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Abstract:

The purpose of this study was to explore how in-service Chinese college English
teachers produce and reproduce their identities within their study-abroad
experiences in terms of their beliefs and classroom practice. Sociocultural theory,
discourse theory, and activity theory were used in the theoretical framework to
analyze how participants modified their self-perception and changed their
classroom practice in different contexts during boundary crossing. The study invited
four in-service Chinese college English teachers who took part in three-month
study-abroad program. Data were collected from interviews, observations, and
document analysis. The findings indicated that participants shifted their self-
perception from advanced language user to basic language learner when they
studied abroad and had difficulty in dealing with daily tasks. With deeper
involvement in the U.S. American culture, they gained more confidence in teaching.
After they returned, they were more creative and critical teachers. The findings also
demonstrated that participants wanted to implement the latest pedagogies, activities,
and management into their own classrooms based on their students’ needs and
levels in the Chinese sociocultural context. Although participants encountered
challenges in implementation due to students’ levels, learning habits, and local
context, they made some effective changes and formed new authority in the
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classroom. This study suggests that in order to improve study-abroad programs into
truly beneficial professional development for teachers, college teachers need to have
a clear self-evaluation process, and institutional administrators and foreign
directors of study-abroad programs need to stand in teachers’ shoes to meet their
requirements. This, in turn, will bring more Chinese college English teachers to
study abroad for professional development.

Keywords: study-abroad experiences, EFL, teacher’s identity

1. Introduction

China has a long tradition of respecting teachers. A teacher is defined as one who
could propagate doctrine, impart professional knowledge, and resolve doubts. The
role of the teacher has significant prominence in Chinese society. In the era of fast-
developed economy and technology, the role of teachers, as the introducers of
knowledge, is more widely and deeply recognized by the public. In the 21* century,
the Chinese Ministry of Education (1993) highly valued the significance of teachers
in that education is the way to revitalize a nation. Therefore, teachers’ qualifications
and teachers’ continued training has attracted more and more attention not only from
the government but also from teachers themselves. In addition, under the influence
of globalization and internationalization of education, study-abroad programs have
become a popular form for teachers' professional development programs.

For instance, since 2002, hundreds of teachers in higher education, fully sponsored
by the China Scholarship Council (CSC), are sent to English-speaking countries
(e.g., the U.S., Britain, and Australia) and enrolled in all kinds of study-abroad
programs every year (Ministry of Education, 2004; Ministry of Education, 2011).
These study-abroad programs differ in length from three months to a year, but they
have similar objectives; including improving teachers’ capability of bilingual
teaching making teachers more competitive, increasing opportunities for
international cooperation, and accelerating higher education reform (Ministry of
Education, 2004). There are also study-abroad programs specifically for English
teachers in higher education, such as a ten-month Singapore Nanyang Technological
University English Teachers' Training Program and a six-month study-abroad
program at the University of Aberdeen in Britain (Ministry of Education, 2007,
Ministry of Education, 2011). English teachers in higher education from remote and
less developed areas in China are privileged to take part in these two programs.

The training syllabus in these programs focuses on the enhancement of linguistic
skills and cultural knowledge, on theories and methodologies of English teaching,
and on academic writing. The objectives include the following: 1) cultivating
teachers with high language proficiency; 2) improving English teachers’ research
skills; 3) preparing for English teaching reform of higher education in western
regions of China; and 4) meeting the need of economic and social development in
western regions of China (Ministry of Education, 2007). In addition to these study-
abroad programs introduced and sponsored by the central government, a larger
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proportion of various study-abroad programs are advocated by provincial
governments, local colleges, universities, and teachers themselves.

In order to encourage more teachers to participate in the study-abroad programs to
develop professionally, and to improve education quality, many policies on teachers’
promotions with regard to professional development are enacted. Many universities
and colleges issue regulations to explicitly state their principles of teacher
promotion. For instance, both Zhejiang University and Shanghai University of
Finance and Economics require that teachers must have at least a six-month overseas
study or research experience in order to be promoted (International Office of
Shandong University of Finance and Economics, 2013). Universities and colleges
also provide priority or potential benefits to teachers with study-abroad experience.
For instance, the Foreign Language Examination for National Professional and
Technical Personnel can be waived for teachers with at least one-year of overseas
study experience during their promotion process (The Central People’s Government,
2007). In conclusion, these mandatory regulations, explicit priority, and potential
benefits encourage teachers in higher education to seek study abroad opportunities,
which reveals the necessity of this research on the impact of study-abroad
experience on in-service Chinese university English teachers’ identity formation and
negotiation.

1.1 Statement of Problem

Because of the wide recognition of its significance and effectiveness for teacher
education, international experiences have been studied from different perspectives;
including global education, education reform, and teacher’s identity, among which,
studies from the perspective of global education account for a large proportion (Lee,
2009). The effectiveness of overseas experience for teachers can account for
increased self-efficacy, increased cultural knowledge, and a broad global
perspective. Merrell (2003) argued that in order to develop cultural awareness and
understand others, people must “get it”, which is interpreted as “re-assessing our
identities, re-visiting our needs, and most of all, re-inventing ourselves”. This
interpretation echoes Yazan’s (2014) argument that teacher education programs
prepare teacher candidates not only in their pedagogical knowledge and skills but
also in their teacher identity construction. In brief, overseas experience, as a
component of a teacher’s study-abroad education program, is pivotal to teachers’
identity construction and development.

The purpose of this study was to explore in-service Chinese university English
teachers’ study-abroad experiences. Second, this study aimed to further understand
the impact of teachers’ study-abroad experiences on their language proficiency and
cultural understanding. Finally, this study investigated what teachers implement in
their own classrooms. The following research questions were posed in order to
understand how study-abroad experiences impact the Chinese university English
teachers’ identity:

1) In what ways do study-abroad experiences influence Chinese university
English teachers’ understandings and teachings of American culture?
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2) In what ways do study-abroad experiences impact Chinese university English
teachers’ pedagogical practices?

