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The practicum is often a required core course in language teacher education programs in the US. In these courses student teachers are assigned to a mentor teacher2 and teach and observe in a language class for a certain number of hours.3 Normally student teachers are also required to do some course readings, write a reflective journal, and are observed or videotaped, in addition to other requirements (Kamhi-Stein, 2000; Porter, 2002; Richards and Crookes, 1988; Richards and Lockhart, 1996). It is generally believed that student teachers can learn by observing an expert through the hands-on experience of teaching (Collins, Brown, and Newman, 1989). K. E. Johnson (1996) argues that teachers create their own interpretation of teaching in the real context and that conceptual knowledge (theory) can be truly meaningful only when it is situated in their own classroom practice through the process of “sense-making.” The practicum is of particular importance in teacher education programs, as it is the central and perhaps the sole course that assures extensive sense-making opportunities in actual teaching contexts. Therefore, the practicum is vastly different from most other courses in language teacher education programs in which collective conceptual knowledge about language learning and teaching can be passed down to students. 

Some issues experienced by student teachers in the practicum have been investigated in the language teacher education literature. Brinton and Holten (1989) report recurring themes that emerged in the reflective journals written by novice native and nonnative English-speaking teachers in the practicum and show how the weight shifted among them throughout the practicum course. Most themes dealt with pedagogical issues such as curriculum and methodology, teaching techniques, materials, and student population. Another theme dealt with teachers’ self-awareness, namely the formation of a new social identity or a “new persona as teacher” (Brinton and Holten, 1989; Hayashi, 2003; K. A. Johnson, 2001; McKay, 2000; Polio and Wilson-Duffy, 1998). In addition to these primarily instructional issues experienced by both native and nonnative student teachers in the practicum, there are some additional challenges reported by many nonnative English-speaking international student teachers. While teaching in the practicum, they raise other concerns such as English proficiency and self-esteem (Hayashi, 2003; K. A. Johnson, 2001; McKay, 2000; Polio and Wilson-Duffy, 1998), and cultural knowledge of the content matter (Hayashi, 2003; McKay, 2002; Polio and Wilson-Duffy, 1998). Not surprisingly, these are the central themes that appear in the literature related to nonnative English-speaking teachers (Árva and Medgyes, 2000; Braine, 1999; Liu, 1999; Medgyes, 1992; Reves and Medgyes, 1994). 

Besides teaching a second language and culture in one’s second language, international students, who are often nonnative speakers of English new to the country, must teach in an unfamiliar setting where they were not educated (Polio and Wilson-Duffy, 1998). International students in the United States are unlike nonnative speaking American teachers of foreign languages who usually share the students’ first language and have in-depth knowledge of the student population and the educational setting. In contrast, international student teachers are often unfamiliar with many aspects of their own teaching placements and diversity found in their classes. Polio and Wilson-Duffy recognize that such contextual knowledge is unlikely to be taught in the program’s courses and that it may often be left to international student teachers to learn through experience. 

The practicum is also unique in that it involves multiple layers of institutional relationships such as those with the supervisor of the practicum, the mentor teacher, and English as a second language (ESL) students. For some of them apprenticing in a university community, a campus-wide international teaching assistant (ITA) consultant may also be involved in assisting them with their language and teaching improvement, which adds another layer of institutional complexity. In a case study of a novice teacher in the process of teacher socialization, Farrell (2001) documents that the student teacher had difficulties in establishing collegiality in the institutional relationship. Negotiating complex institutional relationships is particular to the practicum and is often a common concern for student teachers. In fact, it may even be a prerequisite for successful performance in the practicum. Such negotiation requires excellent intercultural skills of nonnative student teachers who operate in second language settings. 

Despite this multi-faceted nature of the practicum requiring shifting between multiple roles (e.g., student, teacher, and mentee), little has been investigated about the interactional difficulties that could be obstacles for nonnative student teachers due to their unfamiliarity with the new cultural setting.4 What are some difficulties that nonnative English-speaking student teachers might face in negotiating the multiple relationships while learning to teach a second language in an unfamiliar setting? How do the student teachers’ first language and culture influence their interactional negotiations, facilitating or hampering effective performance in the practicum? For example, speech styles in Japanese culture are sometimes perceived as indirect and inarticulate by Western speakers. This may be the result of a difference in interactional style. While English speakers are expected to present their ideas as clearly as possible, in Japanese, “mind-reading” on the part of the hearer is a common practice. In Japanese culture, explicit verbal expression is likely to be avoided to preserve group harmony; instead the hearer is responsible for probing and understanding the speaker’s real intent that is often implicitly conveyed (Clancy, 1986, 1990). It seems likely that in a cross-cultural interaction, differences in speech style cause misunderstandings as to each other’s true intent. Not only do these misunderstandings hamper successful communication, but they are also likely to induce negative stereotypes of another culture. For instance, while American speakers may perceive Japanese as inarticulate, indecisive, or uncooperative in conversation, Japanese speakers may find Americans too aggressive or self-centered. 

