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Abstract

This article reports a gqualitative study about features of 29 Japanese students’
contact with English outside the classroom during study abroad in an
English-speaking country for 12 weeks. The major finding is that study abroad did
not necessarily provide as many opportunities to use English outside the classroom
as we had anticipated. Even if the students lived in a homestay, in many cases,
interactions with the host family were very limited. The students had regular
association with other Japanese peers in and outside school and frequently used
Japanese in daily life. The present study argues that learners’ initial target
language (L2) proficiency, as well as native speakers’ adjustment to learners’ level
of L2 proficiency, would be a crucial factor in determining the quality and quantity
of contact with the L2 in natural settings outside the classroom.

Introduction

The aim of the present study is to investigate features of Japanese students’ contact with
English outside the classroom in a study abroad context, using qualitative data collected
by interviews and diaries. One of the most popular beliefs among language learners (and
even language teachers) is that living in a country where the target language (L2) is used
in daily life brings about a greater number of hours in which leamers are exposed to the
L2 outside the classroom. In particular, a homestay is often considered an ideal
environment to learn an L2 on the grounds that it can provide many opportunities to use
the L2 in natural communicative settings. But does this really happen?

Since English has become a lingua franca in the modem world, every year an increasing
number of students go to English-speaking countries, such as Australia, Canada, New
Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States (U.S.) to study English. Japanese
students account for one of the largest proportions of international students at language
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know, ‘I'm leaving. I'll be home later’, or during dinner, ‘Pass the so-and-so’. I never
really spoke” (Wilkinson, 2000, p.39). Welsh (2001) showed that although most of the
participants in his study (36 ESL students with mainly Asian ethnic backgrounds in
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Auckland, New Zealand) evaluated their homestay experience positively overall, 58%
of them reported having had less than one hour of interaction with homestay families
during an average day. The only time when interaction took place was around meal
times and the interaction was restricted to simple, everyday English about routines and
daily activities. The students spent much time alone in their rooms. Spence-Brown
(1993) also illustrated that because linguistic inadequacy was a major factor, behaviour
of some Japanese high school exchange students, such as withdrawing to their own
bedrooms quickly and refusing to participate in family activities, resulted in Australian
hosts assessing the students negatively.

While many students in a study abroad context cannot establish an interactive
relationship with native speakers of the L2 (e.g. host family), they usually have
regular association with peers from the same country and frequently use their first
language (L1). This limits the amount of L2 used in daily life. Wilkinson’s (1998a,
1998b, 2000) qualitative studies revealed that, among American university students in
a study abroad programme in France, English, not French, was often the primary
means of communication outside the classroom. Their lack of initial French
proficiency, unexpected communication problems in French, and difficulties in
meeting native speakers of French other than their host families resulted in the
students mingling with their American peers in the same town. Tanaka (1997) also
found that Japanese ESL students in New Zealand had very little association with
native speakers of English outside the classroom and often went out with their
Japanese schoolmates. Freed, Segalowitz, and Dewey (2004) investigated the number
of hours per week the L1 and the L2 were used in informal and natural settings
outside the classroom among American university students in a semester study
abroad programme in France, with a self-report questionnaire named Language
Contact Profile (LCP) originally produced by Seliger (1977). They reported that the
students spoke English more than twice as much as French outside the classroom.

Students’ motivation to learn the L2 and Willingness to Communicate (WTC) in the L2
has a great impact on the amount of contact with the L2 outside the classroom.
However, students’ level of L2 proficiency affects the implementation of their WTC in
the L2 in actual communicative situations. Isabelli-Garcia (2006) conducted a
qualitative study of four American university students’ social networks, motivation to
learn Spanish, and attitudes during studying abroad in Argentina. She found that the
students with high motivation developed more extensive social networks with
Argentines and had more opportunities for interaction in Spanish in daily life whereas
the students with low motivation did not. However, the participants in Isabelli-Garcia’s
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in with students’ expectations. Accordingly, students’ opinions about their homestay
experience were divided. While some students had positive views and regarded
interactions with host family members as the most useful L2 leamning experience
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providing homestay accommodation had become a more commercial endeavour. Some
hosts were mainly interested in earning extra income and treated the homestay students
as a boarder or a flatmate, rather than a member of the family.

The homestay environment also appears to play an important role in students’ views
on study abroad in general and even the host community, host country, and host
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the English courses. According to the mean total score (122.72 out of 200, §D = 16.21),
their initial English proficiency level could be described as post elementary (Allan,
1992). The mean score was also equivalent to the International English Language
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repeated until a substantial volume of data had been collected.
1. If the students agreed to participate in this research project, they completed a

questionnaire asking about their background information such as sex, age,
educational background, previous overseas experience, etc.
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2. They took the OPT within one week after they arrived in New Zealand.
3. If they agreed to keep a diary, they submitted their exercise book once a week
4, Each student was interviewed individually at the end of his/her 12-week study.