2. Theoretical Assumptions
2.1 Definitions of Identity

Identity has become one of the most frequently employed concepts in the social
sciences and humanities in the fields of education and applied linguistics (Morgan &
Clarke, 2011). Due to its popularity, there are many competing frameworks and
discourses around the notion of identity, such as situated learning/community of
practice (Varghese, 2000; Yazan, 2014), sociocultural theory (Reis, 2011),
poststructuralism (Ajayi, 2011; Golombek & Jordan, 2005; Mantero, 2004; Morgan,
2004), language socialization (Duff & Uchida, 1997), symbolic interactionism
(Martel, 2015), social identity theory (Johnson, 2001) and so forth. Although these
studies investigate identity from different perspectives, they generally view identity
as a constantly developing sociocultural construct (Martel & Wang, 2015). These
various theoretical frameworks also encompass a community of practices,
experiences, power, agency, and discourse into identity formation and development.
They indicate that the general move has been away from identity in terms of
psychological processes towards contextualized social processes. The multiple
theoretical frameworks on identity confirm Varghese et al.’s (2005) argument that
“multiple theoretical approaches allow a richer and more useful understanding of the
processes and contexts of teacher identity” (p. 21). The multiple theoretical
frameworks on identity also indicate that identity is a complex and evolving process,
which requires joint effort and close attention for better understanding.

While identity in general has been a hot research topic, teacher identity in bilingual
and second language education has only recently emerged as a subtopic within the
fields of language teacher education (Varghese, 2001). Although language teacher
identity typically draws the attention of researchers for a short period, it is
considered a crucial construct to conceptualize both teacher learning and language
teacher education (Martel & Wang, 2015). Teacher identity plays a key role in
every aspect of the teacher profession. For instance, teacher identity 1) creates a
model for teachers as the kind of teacher they want to be; 2) affects their roles in
classrooms, the content they teach, their instructional management; and 3)
influences their relations with students, colleagues, students, parents, and so forth
(Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004).

Teacher identity, as one type of identity, has been variously defined. Many scholars
pointed out that on the one hand, the vagueness of concepts related to teacher
identity would lead to ambiguity and misunderstanding, but on the other hand, the
richness and depth of these concepts also invited further exploration.

Definitions of language teacher identity under guidance of different approaches
stresses different roles of social interactions, group membership, context, power,
agency, discourse, race, and gender in teacher identity formation and development.
Although they have different emphases on teacher identity, several similarities can
be drawn from them:
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e language teacher identity is comprised of language teachers' self-
perception, beliefs, and ideas (Johnson, 2001; Martel, 2015);

¢ language teacher identity is dynamic and evolving (Martel, 2015; Motha,
2006; Reis, 2011);

e language teacher identity construction largely depends on institutional,
social, cultural, and political contexts (Morgan, 2004);

e language teacher identity is multi-dimensioned rather than single-layered
(Johnson, 2001; Motha, 2006; Reis, 2011);

e language teacher identity construction requires taking consideration of
power and discourse (Morgan, 2004; Reis, 2011).

It is noteworthy that these similarities to some extent resonate with Beijaard et al.’s
(2004) findings of features of professional identity. Besides this, it is also noted that
the conceptualization of language teacher identity highlights power relations in
identity formation and development. Moreover, language teacher identity is both a
process and a product. For instance, Morgan’s (2004) perception of language
teacher identity as pedagogy is a starting point of pedagogical application of teacher
identity. In other words, language teacher identity can become a classroom resource
or a text to be performed.

2.2 Optional Definition of Teacher Identity Construction

Teacher identity has been studied with the relation to becoming a teacher. For
instance, Danielewicz (2001) addressed that being a teacher required not only
methodological or ideological equipment but also engagement of identity. In
addition, becoming a teacher is a process of bringing personal beliefs and
experiences related to teaching and taking new and complex ideas in new contexts
(Britzman, 2003; Darling-Hammond, 2000). In terms of teacher identity production,
transformation is critical to understand teacher identity production and reproduction.
Britzman (2003) described “learning to teach” as “the process of becoming: a time
of formation and transformation, of scrutiny into what one is doing, and who one
can become” (p. 31). His description revealed the dynamic nature of identity
construction and transformation, which echoed Akkerman and Meijer’s (2011)
conceptualization of teacher identity as dynamically evolving.

Teacher identity construction is a circular and forward-moving process rather than a
journey with discrete and linear parts. Teachers constantly bring the past, present,
and future together to reflect and predict professional beliefs, goals, and memories
while enacting practice. Recognition and reflection of teacher identity should be for
all teachers, both pre-service and in-service, who teach at elementary, secondary,
and post-secondary schools. Teacher identity formation, which is associated with
being a teacher, takes its significance throughout the teaching profession.

2.3 Impacts of Study-abroad Experience on Language Teachers

Compared to the large percentage of majors in social sciences (21%), business and
management (19%), and humanities (13%), foreign language majors only account
for a small percentage (7.2%) of study-abroad participants in the U.S. (Allen, W.,
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2010; Institute of International Education, 2008 & 2015). Therefore, the number of
existing research studies concerning the influence of study-abroad experiences on
foreign language teachers, especially on foreign language teacher identity, is limited.
Studies on U.S. foreign language students and teachers account for a significant
number of these studies. The objectives of study-abroad programs for teachers, in
general, are cultivating global perspectives and enhancing cultural awareness;
however, achieving high language proficiency and better cultural understanding are
the predominant two objectives of study-abroad programs for foreign language
teachers (Allen, Q., 2010;Thompson, 2002).

Although study-abroad programs for foreign language teachers similarly stress
language proficiency and cultural understanding, the influence of study-abroad
experience on foreign language teachers is controversial. It is negatively stated that
study-abroad participants reposition themselves as a language learner and lose the
sense of being a language teacher because they have fewer opportunities to exercise
their agency within the classroom during study-abroad (Lavender, 2002). With the
view of language enhancement as pivotal to their professional confidence, the study-
abroad participants have high expectations for language proficiency improvement
and take activities to practice and learn in different contexts both inside and outside
of classrooms. However, the study-abroad programs only focus on a teacher’s
academic and professional qualification rather than their own expectations and live
experiences outside of the classroom. On the contrary, the positive influence of
study-abroad on foreign language identity is also examined and confirmed by a
cohort of studies (Thompson, 2002). For instance, Thompson’s study (2002) found
that most of his participants had significant gains in their linguistic abilities in terms
of reading, vocabulary, and grammar; improved their cultural knowledge of Spain;
and had a positive attitude towards the Spanish culture. These positive gains are
usually connected with the potential for professional development. Therefore,
study-abroad participants prove to students, parents, and the community that they
can meet their needs and expectations and view themselves as more qualified
teachers with increased linguistic, cultural, and pedagogical abilities.

