacKey, 2002; Sharma, 2011; Thobani, 2007) have argued that white
Canadians co-opted diversity in order to manage differences within the nation,
to overcome the socio- and politico-historical ‘crisis in whiteness’ following colo-
nialism, and to differentiate Canadians from Americans. Yet Sumara, Davis, and
Laidlaw (2001) also maintain that the vocabulary and history of “deliberate
diversity” and the “essential quality of […] a lack of essential qualities” (p. 144),
along with differentiation from the U.S.A., has led Canadians to understand
their identity as “contextually dependent,” “negotiated,” and “compromised” (p.
150), that is, “not unified or seamless, but shift[ing] according to the particular-
ity of language, geographical affiliations, and historical circumstances” (pp. 154-
155), or in other words already postmodern. recent generations of Canadians
have certainly been raised consuming such official policies and discourses and so
it is to be expected that they explicitly or implicitly call upon them during iden-
tity work in SA.

Indeed, my analyses show that some Canadian students might co-opt the
intercultural experiences of SL SA to afford themselves greater diversity capital
and so negotiate their interculturally national identity. Thus the immediate
question rising from this study is whether this is unique to Canadians on SA or
whether participants from other countries, especially those with formal or infor-
mal multicultural or diversity-based discourses of national identity - for exam-
ple, Australia, Bulgaria, India, Latvia, contemporary South Africa, etc. - also feel
more national when gaining a sense of an intercultural self on SA. Still, the
Canadian participants in this study come with different lifespan histories and
projections from each other, so perhaps we need closer readings of all SA par-
ticipants to discover whether the variation not only in the degree but also in the
kind of intercultural identity alignment in the Canadian results also applies to
other groups. Certainly, this study points to the need for SA research to expand
the nature of participants by origin and to adopt more qualitative and critical-
analytical research frameworks (see also Block, 2007; Kinginger, 2009;
Wilkinson, 1998; Willard-Holt, 2001). It encourages us to reconsider what we
think we know about intercultural subject positions in relation to language
acquisition, national identity, study abroad, time, and place, opening up a space
for more human complexity.
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