Data Analysis

Following Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Merriam (1998), the qualitative data
collected through the interviews (29 students) and the diaries (5 students) were
analyzed as follows: identifying significant units of data (i.e. the students’ comments
reflecting contact with English outside the classroom in New Zealand), grouping the
units of data into categories that have something in common, considering how to link
the categories together in some meaningful way, and developing a theory to explain a
large number of phenomena and how they are related.

Freed (1990) has claimed that types of leamners’ informal contact with the L2 in
natural settings outside the classroom (out-of-class L2 contact) can be divided into
two broad categories: interactive contact and non-interactive contact. Interactive
contact involves direct social contact with native speakers, such as host family
members and foreign friends, whereas non-interactive contact is media-related, such
as listening to the radio, watching television, and reading books and newspapers. This
study considered the two types of out-of-class L2 contact.

The interview transcripts and the diary entries were originally written in Japanese. In this
article, all students’ quotes from these sources were translated into English by the author.

Findings
Interactive Contact

A number of students acknowledged that they had had more contact with English in
New Zealand than in Japan, but less than they had anticipated. Regarding interactive
contact, some of them were surprised that there were far fewer opportunities to speak
English in daily life in New Zealand than expected. They reported limited
interactions with native speakers outside the classroom. Language schools were made
up of international students (i.e. non-native speakers), and only two out of 29 students
in this study were successful in making New Zealand friends outside school other
than their host family. Some students expressed their frustration with this situation.
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For most of the students, a homestay provided almost the only opportunity to have regular
interaction with native speakers outside the classroom. The students’ opinions about their
homestay experience were divided. While some thought that a homestay environment was
beneficial to L2 leaming, others did not. In the interview, a total of 18 students specifically
mentioned their homestay experience. Six (33%) had positive views, nine (50%) negative,
and three (17%) neutral. The views depended on the host family.

Some hosts, whom the students evaluated positively, talked to the homestay students
actively, helped improve their English by teaching them new words or correcting their
grammatical errors, and sometimes took them out shopping or to the cinema. In other
words, a good homestay provided a number of opportunities to use and learn English.
Moreover, it seems that the homestay had an effect on not only opportunities to use
English, but also on students’ affective conditions, particularly their motivation to learn
English. Some students commented that because their hosts were very friendly and
supportive, their desire to communicate with their hosts and to learn English increased.
For example, after leaving her first homestay due to an unpleasant living environment,
one student (NZ19) formed a good relationship with the host mother in the second
homestay, who was an ESL teacher and lived alone. She wrote in her diary:

My host mother loves reading books. She often goes to a public library
nearby. So I went there with her this week again and borrowed two books
for non-native speakers. These are the same type of books I always
borrowed from the school library. After coming home, we read the books
until dinnertime. (Week 5)

I watched a TV programme about home decoration with my host mother
and we were making comments, such as “The colour of the wall is nice,
isn’t it?” and *The curtain is lacking something, isn’t it?” When she asked,
“Is there a similar TV programme in Japan?”, I just answered, “No.” But 1
really wanted to continue to say, “This is the first time I've seen this type of
TV programme in New Zealand. I find it quite interesting.” However, I
couldn’t do that because I couldn’t make such sentences in English at that
moment. [ want to be able to make comments while watching TV. I have to
study much harder. (Week 11)

These comments indicate that NZ19 was encouraged to read and speak English by
her host mother. In addition, speaking with the host mother provided the student with
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an opportunity to monitor and evaluate her progress in English. These experiences
made her realise that her English proficiency was not sufficient to communicate with
her host mother effectively, and she became more motivated to learn English.

In other cases, the homestay experience sometimes had a negative impact on some
students’ L2 learning. For example, NZ13 remarked that because her previous host
mother had a very strong accent, she often could not understand her host mother’s
English. When she could not comprehend or when she asked her host mother to
repeat, her host mother was not cooperative and even looked displeased. As a result
of this negative experience, she became more anxious about using English and for a
short while, avoided having contact with English speakers.

Overall, a homestay did not provide as many opportunities to speak English as the
students had expected. The problem stemmed from both the students and their hosts.
Quite a few students admitted that they did not speak to their hosts actively although they
understood that they should. There were two main reasons identified for such passivity.