The aforementioned studies focus on the influence of study-abroad experience on
U.S. foreign language teacher identity during their study abroad or immediately after
they return to their native countries. Barnawi and Le Ha (2015) conducted a case
study of two Saudi EFL teachers to examine their study-abroad experiences on their
teacher identity when they taught in their home contexts. The findings revealed that
the study-abroad experiences empowered participants within their home context and
this empowerment brought various types of privilege. Those study-abroad
participants made use of what they learned in the West to teach effectively with
awareness and a strong sense of agency and their authority in classroom had never
been challenged. In addition, they were viewed as more qualified than other
colleagues with locally educational backgrounds and their autonomy, beliefs, and
experiences were more recognized. Barnawi and Le Ha’s (2015) study confirmed
Thompson’s (2002) findings that the study-abroad experience had positive
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influences on foreign language teacher identity in terms of establishing their
confidence, authority, and agency.

In brief, the existing research underscores the influence of study-abroad experience
on U.S. foreign language teachers in other countries (such as Spain, France, and
Mexico) rather than on influence of study-abroad experience in English speaking
countries on EFL teachers from non-English speaking countries. In the next section,
| introduce effects of study-abroad experience on Chinese EFL teachers.

2.4 Effects of Study-abroad Experience on Chinese Language Teachers

In the last two decades, the Chinese government selected and sent thousands of EFL
teachers to English-speaking countries for their professional development. Chinese
EFL teachers’ study-abroad experiences attracted scholars’ attention and raised their
interest to explore the influence of Chinese EFL teachers’ study-abroad experience
on their identity.

The studies discovered that teachers’ perceptions mainly changed in the following
categories: language proficiency (Barhuizen & Feryok, 2006; Gleeson & Tait, 2012;
Lee, 2009; Trent, 2011; Wang, 2014), teaching ideology (Wang, 2014), cultural
awareness (Barhuizen & Feryok, 2006; Gleeson & Tait, 2012; Lee, 2009; Trent,
2011), Non-native English-speaking teachers-Native English speaking teachers
(NNEST-NEST) dichotomy (Wang, 2014), personal growth (Barhuizen & Feryok,
2006; Lee, 2009), and pedagogical understanding (Barhuizen & Feryok, 2006; Lee,
2009), all of which can be connected with teachers’ identity transformation.

In terms of linguistic identity, EFL teachers have to change from language teacher in
China to language learner/user in a target culture (Gleeson & Tait, 2012; Wang,
2014). The key for identity change is language proficiency. Lee (2009) showed that
target language proficiency played an important role in NNESTSs’ self-esteem and
sense of security. That is why almost all study-abroad programs set improvement of
language proficiency as one of their goals or expectations. Chinese EFL teachers
with study-abroad experience admitted that the programs provided language learning
environments for them to develop their language (Barhuizen & Feryok, 2006;
Gleeson & Tait, 2012; Lee, 2009). Length of stay also contributed to language
proficiency. The longer the study-abroad program, the more confident and reassured
Chinese EFL teachers felt to be competent English users (Wang, 2014).

In term of professional identity, perceptions of teaching ideology and NEST-
NNEST dichotomy are essential. Traditionally, Chinese EFL teachers believed that
British English was the standard language for classroom instruction (Wang, 2014).
They considered English as a Native Language. With this perception, they thought
NEST are ideal models for English teaching. With these perceptions of English and
NEST-NNEST dichotomy, Chinese EFL teachers felt that they were less qualified.
During study-abroad programs, perceptions changed into English as an International
Language and favor of NNEST majority. In other words, English varieties were
acceptable (Lee, 2009; Wang, 2014) and NNESTs were also viewed as good
language teachers. As a result, Chinese EFL teachers gained authority over
language.
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In terms of sociocultural identity, overseas experiences, especially social activities
and homestay experiences, were mainly attributed to perceptions of culture. Chinese
EFL teachers reported that they began to reflect on their own culture and their way
of life and had a sense of multiculturalism (Barhuizen & Feryok, 2006; Gleeson &
Tait, 2012). They also had a better understanding of the target culture (Barhuizen &
Feryok, 2006; Lee, 2009). They learned to accept and appreciate cultural
differences. In other words, study-abroad experiences encouraged the growth of
intercultural awareness (Jackson, 2006). Chinese EFL teachers developed certain
attitudes towards cross-cultural differences and insights about their own cultural
identities.

In conclusion, studies examining the influence of study-abroad programs on Chinese
EFL teachers’ identity construction are still scarce. The limited existing research
was majorly composed of studies exploring study-abroad experience of Chinese
EFL teachers from Hong Kong. The paucity of studies of study-abroad experience
of Chinese EFL teachers from Mainland China attracted my attention. In addition,
most research was conducted by foreign administrators or mentor teachers from an
outsider perspective with Western epistemology and ontology rather than from an
insider perspective of Chinese EFL teachers themselves. All of these served as a
guideline for my research in order to fill the research gap from a Chinese
perspective. In the next section, I introduce what | want to do based on the findings
of these existing studies.

3. Research Design

Since the current study aimed to explore the perceptions, experiences, and identity
negotiation of Chinese college EFL teachers who had studied abroad within natural
settings, a qualitative inquiry was adopted. Through choosing a case study
perspective, the researcher investigated Chinese college EFL teachers’
understandings of American culture and their pedagogical practices in their own
classrooms after their sojourns. Guided by sociocultural theory and activity theory
of identity, each case revealed Chinese college EFL teachers’ stories of their
professional development within their respective contexts. With the aim to achieve
triangulation, data for the case study were collected from interviews, classroom
observations, and teaching documents. These data sources helped the researcher to
better understand the study-abroad experiences of Chinese college EFL teachers and
their professional identity construction from multiple lenses.