However, even among Japanese student teachers who commonly share culturally-specific speech styles, their concerns vary according to many factors such as their individual differences in personality, learning and teaching backgrounds, and teaching contexts (McKay, 2000). Bearing in mind that each individual student teacher’s perceptions and concerns might differ, this ethnographic case study will examine the practicum experience of a nonnative English-speaking international student teacher from Japan in a U.S. language teacher education program. The paper will first discuss the interactional difficulties which she initially faced and the cultural adjustments she eventually succeeded to make during the practicum. The paper will also investigate the way in which I, the teaching assistant (TA) of the practicum, who shared the first culture with the student teacher, assisted her in her cultural adjustment.

Research questions

1. Did a nonnative English-speaking international student teacher initially face interactional difficulties in the practicum in a language teacher education program in the United States? If so, what were they?
2. a. What role did a practicum TA, who shared the cultural background with the nonnative English-speaking student teacher, play in assisting her?
b. What cultural adjustments did the nonnative English-speaking student teacher successfully make in the practicum?

Method

Participants

Emi, a nonnative English-speaking student teacher in a large Midwestern university, participated in this qualitative investigation. She is in her early 20s and from a metropolitan area in Japan. She was educated exclusively in Japan except for one year which she spent in the United States as a college exchange student. She majored in English language and literature and is licensed to teach English in public schools. She scored sufficiently high on the SPEAK (Speaking Proficiency English Assessment Kit) Test to teach in the practicum at the University with the condition of taking a concurrent tutorial with a campus-wide ITA consultant. In addition to a three-week practice teaching experience in a Japanese high school (a requirement for the licensure), she had taught part-time in a cram5 school for six months. She was taking the practicum during the second semester of her program after completing a methodology course in the previous semester.

As the TA for the practicum, I was asked to assist the supervisor with the teaching and operation of the practicum. I completed the very same practicum as an M.A. student two years prior to the study, and during the time of the study was pursuing a Ph.D. degree. I am also a nonnative speaker of English from Japan. I have five years of teaching experience in a private English school in Japan, and taught six terms in the university-level U.S. intensive English program in which Emi was placed. 

Data sources and analysis procedure

Although the investigation of a single case has been established as a legitimate inquiry, the report of the findings in this ethnographical case study is not intended to represent the entire population of nonnative English speaking student teachers, nor Japanese student teachers in the U.S. practicum (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2001; Merriam, 1998). Although limited in scope to a single Japanese student teacher’s experience during one practicum semester and her reflection over the following year, the study attempts to describe this instance in its authentic sociocultural context using multiple data sources. By using participant observation, analyses derive partially from the natural outcome of the practicum course over the five months of the semester. Data sources included my practicum observation notes and teaching journal for all student teachers enrolled in the practicum throughout the semester, and my spontaneous e-mail communications about the practicum course with Emi, the supervisor of the practicum, Emi’s mentor teachers, and her campus-wide ITA consultant. Additional data sources were Emi’s weekly journal written as she went through the practicum, her reflective statement completed at the end of the course,6 and an extensive reflective paper in which she contemplated her practicum experience and professional growth approximately one year after the practicum. Also, two semi-structured interviews were conducted for approximately one hour each time. The first interview was designed to identify Emi’s challenges in teaching in the practicum and interacting with all those involved, and the second interview further probed some of the teaching issues she raised to obtain more of her perspectives and examples. Prior to the interviews, confidentiality of the data and the use of a pseudonym were discussed. The written consent for the participation in the study and permission to audiotape the interviews were also obtained at this point. All data were generated in English except for the interviews, which were conducted in Japanese and transcribed for the analysis. The segments quoted in this paper were translated and checked by another bilingual speaker for accuracy and interpretation. 

