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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 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.  
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CHAPTER I: 

INTRODUCTION 

The practice of studying abroad can be traced back to ancient times.  In International 

Students in American Colleges and Universities: A History, Bevis and Lucas (2007) described 

foreign students and centers of higher learning in ancient times and delineated what education 

exchange and foreign students looked like in ancient Greece, Rome, and Europe.  Sharply 

different from European open attitudes towards education exchange, during the early years of 

America’s independence, the United States was initially conservative towards accepting this 

practice for two reasons: 1) the belief that sending students to study abroad was a sign of the 

deficiency of American institutions, and 2) the fear that students might lose their American 

identity (Bevis & Lucas, 2007).  It was Tichnor, a United States citizen, who graduated from a 

German University in 1817 that promoted education reforms of the American higher education 

system following the German model.  Since then, institutions in the U.S. have attracted sizable 

numbers of foreign students from Latin America, China, India, and other countries and areas 

around the world.  During 2014-2015, 974,926 international students studied at U.S. colleges and 

universities with a 10% increase over the previous academic year.  In addition, 304,467 U.S. 

students studied abroad for academic credit in 2013-2014 with a 5% annual increase (Institute of 

International Education, Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange, 2015).  

Unlike the long history of student study-abroad programs, teachers’ study-abroad 

programs began to flourish in the past decades.  Despite its brief popularity, the effectiveness and 

importance of study-abroad programs for teacher education was highly evaluated all over the 



 

2 

 

world.  For instance, in the United States, both the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher 

Education (NCATE) and the Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC) 

set international experiences as professional teacher preparation standards, especially for 

teachers who teach foreign language and social studies.  In Australia, overseas teaching 

experience is also advocated for pre-service teachers in order to prepare them for classroom 

practices (Chinnappan, McKenzie, & Fitzsimmons, 2013).  Over the past decades, many Asian 

universities (e.g., Japan, Thailand, and Hong Kong) began to send their English as a second 

language (ESL) students or English as a foreign language (EFL) students to participate in 

overseas English language immersion programs and the number of students enrolled in these 

programs increased consistently (Bodycott & Crew, 2001).  

Governments and institutions recognized the significance of study-abroad programs for 

teacher education. In addition, students with diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds also 

placed a high demand on teachers’ overseas experiences (Chinnappan, McKenzie, & 

Fitzsimmons, 2013).  For instance, the estimated number of students who were English language 

learners in American public schools in the school year 2013-2014 was 4.5 million (U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics, 2016).  In addition, the 

number of foreign students enrolled in American colleges and universities skyrocketed from 

8,075 in the 1942-1943 school year (Bevis & Lucas, 2007, p.116) to nearly 975,000 in the 2014-

2015 school year (Institute of International Education, Open Doors Report on International 

Educational Exchange, 2015).  The diverse range of students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

requires teacher education programs to prepare teachers to meet students’ needs and to improve 

the quality of teaching in schools.  In other words, it is unrealistic to require teachers to do 

quality work if they have no idea of their students’ diverse backgrounds and experiences. 
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Studying abroad offers “the individual a unique opportunity for intercultural development 

as it involves both physical and psychological transitions that engage the cognitive, affective, 

and behavioral domains” (Cushner, 2007, p. 29).  Cushner's (2007) argument indicated that the 

importance of the study-abroad experience in teacher education as playing a critical role in 

internationalizing teacher education curricula.  In addition, studying abroad also has the potential 

to influence both teachers’ pedagogy and curriculum (Cushner & Mahon, 2002; Rios, 

Montecinos, & van Olphen, 2007).  

Rationale, Objectives, and Expectations of Study-Abroad Programs in China 

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
st
 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’ 
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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 

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 



 

5 

 

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.  