3.1 Research Sites
3.1.1 The Home University

Jiangnan University (pseudonym) is located in the southeastern coastal area of
China next to Shanghai, which is the most economically and culturally developed
city in China. The city where the university is located is famous for its Jiangnhan
culture prevailing in the south of the Yangtze River and for its cultivated scholars
throughout the history. The city has developed rapidly; at the end of the year 2015,
the population reached to almost 3.5 million, and the gross domestic product was
over 351 billion Chinese Yuan.
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Jiangnan University, which was established in 1914, is the most famous higher
education institute in the city. It is a public comprehensive university with varied
academic programs covering business, management, arts and science, medicines,
and etc. According to the statistics of enrollment for the 2015-2016 academic year,
the number of full-time students was around 15,000 and the number of faculty and
staff was over 1,700. Since its establishment, Jiangnan University has been
responsible for cultivating high-quality citizens. Due to its location and convenient
transportation, as well as a growing economy, Jiangnan University has more
opportunities to collaborate with over twenty overseas universities in the United
States, Great Britain, Denmark, Germany, Japan, and Korea. Within the University,
the Foreign Affair Office and Institute of International Education is responsible for
seeking opportunity to establish good relationships with overseas colleges and
universities to exchange students and visiting scholars. The College of Foreign
Studies is composed of the Department of Japanese, Department of College English,
and Department of Intensive English. The Department of Intensive English is
responsible for teaching English majors who will be English teachers, translators of
written texts, or simultaneous interpreters after graduation. Therefore, the first two-
years of teaching underscore pronunciation, listening, reading, writing, speaking,
and grammar. The last two-years of teaching focus on teaching pedagogy, teaching
assessment, British and American literatures, and business English. The above
mentioned institution and college are attributed with the success of study-abroad
programs. All participants are from the Department of Intensive English.

3.1.2 The Host Universities

The first host university is a public university with a long history in the southeast of
the United States. As the state’s flagship university, it ranks among the Top 50
public universities by U.S. News and World Report. In the 2015-2016 academic
year, the student population was 37,665, with diverse educational, cultural, and
social backgrounds. The Office of International Program (OIP) within the College
of Education was established in 1966. Since its beginning, the office was dedicated
to provide students with opportunities to study abroad in order to become qualified
educators. The Office also ran programs for overseas teachers who had the need of
professional development and graduate degree. The programs included sending
teachers periodically to overseas campuses to teach and short-term programs that
trained teachers from other countries.

The study-abroad program was conducted in the above mentioned university for the
first three years (from 2010 to 2012). Then the program in 2013 and 2014 moved to
a second host university as the Director of OIP found a job there. The second host
university, which was located in the northeast of the U.S., also had a long history
since its establishment in 1871. From the beginning, it primarily aimed to train
teachers to serve the fast-growing student populations in local public schools. Now,
as a public university, the second host university is dedicated to teaching, research,
service, scholarship, creative activities, and cultural enrichment. In the 2014-2015
academic year, the number of registered students in the second host university was
11,083 and more than 1,200 employees worked to facilitate students’ success.
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3.2 Participants

Case selection is critical to better understand the phenomenon (Yin, 2009). A
successful case selection indicates that the selected cases should represent the larger
group of interest (Stake, 2005). Stake (2005) pointed out that, for qualitative
fieldwork, a purposive sample is needed to “build in variety and acknowledge
opportunities for intensive study” (p. 451). Purposive sample, or selecting
“information-rich cases,” ensures that researchers can get in-depth data.

From 2010-2014, five groups of Chinese college EFL teachers (41 teachers in total
with 17 females and 14 males) from Jiangnan University took part in the study-
abroad program in the host universities. Among these 41 teachers, one teacher
retired shortly after the study-abroad program, and another three teachers left the
Jiangnan University to pursue higher degree abroad after their participation in study-
abroad programs. The remaining 37 teachers were from different departments of
Jiangnan University: 14 of them were from Department of Intensive English,
College of Foreign Studies; 17 of them from Department of College English,
College of Foreign Studies; and 6 of them from College of Education. | invited 14
teachers from the Department of Intensive English based on convenience sampling.
First, | built rapport with these 14 teachers when | worked at Jiangnan University.
We worked in the same office, discussed curriculum design, and attended regular
faculty meeting every other Thursday afternoon. Second, their teaching schedules
met my timeframe. In other words, they taught different classes in different days,
which meant that their schedules did not overlap.

Before getting access to those teachers with study-abroad experiences, | first
contacted the Dean of Colleges of Foreign Studies for her approval to conduct this
research. With her permission, | began to contact teachers to get their permission
and explain my research goal and procedures. In addition, | promised that all
collected data would be safe and locked in my own office and would only used by
me for research. Furthermore, | assured them that their teaching routine would not
be changed during my data collection process. After introduction of my research
and several rounds of questions and answers, four teachers agreed to participate in
the current study. Table 1 is a description of participants.

Table 1: Description of Participants

Name Gender Year of Study-  Year of Teaching Title Courses They
(pseudonym) Abroad Experience Teach
Lily female 2012 6 Assistant Interpretation
Professor
. Associate Advanced
Haifeng female 2011 27 Professor English
Jack male 2013 7 Assistant Integrgted
Professor English
Laura female 2008, 2013 27 Associate Advanced
Professor English

Lily got her Master’s degree in interpretation from a southeastern university in
China. Her university performed a leading role in both teaching, researching, and
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testing among colleges and universities of foreign languages in China. Her
university also set standards for several important tests for Chinese English learners
such as Test for English Majors Band 4 (TEM-4), Test for English Majors Band 8
(TEM-8), and Test for Shanghai Interpretation Accreditation. Lily was very diligent
graduate student. She passed TEM-8, College Germany Test Band 6, and Test for
Shanghai Interpretation Accreditation (Advanced Interpretation). In her spare time,
she also interpreted at many international conferences. After graduation, she worked
as a translator for two years and began to work in Jiangnan University in the study-
abroad program in China since 2011. In Jiangnan University, Lily mainly taught
interpretation to junior students majoring in interpretation for three semesters. She
also worked as coordinator with foreign teachers in Jiangnan University. On
weekends, she taught Cambridge Young Learners English (CYLE) and Cambridge
Business English (BEC). She took part in the study-abroad program in 2012.