For the purpose of the study, only those themes related to the interactional difficulties Emi encountered in communicating with teacher educators were selected for analysis, because as the review of literature has established, much of this area is yet to be investigated in language teacher education. The data were first triangulated and coded to analyze Emi’s interactional difficulties with teacher educators involved in the practicum. Categories of interactional difficulties emerged from the data and will be reported below. These categories were compared across items for a recurring pattern which could be attributed to the cultural differences between her familiar academic environment in Japan and the U.S. practicum setting in question. Although her interaction with ESL students emerged as a difficulty in her reflection, because of its close connection with ESL pedagogy it was excluded from the analysis for this study. My role as a TA in relation to Emi’s professional development was analyzed through self-reflection or teacher-initiated investigation of teaching practice (Beattie, 1995; Richards and Lockhart, 1996) used in my teaching journal. The journal included record of and my introspection about my interactions with Emi and about dialogues with the supervisor, mentor teachers, the campus-wide ITA consultant, as I was making decisions in providing scaffolding for Emi. The emergent themes in the journal, as reported below, were examined together with the reflections that Emi made separately in her reflective writings. 
Due to the fact that I was a participant observer as the TA for the practicum, this study has methodological benefits and drawbacks. My role as someone of authority in this setting could have affected Emi’s responses in the interviews. In order to minimize this effect, the naturally occurring data (i.e., my practicum observation notes, teaching journals, and e-mail messages, and Emi’s weekly journals, reflective statements, and a more extensive paper) were studied retrospectively and compared to her responses in the interviews, which found no discrepancies. When the interviews were conducted a year after the practicum, I was no longer in the position of authority; Emi and I were peers taking the same class in the program. We had always spoken in English during the practicum semester, and when we switched to Japanese according to Emi’s preference, her language showed a minor shade of honorifics. This is perhaps indicative of her interpretation of our relationship as close-to-equal, rather than vastly status-differential, which might suggest only a slight function of power in our relationship at that time. However, there still remains a possibility that my role as a researcher might have altered her behavior and responses in the interviews (Patton, 2002). Furthermore, for a more accurate reconstruction of the reality, member checks (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) were conducted with the participant student teacher by sharing an earlier version of this paper with Emi, who was invited to add her observations or suggest amendments for the researcher’s interpretation. After some modifications she validated the revisions and authenticated the final version of the paper. 

Findings

Research question 1: Did a nonnative English-speaking international student teacher initially face interactional difficulties in the practicum in a language teacher education program in the United States? If so, what were they?
In the first half of the practicum, Emi seemed to be struggling in the course, yet her behavior occasionally struck her supervisor, mentor, campus-wide ITA consultant, and me as somewhat uncommitted. Although I did not know her personally prior to the course, the faculty practicum supervisor insisted that Emi was a diligent, intelligent, and motivated “A” student the previous semester. This gap remained a mystery during the first several weeks of the practicum. The analysis of the data below shows interactional difficulties Emi initially experienced that were likely to have been caused by differences between her native culture and the U.S. academic culture, and the way she overcome the difficulties over the practicum semester.

Interaction with mentor teachers.

While handling multiple tasks in the practicum, just like other student teachers, Emi had to deal with new institutional relationships such as with her mentors and the campus-wide ITA consultant. In the first practicum seminar meeting when the institutional relationship was introduced as a topic, it proved that this was in fact a common concern among the student teachers. In the interview, Emi reflected on her feeling that negotiating her role daily in the institution was challenging because it was compounded by the cultural issues of the unfamiliar environment:

I didn’t know how I was to interact with the mentors. I wasn’t equal, but lower [assuming the role of a student teacher/mentee]. But in American culture, if I come across as too low, Americans don’t like it. I didn’t know how I should interact with them at all - how much can I say what I had in mind? Probably it’s okay to say whatever I was thinking, but these intricate relationships were difficult ... (N. Ishihara, personal communication, October 31, 2002).
Emi even felt as if she were not understanding the intended meaning accurately, which led her to be passive in these relationships. She states: 

Because the mentors are all Americans and I am Japanese, there were a lot of things I didn’t understand in communicating with them. ... like if I should treat them as a teacher, or I could talk to them like friends. ... I ended up treating them as teachers. Like they teach me, and I learn. ... [I was] passive. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, October 31, 2002). 
She also mentioned that she did not want to spoil the class by incorporating her ideas that might be “strange” to the mentor. She was also reserved since she was unfamiliar with the school culture. Moreover, because she did not have much teaching experience, she felt that she had no say. Perhaps Emi’s confusion can also be attributed to indirect use of language that is frequently employed by the teacher educators such as a politeness strategy in deference to the interlocutor when they make suggestions, advise, request, or criticize (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig and Harford, 1991; Thi Thuy, 2003). For example, such indirect expressions as you might want to … and it could be better if you … are often intended as suggestions or even requests for improvements from an academic advisor, although a nonnative speaking advisee might see it as a mere suggestion or an option. As the true intentions did not seem transparent, Emi ended up not expressing herself sufficiently: 