First, the students did not have sufficient English proficiency to communicate with
others in English. For example, NZ23 moved to a homestay in Week 5 because 1n the
dormitory there were a number of Japanese residents and she often spoke Japanese in
daily life. She wrote in her diary that her host mother was kind and actively talked to her.
However, she could not understand what her host mother said and could not express her
own wants in most cases during the entire period of the homestay. She was very
frustrated. Accordingly, in the interview, she remarked that the homestay experience did
not have any positive effects on the improvement of her English proficiency. Similarly,
NZ20 moved to a homestay from the dormitory in Week 11. Her first impression of her
host family was positive. She wrote in her diary that they appeared to be kind, yet
because of her limited English proficiency, she did not interact. She wrote:

Today I moved to a homestay. [...] Two international students other than
myself are staying with the same family. I can understand what the students
and my host mother are talking about a little bit. But I can’t understand
enough. So I can’t take part in the conversation. (Week 11)

My host mother is trying to talk to me as much as possible all day. But I

can respond only using simple words like “Yes™ and “10 minutes.” 1 feel
sorry for her because I can’t develop the conversation. (Week 12)
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radio and TV programmes well although he had been listening to them and watching

them for 12 weeks, In the interview, he remarked:
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If I listen to the content I can’t understand at all and even if I try to do so
over and over, [ will not be able to understand it for ever (laugh). [...] I
think that no matter how many times you listen [to English you don’t
know], you will not come to understand it. [...] I'm pretty sure it will never
happen that you become able to understand the English suddenly if you just
keep listening or watching.

These comments suggest that the radio and TV programmes (like interaction with the
host family), often considered one of the best materials to learn an L2, did not
necessarily provide comprehensible L2 input for the Japanese students.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study found that Japanese students’ contact with English during study
abroad appears to be more limited than expected. Even if they lived in a homestay,
the quality and quantity of interactive contact with English outside the classroom was
very restricted. Non-interactive contact with English (e.g. watching TV) also did not
provide comprehensible L2 input in many cases. Previous studies (e.g. Miller &
Ginsberg, 1995; Wilkinson, 1998a, 1998b, 2002) showed that much less out-of-class
L2 contact than expected was common for not only Japanese ESL students but also
other international students in different study abroad settings (e.g. American
university students in France). In her extensive review of studies about L2 learners
and L2 learning in a variety of study abroad settings, Freed (1998, p.50-51) has
concluded that there is a significant gap between students’ general beliefs and the
realities of the study abroad environment:

[The] popular notion of the study abroad environment is not as uniform as
was once believed... [Students’] interactions with native speakers may be
far less intense and frequent than was once assumed and... the so-called
“immersion” into the native speaker linguistic environment may be
somewhat less guaranteed than was once taken for granted.

The main reason for the students’ limited contact with the L2 outside the classroom
during study abroad seems to be their limited L2 proficiency. Even if they had
wanted to do so, it would have been very difficult for them to communicate in the L2
with native speakers (e.g. host family) and to understand the L2 media. As Kaplan
(1989) and Rivers (1998) have suggested, it appears that the more advanced the
students’ initial L2 proficiency is, the more likely they are to make the most of their
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initiative, especially their adjustment to students’ level of L2 proficiency, plays a vital
role in determining the quality and quantity of the interaction between the host and the
student. However, there is no guarantee that all the hosts take such initiative. The
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keen on holidays abroad than on studying. This kind of student is more likely to fall
into an easy life-style, mingling with peers from the same country and using their
L1 in daily life outside the classroom. Indeed, there are a greater number of
opportunities to use the L2 outside the classroom in a study abroad context than in
the students’ home country; however, it is up to the students whether they utilise the
opportunities.

50



ULk b LU i | T & oy - I-l'l-l._r l—'--—J T W W W AT W ETTE O BECE T T T W R mmewr ¥ o mm e ——— - —

Implications for second language acquisition. In M. A. DuFon & E. Churchlll
(Eds.), Language learners in study abroad contexts (pp. 231-258). Clevedon:

Multilingual Matters.
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Appendix
Background of the Participants
Sex Age Diary School Education Accommodation

NZ1 F 20 A L HS

NZ2 F 23 A UG HS

NZ3 M 28 A UG D

NZ4 M 29 A UG D

NZ5 F 25 A UG HS

NZ6 F 24 B 2CG HS (4 wks), F (8 wks)
NZ7 F 20 A L HS

NZ8 F 19 A 2CG HS

NZ9 M 21 A L HS

NZ10 M 22 A uG D

NZ11 F 38 A UG HS

NZ12 F 21 A HG D

NZ13 F 19 B HG HS (8 wks), F (4 wks)
NZ14 M 21 . A HG HS

NZI5 M 22 O A L HS

NZ16 F 20 A 2CG HS

NZ17 F 26 A UG HS

NZ18 M 27 A UG HS

NZ19 F 25 O A VCG HSI (2 wks), D (1 wk),HS2 (9 wks)
NZ20 F 20 0 A UG D (10 wks), HS (2 wks)
NZ21 F 22 A UG HS

NZ22 M 24 A HG HS

NZ23 F 26 B UG HS

NZ24 M 21 A L HS

NZ25 F 29 O A VCG D (4 wks), HS (8 wks)
NZ26 F 23 0O A UG D

NZ27 F 26 A VCG HS

NZ28 F 25 A UG D

NZ29 F 22 A L D

Education: UG (university graduate), L (on leave from university), 2CG (2-year college
graduate), VCG (vocational college graduate), HG (high school graduate)
Accommodation: HS (homestay), D (dormitory), F (flat share), wk (week)
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