Laura was the Dean of the English Department in the College of Foreign Studies.
She got her Bachelor’s degree in English Education. She has worked in Jiangnan
University since 2003. Laura actively tried to teach different courses such as
pragmatics, testing, advanced English, etc. In the semester that the study took place,
she taught advanced English to junior students (majoring in secondary education).
She participated in the study-abroad program in 2013. This was not her first time to
go abroad. In 2008, she was elected with other seven colleagues from other colleges
and was sent to a Midwest state in the U.S. to have a three-week cultural experience;
however, that experience was vastly different from the one in 2013. The former one
was composed of one-week stay in a local school and two weeks of travel. It was
only a quick glance and Laura gained a superficial understanding of what she saw.
The latter trip abroad was a three-week intensive learning experience in school.

Jack graduated with a master’s degree in Applied Linguistics from one of top three
normal universities in China. During school, he was also the president of the
Graduate Student Council in the School of Foreign Languages. Because of his
excellent academic achievement and social service, he was recognized as the best
graduate in his former university in 2011. In the last year of his graduate study, he
began his internship in Jiangnan University and he became a full-time teacher in
2011. He taught the integrative course (basic level) to freshmen and sophomores
(four semesters in total). Jack was confident and his confidence came from a
profound knowledge and sharp language skills. His teaching was passionate. In
addition, Jack set a high bar for his teaching. He spent all day long in his office
preparing the lessons and kept improving. He took part in the study-abroad program
in 2013.

Haifeng earned her Bachelor’s degree in English Language and Literature, and she
began to teach in 1990. After nine years of teaching, Haifeng felt the necessity of
getting a higher degree, so she returned to school and get her Master’s degree in
Foreign Linguistics and Applied Linguistics in 2001 from a university in central
south of China. A Master’s degree for people at her age was uncommon. Haifeng
was employed by Jiangnan University in 2005. In Jiangnan University, she taught
students at different levels with various courses such as business interpretation,
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international communication, and advanced English. Among these courses,
advanced English was the one she taught the longest and the one she favored. In the
semester that the study took place, Haifeng taught Advanced English (Book 1) to
junior students (majoring in business). She took part in the study-abroad program in
2011.

Although there were only four participants in this study, they generally represented
the whole population of the College of Foreign Studies in Jiangnan University with
regard to gender, title, teaching experience, and the courses they taught in the
semester this study took place.

3.3 Data Collection and Analyses

A hallmark of case study research is using a variety of data sources. The exploration
of multiple data sources enhances data credibility (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2009). In the
current study, data were collected by interviews, observations, and documents.
During the data collection, the Dean of College of Foreign Studies was not present.

Summary of the Data Collection Methods

Data Collection

Methods Notes

To meet the participants, go through and distribute consent form,
and schedule interviews and classroom observations

Interviews 60-90 minute session for each participant

To observe participants’ instructional management, pedagogy,
and activities (100 minutes session for each participant)

To get complementary information to interviews and
observations

Pre-Study Meeting

Classroom Observations

Documents

4. RESULTS

The study-abroad program triggered tremendous and far-reaching impacts on
participants’ pedagogical practice in their own classroom in terms of epistemology,
importance of culture in foreign language teaching, classroom activity, classroom
management, assessment, and teacher-student interaction.

4.1 What They Learn

Epistemology. Participants believed in that culture belonged to a group of people
and covered every aspect of their life including tradition, customs, history, life style,
and way of thinking, and things like that. Their understanding of culture indicated
the nature of culture which was exclusive, comparatively fixed, and typical for
specific people. In other words, their epistemology revealed that there was only one
correct understanding of culture. However, the question, what American culture
looked like, emerged. The United States is a nation composed of immigrants all over
the world with over 200 years history. Whose culture, I mean which group of
people’s culture, can be considered as typical American culture. With the positivist
epistemology which believed in that there was only one truth, these participants
heavily relied upon knowledge of American culture from books, which they thought
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were authentic. The problem was that some description and interpretations of
American culture in different books were different from or even contradictory with
each other. In addition, participants’ own experience of interaction with Americans
was also not in accordance with knowledge in books. This kind of deviation made
participants confused. Study-abroad program provided these participants
opportunities to immerse in current American culture to experience by themselves.
Laura observed actual eating manner of some Americans that were totally opposite
to textbook introduction. Similarly, Haifeng noticed different attitudes towards
religion between southerners and northerners within the U.S.. Their live experiences
taught them poststructualism epistemology that truth can be multiple. In the same
vein, American cultures can be diversified. Their understanding of culture also
developed in terms of importance of culture in foreign language learning. Lily
reminded her embarrassed order experience. She used half foot rather than six inches
that was more idiomatic in daily life. Lily’s uncommon choice of word did not
reside in her lack of linguistic knowledge of English words but in insufficient
pragmatic knowledge. Due to different measuring parameters in the U.S. and China,
she had difficulty in converting between foot and inch but also in use the appropriate
word according to context. Her embarrassment illustrated sociolinguistic
competence in communication. In brief, after study-abroad, these participants gained
profound understanding of culture.

Classroom activity. Laura stated that she learned how to guide students to
conduct task-based project from study abroad.

H—THREFNEIM—ERMlecturety , BBLAATHE N HTNAB T #47]
AN EEHITHHERR , ERBproject , RXFTE XY , ABAXS
FHiy. GRUFEEHFESFENFAE , AFENESTF—ENES
, FH EIR a0 B —“Mreport,

fipresentation B , BN XTPHZF R E LN RBRIFEENH. BLEK
MEERNZXAFERRELERIN , LERBRINRESTHT , RBRFH
X MNproject FABEEAEM , AFXNEEEM[AideaXi it , B2X

B —fhREE,

(Translation)

When we studied abroad, one day two teachers introduced their teaching
model, something like a project. They asked their students to investigate
local environmental issues and guided their students to write a report or to
do a presentation. Their teaching method was very novel to me, because
teachers in China seldom guided students to do projects in class. Especially
language teachers like us, we had no idea about how to conduct a project in
class.
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Laura was inspired by foreign teachers and had insight into how to conduct projects.
She began to consciously design close to life tasks for students. In my first
observation of Laura’s class, I notice she required students to compile tourist
pamphlet of their hometown, to interview teachers with abroad experiences, to write
book report of Macbeth, and to reflect on novel reading. These projects were tight
related to the textbook and also close to students’ daily life. The most important
thing is that these classroom activities are communicative.