Perhaps I felt a little bit that they didn’t say everything ... or that they had something they couldn’t say. ... I felt like I didn’t understand [their intentions] ... I sometimes interpreted [their suggestions] as something like “how about doing this” but in fact as I found out later, it was ‘I need you to do this’ ... I did not argue to my heart’s content. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, October 31, 2002).
On the other hand, Emi’s mentor seemed perplexed not knowing how to interpret Emi’s behavior or her interactional style. Knowing I am from Emi’s culture, she occasionally shared with me her confusion. In Emi’s interview with her for the reflective paper, the mentor recalled her initial confusion as to whether Emi’s interactional style was first-language based. In fact, as briefly touched earlier, inarticulation of ideas is an often-cited interactional style characteristic of Japanese speakers. Although in “speaker-oriented” American culture, the speaker is responsible for a logical and persuasive presentation of his/her ideas, in Japanese “hearer-oriented” culture, the speaker is expected to be indirect and inarticulate whereas the hearer is to extrapolate the speaker’s intent (Clancy, 1986, 1990; Lakoff, 1985; Lebra, 1976; Rose, 1994). 

Unsure of how to interact with her mentors in the US, Emi seemed to have transferred the speech style in her native language and her past experience as a student teacher in Japan to the U.S. context. She taught for three weeks in Japan, where mentor teachers often have the power and authority and student teachers are supposed to comply.7 In such an institutional setting, student teachers are often expected to emulate the expert teacher and are accustomed to being told what to do. Emi was not an exception; she recalled in the reflective paper that she did not negotiate her teaching with her Japanese mentor but followed his instructions in order to show deference to him. The following is her analysis of the relationships with her mentors in the U.S. practicum:

I unconsciously brought in the Japanese custom of interacting with older and respected people, which was to formally communicate, do what I was told, and not to argue for my opinion. In retrospect, I behaved exactly as I did in Japan with my mentors in the United States. This behavior, however, seemed to appear inappropriate to them.
As she described her own attitude as being passive in one of the previous quotes, what is normally considered appropriate and even preferred behavior in her native culture for a student teacher seemed to have been regarded as overly passive in this context. 

Interaction with the campus-wide ITA consultant

Emi’s reserved behavior seemed also true in her initial interaction with the campus-wide ITA consultant. Whereas it is typical for prospective international teaching assistants to have class observations and post-observational discussions at the beginning of the semester on alternate weeks, Emi’s first observation was not conducted until the sixth week of the fourteen-week semester. Emi later reported in the interview her confusion and difficulty in making an appointment with the campus-wide ITA consultant.

One or two weeks had already passed when I first realized that I needed to initiate the contact with him. Because I didn’t really know about the situation at first, a week or two passed. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, October 31, 2002).
She also revealed in the interview that she had reservations about being observed as well, much as both novice and experienced teacher may often feel. 

Initially, I probably blamed myself. I had things I didn’t understand, and I didn’t ask for help. ... Initially, I was feeling shy, and had problems being observed. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, October 31, 2002).
Emi also felt as if she were burdened by the expectation that she should assume the role of liaison between him and the mentors due to the way the system was established. Her campus-wide ITA consultant echoes this in his description of what appeared to have happened in his e-mail correspondence with the practicum supervisor:

This semester I began by e-mailing [Emi] asking when she would be teaching and when I could observe her. From what I gather from her responses, she doesn't seem to know. That is, she doesn't seem to know ahead of time what she'll be doing or “will only be teaching for a couple of minutes.” After two weeks of that, last week I e-mailed and informed her that I would be coming to her class. Even if she wasn't teaching anything that day, we needed to meet and figure out what we were going to do. So I did, and we talked for 10 minutes or so outside the classroom. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, March 4, 2002).
At this point, Emi may not have been able to negotiate her teaching time with her mentor and thus was probably unable to set up an appointment with the ITA consultant, and felt caught in between by the way the two institutions were set up. Judging from her initial reservation, it might also be the case that Emi was worried that the campus-wide ITA consultant would evaluate her rather than help her improve her language and teaching. Emi also mentioned in a paper that such campus-wide institutional support is unavailable in most academic situations in Japan but that she could have utilized it in the U.S. practicum more fully in the early part of the course. For example, during this time, Emi was also passive in our relationship. She waited to schedule an informal observation with me as the course TA until the sixth week, finally responding to my third invitation specifically made out to her. This seems to parallel the avoidance behavior exhibited with the ITA consultant. 