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 (Cushner, 2007; DeVillar & Jiang, 

2012; Hamza, 2010; 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” (Rios, Montecinos, & van Olphen, 2007, p.60).  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.  
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Research Gap 

With the increased popularity of study-abroad programs, more studies were conducted to 

explore the influences of study-abroad experience on a language teacher’s identity (e.g., Allen, 

Q., 2010; de Félix & Peña, 1992; Rissel, 1995).  Current studies examined 1) an examination of 

how both pre-service teachers (Barhuizen & Feryok, 2006) and experienced teachers (Gleeson & 

Tait, 2012; Kong, 2015; Wang, 2014) who were involved in research; 2) a focus on native 

English speaking teachers’ experiences of teaching or studying abroad (Chinnappan, McKenzie, 

& Fitzsimmons, 2013; Hamza, 2010); and 3) an exploration of  Chinese EFL teachers’ study-

abroad experiences in major English speaking countries such as Australia (Kong, 2015), New 

Zealand (Barhuizen & Feryok, 2006; Gleeson & Tait, 2012), and the UK (Wang, 2014).  

However, the existing research focused more on pre-service teachers’ study-abroad 

teaching experiences and the teaching or study-abroad experiences of native English speaking 

teachers.  Though some studies explored Chinese EFL teachers’ study-abroad experiences, these 

studies showed more interest in Chinese EFL teachers in Hong Kong rather than teachers from 

mainland China (Jackson, 2006; Tang & Choi, 2004; Trent & DeCoursey, 2011).  Additionally, 

most research had been conducted by scholars with Western epistemology and ontology and 

from an outsider perspective rather than by Chinese EFL teachers themselves from an insider 

perspective.  All of these factors created a guideline for my research to fill the research gap from 

a Chinese perspective. This study asked how study-abroad experiences impact Chinese 

university EFL teachers and recorded their transition process of identity as well as tested what 

strategies or pedagogies they implement when they return to China. 
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Purpose of the Study 

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? 

2) In what ways do study-abroad experiences impact Chinese university English 

teachers’ pedagogical practices? 

Researcher Positionality 

 As a former Chinese university English teacher, I took part in a three-month study-abroad 

program in the U.S., which was sponsored by my former working university in 2011.  I 

discovered that my understandings of English, of the American culture, and of my legitimacy as 

a teacher were greatly impacted by that study-abroad program.  For example, my understanding 

of English transits from English as a dominant language owned by native speakers to English as 

a world language owned by persons who use it.  In terms of understanding of American culture, 

I do not privilege the American culture in my classroom in China as much as before and instead 

treat Chinese culture with equal importance.  As an EFL teacher, I no longer set the nativism as 

the only criterion for self-evaluation but put more emphasis on interaction.  My own changes 

triggered my interest in exploring whether other participants go through the same process. 

Additionally, that study-abroad program continued for five years, totally 41 in-service Chinese 
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university English teachers, from my former working university, participated in it.  As I know, 

several participants in that program chose to study abroad to pursue higher degrees or to take 

part in other professional development programs such as in-service training in other Chinese 

key universities.  I am one of those teachers pursuing a doctoral degree in the U.S.  As a 

participant-observer, in this phenomenon, I was eager to explore the role of study-abroad 

experiences on a teacher’s identity evolution based on my own experiences and reflections.   

Theoretical Assumptions 

Learning in Doing 

Unlike the conventional learning theories that emphasize individual cognition, situated 

learning theory underscores the relational aspects of learning within communities of practice.  

Lave and Wenger (1991) argued that learning was a highly social, interactive activity that 

involved a great deal of collaboration and mentoring.  With regard to interaction between 

participants, Lave and Wenger (1991) proposed the idea of legitimate peripheral participation as 

a social interaction process within a community of practice with the argument that individuals 

participated in a community of practice;  moving from the periphery to the center with guidance 

and mentoring by experienced others in the same community.  The closer one moves to the 

center, the more actively one engages in the culture of the target community, and the more 

possible it is for one to become an experienced mentor for other newcomers to the community.  