Another technique participants learned is how to create an authentic environment for
students to practice the target language. All participants valued the importance of
authentic environment for language learners to grasp the foreign language.
However, in China, as the non-English-speaking country, it was difficult to create an
authentic environment for students. In her interview, Laura described a lesson about
how she observed an American teacher who created a real context for students to
learn how to go shopping.

LR B A F Ego

shopping=a¥) , REXNEW , HNEMRIRTHR , 4H 7 —Ms
AAKNEFR , ARMBRERINLELROHZEEREL —MRDHH—
B R RERRLETRERER , ERFLETRZEW , E7W
BEHEmE , ARUBRIMNKESIFTRNAER | LLiiHE AR ZHsaleswoman,
ENHRRMNE , BEMXMIBRIAPMARXNSEE LT R —HEL
RERLEXNT R,

(Translation)

We observed a class of how to teach go shopping. To our surprise, the
teacher brought a large suitcase full of merchandises. He decorated the
classroom into a supermarket. Lines of clothing rack were full of clothes,
shoes and jewelries were placed on the desks. Then the teacher asked us to
play different roles such as saleswoman and customers. During the whole
period, he created a real shopping environment.

Compare with glossing over the context as her previous way of teaching, Laura was
deeply impressed by the foreign teacher’s effort and intention to design in order to
help student have a real sense of shopping. After that, Laura also designed some real
situation in her classroom to help students experience typical American life. For
instance, she bought some forks and knives and asked student how to place them
and how to use them in order to learn American table manner.

Classroom management. Some participants admitted that their students did their
own work without cooperation with classmates. After study-abroad, these
participants learned how to group students and how to encourage them to collaborate
in order to scaffold their own learning. The following paragraphs revealed Lily’s
understanding of peer work.
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N EEREMINBCHEZR N , BERNREEX M AT 245
¥, MR BFERIEERAD ? BRMUNETLREXERINEIN
BRpoemsEMN R IFEEN, MMUREBRRBZERFEZHN —NE4
AR 18t R IFHE IFE TR

(Translation)

American students exchanged their writing assignments in class and scored
each other’s papers. At first, we were doubtful about whether students can
learn from peer assessment. Later we found that their peer revised poems
were excellent. After that | believed that communication and cooperation
between students was effective for learning.

Lily’s attitude towards peer work changed from negative to positive when she saw
its effectiveness in students’ academic achievement. She thought students could
learn something from their classmates through scoring. Lily indeed integrated peer
work into her classroom. During my observation, in her class, Lily required
students’ cross correction of dictation and translation exercises. She believed in that
cross correction was also a learning process for students and also a push to study
harder when students saw classmates’ performance and realized the gap.

Jacks listed how to effectively interact with students as one of his biggest study-
abroad achievement.

We learned some western advanced teaching ways or teaching ideas, such as
to give students more time to think and to present themselves, which is
different from our Chinese class, because we have so many students, it is
usually noisy in the classroom, that's why for most of time the teacher should
control to organize the class atmosphere, but in America | saw students will
express their ideas very freely and they can interrupt teacher at any time they
want.

Jack’s interview revealed the truth that the size of language learning classrooms (30-
60 students) in China were too big. On one hand, the length of class was fixed (45
minutes). On the other hand, teachers had to complete teaching tasks aiming at 30
students within 45 minutes. It was not difficult to image that student had less chance
to speak out. Jack made efforts to make changes in his own classroom to give
students more time to think about, to discuss with their partners, and to express
themselves.

Another teaching technique Jack learned from study-abroad was giving more
attention to students’ response during teaching.

| think in America, the teacher will observe students in the class, this kind of
observation will be very useful for the growth or the development for
specific student, that's why when | back to China I will consciously observe
some of students | think most of them are not very good at English learning,
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so after observation | will give some suggestions and ideas how to study and
how to learn better.

Jack learned to pay more attention to students; especially those who had difficulty in
learning. My observation of Jack’s class confirmed his words. Jack asked students in
turns to share a Chinese idiom story with their classmates. He facilitated students to
better prepare their presentation including grammar, pronunciation, and translation.
After each session, he would talk with students for feedback. Jack discovered that
his suggestions were functional and beneficial to students.

Various ways to evaluate. Almost all participants pointed out that they learned
how to use different ways to evaluate students throughout the whole semester rather
than their previous focus on final written test. For instance, Lily showed her interest
in portfolio assessment.

XM ERSTXNBREREE —HRIFNESR | AR RIARD HE R
DR, BREESMNABEX—MEES , AkRcreative
waylI A XEIEFK , KIEESXNMEBIHF. LHRMAIIHEK , REEG&—
MRIEE—#  EACHEREIFAR , BB Rproud.

XA portfoliofR#F.. BRBXMER T AR , LHERMENBLLRR
SEEHHNR , FREE—ER R —EEXI N SE. EXRENSEBNS
EER—ERZE , RMITEFEBE D

(Translation)

| think the philosophy of portfolio assessment is good. Their purpose is not to
show who is better but to show one’s learning progress in a creative way.
Just like when we presents our post to others to tell them what we have
achieved in 3-month study in the U.S., we are very proud of our progress...I
think portfolio assessment is a good way for those relatively flexible courses
to evaluate students. The purpose of traditional evaluation is to rank
students. Actually it is not scientific, and it also destroys students’ confidence
in learning.

In Lily’s opinion, in some elective courses, portfolio assessment was better than the
traditional way of ranking students according to their scores in final tests. She
realized students’ diversity in study pace and study habit, so she placed focus on
students’ own progress and what they acquired gradually through the whole
semester. She no longer compared students with others only by scores. Besides
portofolio assessment, Laura and Jack implemented formative assessment to
underscore students’ progress.

In sum, participants to different extent benefited from their study-abroad experience.
Just like sponges, they quickly absorbed knowledge, teaching pedagogies, classroom
activities within short period. They were curious about some concrete classroom
activities, such as walking dictation, jigsaw, and book club. They were refreshed by
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updated project-based and communicative teaching methods. They were also
enlightened by a teaching philosophy that students were the core of language
classes. After they came back, they integrated what they learned into their own
classroom with great expectation of students’ huge academic achievement.
However, they came across lots of obstacles. Some of them were attributed to
students’ stereotype of grammar-translation teaching method, students’ uneven
English levels, and heavy workload and pressure. Others were due to administrative
restriction on teachers’ teaching, oversized classroom, and Chinese educational
system. To take these social, cultural, and political factors into consideration, all
participants pointed out they did not blindly accept and integrate but localized
implement what they learned from study-abroad program.