The Practicum Seminar Meeting.

Emi’s passivity was also observed in her attitude during the practicum seminar meetings. Emi met weekly for 150 minutes with six other peer student teachers along with the supervisor and myself as the TA. The seminar meetings typically began by debriefing, and moved on to discussions of assigned topics or student-raised issues. Although the voluntary participation in such discussions was vital, Emi remained silent most of the time unless it was clearly her turn to speak. The practicum supervisor, in fact, was attentive to this tendency and suspected that this might be indicative of Emi’s level of commitment to the practicum. 

In a reflective M.A. paper approximately one year after the completion of the practicum course, Emi reflects:

In weekly practicum meetings, I did not speak as much as I wanted to. One of the reasons was that I waited too long, looking for “right” things to say as I used to do in Japan. Another reason was that I was overwhelmed by the discussion skills of my classmates, including their outspokenness and argumentativeness. Even when I had something to say, it was difficult for me to jump in the middle of someone talking. I felt frustrated because I found myself not being able to quickly adapt to the new classroom culture. 

Here again, we see an additional burden Emi was bearing – a cultural difference in discourse style in her first and second languages, which is commonly shared by many international students in the United States. Emi’s classroom behavior which would be normal and appropriate in her first culture appeared to be viewed as passive in the U.S. practicum. Despite her genuine struggle to adjust to the unfamiliar classroom culture, her first-language discourse style might be misinterpreted as her personality trait.
Research Question 2a: What role did a practicum TA, who shared the cultural background with the nonnative English-speaking student teacher, play in assisting her?
First of all, to share some of my teaching decisions as the TA for the practicum, initially I decided to be an informal mediator between the supervisor, the mentors, and the students. I took what is termed as a non-directive approach in language teacher education (Freeman, 1982, 1990; Gebhard, 1990), getting the student teachers to think and make instructional decisions for themselves without directing them to a concrete course of action. 

Also, without knowing Emi personally, I attempted to avoid making an assumption that she would act in a way that is more appropriate in Japanese culture than in American culture. However, I began to suspect that this might be the case with Emi as the time progressed. In my observation, she was being passive in most of the institutional relationships in the practicum, as the previous section has shown. I suspected that by drawing on her first culture interactional style, Emi was misunderstood as reserved, unclear, or sometimes even uncommitted by her mentor, supervisor, and campus-wide ITA consultant.

While trying to learn who Emi was, I was in the process of defining my role in ways that might help her. During the sixth week, I finally decided to make extensive use of my greatest advantage that I shared with Emi, that is, the status of being a nonnative English-speaking teacher from Japan. Like Emi, I grew up in Japan and received most of my education there. It was when I chose to engage this asset that I began to understand what might be happening and how I might be able to assist her.

Considering Emi’s background, I decided to take advantage of my TA position in becoming directive with her, at the same time communicating with her privately and informally. During the sixth week, I began to give her specific teaching suggestions and constantly encouraged her to take a more active role in institutional relationships. Excluding all our discussions on teaching, the following section focuses on the informal scaffolding I provided to her regarding culturally appropriate interactional behavior. 

My cultural scaffolding centered on communicating to Emi that “the squeaky wheel gets the grease,” in American culture. In my view, she needed to get her voice heard more. In Japan, squeaky wheels are perhaps replaced and not greased, so the lesson to be learned is that you had better not squeak at all. As they say, “the nail that sticks out gets hammered down” (Li, 2000; Tannen, 1994). However, in American culture the importance of taking the initiative and going for help seemed crucial in the given practicum setting. Not doing so seemed to have prevented Emi from using the available resources that would allow her to learn how to teach and develop professionally – the focal point of the practicum. 

 To illustrate my typical cultural scaffolding, one critical incident for Emi happened mid-semester. She experienced a major shock when the supervisor warned her in a post-observational meeting about her current teaching performance in the practicum. My teaching journal notes an interesting miscommunication that occurred between her and the supervisor in this meeting. As Emi and I headed home together, Emi mentioned that the supervisor offered to meet with Emi especially before videotaping if she needed. I was taken aback, since the supervisor had told me that she would tell Emi to come to meet every week to improve her teaching. Thus, in order for her to pass the course, it was not an option. Therefore, I passed the supervisor’s intentions on to Emi and asked her what concrete actions she was going to take. She bounced the question back to me, mentioning working hard at teaching. My teaching journal states:

She asked, “what should I do? Plan and prepare for teaching better?” I replied, Yes, that’s crucial. And let [the mentor], [the supervisor], and me [the TA] know that you are working hard. I discussed informal observation, doing extra videotaping, discussing lesson plans and practice teaching with me [the TA], and [the supervisor]. She seemed like she wasn’t sure why she needed to do it with the supervisor or how to go about it. I asked if [the supervisor] suggested meeting and if she mentioned how often. [Emi replied,] “she mentioned it, but not how often. She said I could meet you [the TA] or her [the supervisor] especially before teaching if I need to.” I told her that [the supervisor] expects [Emi] to meet with [the supervisor] or me [the TA] every week. Emi was a bit shocked. I stressed her demonstrating hard work. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, March 26, 2002). 
Emi and I also discussed her relationship with the mentor and briefly confirmed her plans to meet with the campus-wide ITA consultant. Then, we discussed her participation in the seminar meeting:

I also told her that practicum class participation was important and added that she did a nice job [that day] since she was engaged in the small group discussion and did speak out a bit more in later class discussions. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, March 26, 2002). 
Before we parted, as usual we confirmed the four things she had on her plate: a) take practicum journals more seriously, b) keep on participating in class discussion, c) meet with me or the supervisor to get more feedback on teaching through extra observation, and d) plan and practice daily teaching. Later, I remembered that Emi needed to meet with the campus-wide ITA consultant as well. Since this was not in the final to-do list (although we discussed it earlier), I sent her an e-mail reminder:

Just a friendly reminder! Make sure you send e-mail to [the campus-wide ITA consultant] as soon as possible to set up a meeting to discuss your teaching (and/or have him observe another piece of teaching). Let me know what happens, if you will. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, March 26, 2002). 
Emi responded shortly:

Thank you very much for the reminder. I have a weekly planned meeting tomorrow with [the mentor], so I will talk with her to have [the campus-wide ITA consultant] in the class. Then I can ask him to come to the class sometime next week. Thank you very much again for the note. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, March 28, 2002). 
This turned out to be a critical incident in which Emi may not have fully understood the cultural and pragmatic use of language (e.g., politeness strategies in the request that the supervisor probably used). Moreover, she later commented that as a student teacher in a status-differential relationship, she had expected a fair amount of criticism from her mentor and supervisor as she would have received in Japanese culture, but she did not receive it until this time. Therefore, she had understood that her teaching had been acceptable in the practicum. This cultural assumption that direct criticism should come from the senior appeared to have prevented her from appropriately understanding indirect requests or suggestions in English. The critical incident is also a typical example of the directive cultural scaffolding that I provided repeatedly over the sixth to fourteenth week of the practicum. However, this was not my typical teaching style and was much different from the way I interacted with the other mostly native speaking practicum students. Although feeling uncomfortable stretching my interactional style, I constantly questioned whether I was doing too much “hand-holding” that Emi did not really need. Yet, as the time progressed, I became more and more sure of the directive approach I was taking with Emi. The following section will discuss Emi’s successful adaptations in the second half of the practicum. 

Research Question 2b: What cultural adjustments did the nonnative English-speaking student teacher successfully make in the practicum? 

During the second half of the practicum semester, Emi started taking action gradually. She was quite responsive to my guidance; she listened to my suggestions, returned my e-mail reminders thanking me, and contributed more to weekly class discussions by bringing up relevant teaching issues. She contacted the campus-wide ITA consultant more persistently and was observed by him a few more times. She also negotiated her teaching with her mentor and obtained more teaching time and responsibilities. Emi also invited me to observe her classes two extra times, and eventually the supervisor once. I monitored these daily efforts and gave her positive reinforcement while pushing her further. I was careful to do this coaching informally and in private so that she would not feel singled out from her peers. In the interview, she reflected: 

... I have a feeling that if I had done those things [classroom observations and post-observational discussions with the supervisor, campus-wide ITA consultant, and the TA] sooner, I would have improved earlier. ...Now I think I got the help later, so it was okay. But looking back, it was a tough time, and I should have done it earlier. (N. Ishihara, personal communication, November 16, 2002).
As Emi indicates here, during the last six weeks she made extensive use of the resources in the practicum and improved rapidly. She successfully passed the campus-wide ITA teaching test and the practicum. Moreover, during the subsequent semester, she became a successful teacher in the intensive English program, and was appointed as a coordinator of orientation activities in addition to a regular English class due to her good rapport with ESL students. Approximately one year after the practicum, she states in her reflective paper:

I was a reserved person who may be typical of students from Japan. I kept quiet and waited to take action until I was sure of what was appropriate to do or say when in the unfamiliar practicum environment. I was afraid of doing something unacceptable in the context. I was always looking for “right” things to say and could not reveal my real thoughts. Because of this, I made a mistake in playing the expected role as a student in practicum meetings, as a mentee in my relationships with my mentors, and as a student teacher in the ESL classroom. 