4.2 Ways to Implement

Contextualization. Lily appreciated a large proportion of discussion between
students in American classroom. She stated that exchanging ideas can stimulate
students’ creativity.  Nevertheless, she pointed out that discussion was not
applicable to all English classrooms in China.

RABRBELREATES —ENMREHE, EHE01RRE AR
ERARERS  REMEERMNYW , RE R Prculture I RE |, XS
culturelX MR PR — E BB lecture XN E RS EN , RARSIREWH
THMNETF2BXB, MARRR—PEBETERBARELIELZR
, BAWIL,
(Translation)

| think that knowledge input is necessary for some courses in English class in
China. In America, we noticed that there were little knowledge input in class.
In China, we must introduce some cultural background in the form of lecture
to provide the knowledge first, because students can only discuss something
they understand and are interested. | cannot imagine how students discuss
what they have no idea of.

Lily noticed that American students can unconsciously acquire cultural knowledge
through life. In class, American teachers saved time in knowledge introduction and
focused on encouraging students to expand from what they already knew. On the
contrary, Chinese students still viewed classrooms as the sole place where they can
get authentic language learning material. Hence, Chinese college English teachers
still spend time in class to teach linguistic and cultural knowledge. My classroom
observation confirmed what Lily stated. No matter what kind of courses the
participants taught, lecturing was still the dominant teaching activity.

Another telling example of contextualization is importance of Chinese culture in
participants’ foreign language teaching classroom. All participants agreed that
Chinese and Chinese culture were critical in English learning. Hence, they
frequently compared American culture with Chinese culture. For instance, Haifeng
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taught students how to express starving to death, Americans say, “I can eat a horse”,
while Chinese preferred to say “FRREAFE—L4" (I can eat an ox). She further
explained that Chinese seldom say eat a horse because in the long history of China
as an agricultural society, horses have played an important role as transportation
vehicles.

Changing from a teacher to a guider or an instructor. Study abroad experience
modified participants’ perception of teacher’s role from controller to instructor or
guider. Furthermore, a teacher’s role also decided the way to teach in classroom.

HIBENERSERHENRENBESFEZEEANREHEA, RRNEIE
BHIRERNBUTNEM U , WRFHENEREET | XNEEHE
EfEteaching , MEXESRREMNRELRE , RIEZMENAIREGIF
LEERALNUT, ERBIXARERFTZEZER , SEEAN—Mfl
3l ®i =how to instruct

studentsH A FEELR FHAENES. HTREEH —MEH,
(Translation)

| think short-term study-abroad programs promotes my teaching pedagogy.
My previous understanding of being a teacher and perception of teaching
pedagogy stressed the teaching aspect of being a teacher. | believed that as a
teacher | just need to be knowledgeable and taught all what | knew to my
students. But after study abroad twice, | learn how to instruct students,
which is totally different from simple indoctrination.

Laura changed her view of being a teacher after observing the dynamic,
communicative, and task-based American classroom. She was enlightened that it
was unnecessary for teachers to be in charge of the whole class from the very
beginning to the end; especially for the college student level. College English
teachers were also responsible for guiding students in how to explore independently.
Laura creatively instructed her students in class. In one of her classes, Laura divided
her students in groups and asked them to answer questions on worksheet. These
guestions were open-ended because students cannot easily find answers from text
and they needed to completely comprehend, summarize, contrast, and synthesize the
reading material. | noticed that she circulated around and just provided help when
students needed further explanation of the question or comprehension of the text.
Later Laura participated in some group’s discussion to scaffold students to think in
depth. This sort of teacher-student interaction was more active and fruitful.

Being more reflective and critical in teaching. Study-abroad programs enriched
the participants’ experiences, broadened participants’ horizons, and updated their
ways of teaching. Haifeng summarized how study-abroad experience impacted her
teaching as follows:
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ELRLEBRIRNFESHNERLMENNHZT—F  REE
MEH—-R. A HRESN , EAETAIME  BTH -—EE2EEM LE
BYE ? BN ATRERIEE LEE —RAEMANITIE ?

CRAERENBMWEREMRTE , AR LREBEINERR , ...
REEBEXERLY  RREUTAFTNBAL , FEXFBRT. EE
—MEEBT , REXHFEN , URRRREIEXPESNAR , ..
MAREGER—BEIEXIHER. A RBELFEHNEZHX

firesearch® 7 .. {BE R ZIN1E R 2 Z< 78 &F 2 LA AR fptask-based, research,
group work,

grouping R 5 £t X4 & — Mopic/RITsummary® | 4 —“Ncommentif |
BREIEXMEY , XMABTHNED , BENES,
(Translation)

At least | always reflect on how I should teach English in a more flexible way
different from teaching other subjects...First of all, in terms of selecting
teaching material, for instance | begin to ask myself why don’t I directly
choose excerpts from live broadcasting news ...Second is interpretation of
text. ...I think we should interpret the text in depth. Third is the teaching
way. | agree that we should focus on the nature of language that is how to
use language rather than the form of language. In order to achieve this
purpose, we can try any way of teaching including watching a movie. Fourth
is classroom activity. ...Now I group them to do more task-based research,
summary, and comments. That is to say | pay more attention to interaction of
minds.

Different from her previous routine teaching way, Haifeng reflected more on her
own teaching. She began to have a critical attitude towards the textbook and was
eager to find extra authentic teaching material for her students. She became more
flexible in her teaching methods and more conscious in involving students in her
classroom. Although she still explained or paraphrased texts for students, her focus
shifted from the form of language to language use and her interpretation of text
raised to a higher level of appreciation rather than simple understanding.

In sum, the influence of study-abroad experiences is pervasive in participants’
teaching. They bring back advanced teaching methods, activities, techniques for
classroom management, and ways to assess. They are willing to implement what
they learned abroad into their own classroom with the hope of teaching reform for
students’ better academic achievement. They reach their goals because students have
great interest in these stuff and trust them more than before. However, each coin has
two sides. During integration, participants also encountered some obstacles due to
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issues related to students, physical environment, and administration. Despite these
obstacles, participants teach in a more creative, reflective, and critical way.