In the same paper, she enumerated lessons she learned from the practicum course. Asking for help to utilize resources in the practicum is one of the lessons she lists:

Through this experience, I learned to consult appropriate people with my concerns as soon as possible. During the first half of the course, I experienced a lot of difficulties, but I tried to overcome them by myself and did not utilize the available resources as a practicum student, namely asking the supervisor, teaching assistant, and the campus-wide ITA consultant for advice. Later in the semester, I invited them to observe my lessons more frequently, and I received a lot of valuable suggestions. These considerably helped me negotiate the challenges I had encountered.

Discussion

Interestingly, what might appear to be overly directive coaching in the U.S. culture may not be interpreted as such by someone from another culture. Whereas student teachers in the practicum course from other cultural backgrounds might view the directive scaffolding as excessive “hand-holding” that hinders their independence and self-respect, Emi seemed to have accepted it without hesitation and responded favorably to it. This may be due to the nature of the scaffolding that was perhaps tailored to her native-culture interactional style. For example, the directive coaching about taking a more active role in her interpersonal relationships might have been invisible to Emi who was accustomed to that communication style in her native culture and was concentrating on learning to teach in the practicum. Intriguingly, none of the data generated by Emi (including the reflective statements, interviews, and extensive reflective paper) acknowledged the existence of this cultural scaffolding. Emi’s behavior change was discussed as if it had happened naturally and spontaneously during the second half of the practicum semester (see the last quote). It can be argued that the directive cultural scaffolding might have facilitated a gradual and seamless transition from her interactional style more appropriate in Japanese culture to that more common in U.S. culture. 

The readers might assume that since Emi and I shared our first language and culture, our interaction must have taken place in our first language Japanese. In a sense, the choice of language in the initial phase of our relationship was made strategically. Although Emi was not a language student, I suspected that improving the language and learning about the culture might still be one of Emi’s goals, as they were mine while in the language teacher education program. Because I did not intend to spoil Emi’s opportunity to function in English, I negotiated this decision with her. We met speaking in English in the practicum seminar meeting, but soon I asked her which language she wanted to use with me. She responded that either was fine, and as a result we kept speaking in English. This language choice, in fact, assisted me in building a non-threatening relationship with Emi that is close to equal rather than institutional, although the trade-off was some awkwardness and distance created by the use of our second language. Speaking in Japanese would have required Emi to use some degree of honorific language with me, two years ahead of her in the program and several years her senior, whereas I would have used fewer honorifics back to her. This would have clearly and constantly underscored an institutional relationship of me being a senior TA and her a junior student. Although a variety of politeness strategies do exist in English, its use helped me build a more friendly, supportive, and egalitarian relationship with Emi. 

However, after the practicum semester, we switched to Japanese due to Emi’s preference. Therefore, our further interactions and interviews were conducted in Japanese. When we switched, her language exhibited a friendly tone with a slight shade of honorifics, which probably indicated her perception of our relationship as close-to-equal rather than vastly status-differential, although as time wore on she started to use more respectful forms with me. Such negotiation of the language choice and code switching indicates that scaffolding or collaboration between nonnative speakers with similar cultural backgrounds could take place either in the first or second language depending on the needs and preferences of those involved.

As this is a case study, the intention of the paper is not to generalize issues that nonnative speaking language teachers (or novice student teachers in practicum from Japan) tend to have, but to delineate interactional challenges for a nonnative English-speaking student teacher who was learning to teach in an unfamiliar cultural setting. Additionally, as Emi herself cautions in her reflective paper, we need to be careful in ascribing issues solely to culture. Culture does shape the speaker’s interactional style to a varying degree. However, other factors, such as personality traits, past teaching and cross-cultural experiences, and familiarity with the teaching context, influence and interact with how a nonnative student teacher adjusts and accommodates interactional styles while learning to teach in the second language environment. 

Implications of the Study

Through an extensive apprenticeship, practicum students are constantly engaged in complex and delicate institutional relationships. Negotiating and maintaining these relationships requires excellent interpersonal skills on the part of the practicum students, because smooth personal relationships allow them to function effectively in the given setting. One implication of this study is that for nonnative English-speaking student teachers relatively new to the U.S. culture, juggling multiple interpersonal relationships could be another challenge. On top of learning how to teach in an unfamiliar setting in a second language, they are expected to behave in a culturally appropriate manner in the university institution. Such interactional difficulty has rarely been problematized in language teacher education, although the issue may in fact be shared among many nonnative English-speaking student teachers. 

Another implication of this case study is that the interactional difficulties that nonnative student teachers may have might not always be visible or readily understandable to all TESOL (teachers of English to speakers of other languages) educators. In Emi’s case, her initial actions were incomprehensible and confusing to the native English-speaking supervisor and mentors who did not share Emi’s cultural and educational background. Nonnative speaking teacher educators, especially those who share the first culture with nonnative student teachers, may be able to provide sensitive and appropriate scaffolding. Those with similar cultural backgrounds are likely to have some common issues and might have effective strategies to share, or have a more sympathetic understanding of the issues. Cultural scaffolding might be seen as providing an equal distribution of resources to nonnative student teachers, who may not otherwise have the equal access to such resources due to cultural differences in interactional styles.

Teacher educators may wonder how extensive the scaffolding needs to be in order to be effective and whether its effect transfers to other contexts beyond the practicum. The answer will naturally vary, yet with regard to this particular student teacher, for Emi, the directive coaching over nine weeks seems to have assisted her in taking more initiative in her institutional relationships. By taking an active role in the practicum interactions, she appeared to have gained sufficient help and opportunities to improve her teaching. She was successful in passing the course and teaching in the intensive English program in the following year. Later when she encountered an issue in her ESL classroom, she immediately called for help from an appropriate individual in the program and received much needed assistance. Furthermore, one year after the practicum, her academic advisor mentioned that Emi was taking an active role while assisting the advisor in teaching an undergraduate course in TESOL. Considering Emi’s success as an ESL teacher and as a graduate assistant TA herself, her learning to act in a more culturally appropriate manner perhaps allowed her to obtain necessary opportunities to improve her teaching performance in the practicum and to transfer such skills to contexts beyond the practicum. 

Conclusion

With this case study, it is not my intention to claim that Japanese pre-service student teachers are likely to need directive spoon-feeding assistance. Rather, my point is that cultural mentoring or collaboration between nonnative speaking teachers with similar cultural backgrounds could be an effective tool for coping with issues that are unique to the teachers themselves. Although collaboration between native and nonnative teachers has been very much advocated, the value of collaboration between nonnative teachers is yet to be empirically explored. It is hoped that this study will provide an impetus for further investigation for this rather new model of collaboration between nonnative English-speaking teachers in the area of language teacher development.
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Footnotes


 Despite the difficulty and debate in an attempt to define the construct of the native speaker (e.g., Braine, 1999; Liu, 1999), this paper uses the simplified dichotomy of the native versus nonnative speaker following convention. This is due to the self-categorization of the participants in this study. They identify themselves as nonnative speakers of English, coming as adults from the Expanding Circle (Kachru and Nelson, 1996) where English is studied as an academic subject and not used as an official or common language.

2Although the role of a master teacher and terminology vary according to the organization of the practicum (Gray, 2001), the term in this paper refers broadly to an expert teacher who assists a student teacher to learn to teach in an academic context. For the particular context being described in this paper, a master teacher team-taught with a student teacher while modeling good teaching practice and articulating his/her teaching principles.

3 In a curriculum analysis that examined ten currently used practicum syllabi in the United States (Ishihara, 2003), the required hours varied vastly from 30 to 140 hours.

4 Some notable exceptions are Cheng (2003) and Hayashi (2003). Both are self-reflective papers of their own language teaching practicum experiences which include reflections on the institutional relationships in the practicum.

5 A cram school prepares its students for university entrance examinations by way of an accelerated curriculum.

6 Requirements in the practicum consisted of apprenticeship (full participation in planning and teaching a university level ESL course for 105-140 hours), reflective writing (weekly journals and a reflective statement at the conclusion of the course), observation reports (three reports on other ESL classes than you teach), participation in the course meeting (weekly seminar meeting with the faculty supervisor), and compilation of a portfolio. 

7 This phenomenon may be a characteristic of Japanese culture that is argued to build on a “quasi-familial relationship” (Lebra, 1976). While the senior exercises the power in educating the junior in the role of a parent or patron, the junior, or the disciple, in turn becomes dependent assuming the role of a protected child.
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