5. Discussions
5.1 Multiple and Confused Self-Perceptions

Gee (2000) defined identity as “being recognized as a certain kind of person in a
given context.” In this sense, Gee connected identity construction with individual’s
social actions and interactions. That is to say everyone had multiple identities
connected to their social performances. Gee’s multiple faceted identity theory was
echoed by Woodward (2002) who argued that as a function of the multiple and
dynamic social worlds and social conversations that we participated in over time and
space, each of us had a configuration of multiple identities forged in the dynamic
interplay between discourse and practice, reification and participation, individual
reflection and social recognition; indeed, identity arised out of this perpetual tension
(p. 100). Similarly, many other researchers (Motha, 2006) also agreed that identity
was multiple and ongoing.

Participants’ perceptions of multiple struggling identities came from different social
and cultural contexts. Based on my interviews and observation, participants dealt
with conflict between being a Chinese and performing as an English teacher in their
teaching in terms of role of Chinese and Chinese culture in English class. All
participants allowed their students to use Chinese in the English classroom when
students felt difficulty using English to express themselves. However, they did not
achieve agreement in whether teachers should use Chinese as instructional language
in English class. In the first interviews with each participant, Lily, Laura, and Jack
pointed out that they just used Chinese to explain some abstract terms for the
effectiveness of teaching and time saving. However, in classroom observations,
Jack was the only participant who fluently used English to teach most of time with
occasional Chinese translation of a word or phrase here and there. Lily used
Chinese as the only instructional language. And Laura just used English and
Chinese equally. In the second interview, Lily further explained her use of Chinese
as that Chinese guaranteed the best learning outcomes because she could explain
that it was more concise and more accurate for students to gain a better grasp of
translation skills and techniques. Laura admitted that sometimes her language
proficiency did not allow her to instruct fully in English. Lily, Laura, and Jack
accepted the use of Chinese in the English classroom. In other words, they did not
think that Chinese should be completely exclusive to English learning. However,
Haifeng insisted that English teachers should use complete English to instruct. In
my observation, Haifeng switched between Chinese and English more often than
other participants and always had pause indicating her hesitation in pronunciation.
She revealed that her choice of Chinese as an instructional language was not out of
her willingness. Thus, she felt bad for using Chinese as an instructional language
because her English proficiency was not good enough to sustain her complete use of
English. Although participants differed in view towards Chinese use in English
classrooms, they achieved in agreement that they felt more comfortable and
confident in using Chinese.
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On the contrary, all participants set Chinese culture as an important element in their
classroom teaching with following reasons. First, they thought that Chinese students
should not get rid of Chinese culture. Second, they held the opinion that a solid
foundation of Chinese culture could facilitate students’ comprehension of American
culture through comparison. Third, they believed that culture as a part of the liberal
art was the core of being a human being.

Participants’ different attitudes towards Chinese use and Chinese culture integration
in English classroom indicated the dialogic relationship between language, culture,
and identity. It also unveiled the conflicted self-identification of being a Chinese or
an English teacher. On one hand, participants’ personal identity of being English
teacher and model for students’ language learning was strengthened in the discourse
of English classroom and through the interactions with their students. However,
they had a huge burden of oral incompetence in fluent native-like English. On the
other hand, their social identity of being Chinese was also activated when they were
embedded with Chinese culture in China. They were proud of their mother language
and home culture. Consequentially, pride and embarrassment, which stemmed from
participants’ social actions and interactions in different contexts, intertwined and co-
constructed participants’ multiple and conflicted identity.

5.2 Changing Perceptions of Eligible and Competent English Teacher

Based on activity theory, identity is a kind of mediated activity and identity
construction is a dynamic process of becoming through activity within the social,
cultural, and historical context. In the same vein, Gee (2000) articulated that people
had specific experiences within specific discourses. This trajectory and people’s
own negotiation and meaning making of it constitute their identity that is never fully
formed or always potentially changing.

Study-abroad experiences also shaped participants’ understanding of being a
competent English teacher. Participants listed their previous criteria for eligible and
competent English teachers as standard pronunciation, sharp linguistic skills, solid
grammar knowledge, and abundant cultural knowledge. Among these, they ranked
pronunciation and linguistic skills on the top of list. After they came back from
abroad, they shifted their perception of eligible and competent English teacher into
focus on language use, sense of culture, diversified teaching pedagogy, ability in
raising students’ interest in independent exploring, and teachers’ charm. The most
obvious difference was that they never evaluated linguistic skills and pronunciation
as the only criteria for English teacher. Laura explained her understanding of charm
as the teachers’ specialty. Simply speaking, charm indicated a teacher’s strength.
Laura stated that teachers could make use of their strength to organize and to design
classroom activities to encourage students to learn. For instance, if the teacher has a
wide range of knowledge, he/she can design various projects for students to explore
by themselves; in this way, the teacher can make use of his/her rich knowledge as
supplementary teaching material to help students learn.

In the current study, participants’ changing perceptions of eligible and competent
English teacher was due to changed academic and social contexts. As neophytes in
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American classrooms and society, participants encountered various new aspects of
teaching that were totally different from their routine classroom instructions. Their
negotiation of being a competent and eligible English teacher was not only related to
individual but also to collectivity. In addition, their changing understandings
reflected dynamic evolution of identity.

6. Conclusions

This study was designed to explore how Chinese in-service college English teachers
constructed and changed their teacher identity through their study-abroad
experiences. The participants in the present study were asked to describe their
study-abroad experiences, compare their perceptions of a legitimate English teacher
before and after study-abroad, and share their teaching experiences after coming
back. In general, findings showed that Chinese college English teacher identities
constructed and reproduced as they gained new knowledge and experiences during
the study-abroad program. What is more, the study focused on discourses of study
abroad experiences and teaching practices in China; specific implications were
directed to stakeholders such as college English teachers, administrators and foreign
directors of study-abroad programs. As educational exchange and cooperation
become more and more welcomed and popular around the world, it becomes
increasingly crucial for English teachers, administrators, and directors of study-
abroad programs to reflect on how to make study-abroad programs fundamentally
effective to in-service teachers’ professional development that will lead to students’
greater academic achievement.
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