Situated learning theory connects learning and identity by viewing learning as an 

identification process.  Lave (1992) argued that “learning is, in this purview, more basically a 

process of coming to be—of forging identities in activities in the world” (p. 3).  In the same 

sense, Wenger (1998) considered identity formation a learning process.  His statement of identity 

formation as learning trajectory was paralleled by Feiman-Nemser (2008) who pointed out that 
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teacher identity construction was involved in learning to teach such as “learning to think like a 

teacher, learning to know like a teacher, learning to feel like a teacher, and learning to act like a 

teacher” (p. 698).  Under the influence of situated learning theory, which stresses that learning 

takes place during engagement in all kinds of activities, identity formation is considered as a 

process of becoming part of a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). 

Being part of a community of practice does not mean that one is an object within that community 

but a full and active participant of that community.  In addition, only meaningful and active 

participation is effective learning (Varghese, Morgan, Johnston, & Johnson, 2005).  The view of 

identity as community membership believes that identity is constructed by membership within 

community of practice (Wenger, 1998).  In other words, people define who they are according to 

their participation in the culture.  If they are familiar with norms, culture, and conceptions that 

are widely accepted by members of a community, they can perform accordingly.  As a result, 

they are easily accepted as members of that community.  In contrast, people who are not 

competent to be fully engaged in an unfamiliar community in which they have no mutual 

understanding with other participants will have a more difficult time becoming accepted by the 

community.  It is hard for identity construction in this kind of environment.  In sum, people 

know who they are by knowing what they can do.  

Wenger’s (1998) framework of identity formation has been used to investigate the 

experiences of beginning teachers (Tsui, 2007), the recruitment and retention of second-career 

teachers (Trent & Gao, 2009), EFL teacher’s professional identity change (Xu, 2013), and the 

role identity of experienced teachers (Farrell, 2011).  These studies link identification to 

Wenger’s (1998) three modes of belonging.  It has been argued that the day-to-day lived 

experience of belonging constitutes who we are.  Additionally, identity formation is a dual 
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process involving both identification and negotiability within a community of practice.  In 

summary, identification is relational, experiential, and participative (Trent & Gao, 2009; Tsui, 

2007).  In this study, study-abroad programs provided experienced Chinese university EFL 

teachers with a learning opportunity in a community of practice.  Their identity was constructed 

and impacted by their study-abroad experience as they moved from the periphery of the 

community of practice to the center.  In addition, their identities were negotiated between being 

EFL teachers of Chinese learners and being English learners within the U.S. context.  

Language in Discourse  

Gee (2005) held the opinion that language was dynamic and involves social practices 

rather than being static and only dealing with grammar and vocabulary.  “Language has meaning 

only in and through social practices” (Gee, 2005, p. 8).  Through the use of language, people 

belong to certain cultures, social groups, and institutions with particular social identities.  

Language performs as a tool or a medium in our design of life.  With this perception of language, 

Gee (2005) examined the role of language in enacting social activities and social identities.  As 

one of seven building tasks in language, identity is defined as follows: human beings are 

recognized by others as a certain “kind of person” or even as several different “kinds of person” 

at once based upon their actions and interactions (Gee, 2000, p. 99).  In this sense of the term, it 

is obvious that all people have multiple identities connected to their social performances. 

Gee (2005) distinguished “big D” Discourse from “little d” discourse.  “Little d” 

discourse refers to language in use.  “Big D” Discourse has a broader sense and combines ways 

of acting, gesturing, feeling, and so forth with language.  Generally speaking, Discourse solves 

two questions: one is who you are and the other is what you are doing.  Gee (2005) stated that 

“whos and whats are not really discrete and separable.  You are who you are partly through what 
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you are doing and what you are doing is partly recognized for what it is by who is doing it” (p. 

23).  Of course, in order to be recognized for who you are and what you are doing, language is 

far from enough.  Gee (2005) also argued that “we act, value, interact, and use language in sync 

with or in coordination with other people and with various objects in appropriate locations and at 

appropriate times” (p. 23).  Through Gee’s arguments, it can be concluded that identity is 

produced and reproduced during people’s talk to and about others in discourse and dialogue.  

 Under the influence of Gee’s discourse theory, many studies (Park, 2012; Trent, 2010a; 

Urzúa & Vásquez, 2008) explored the language teacher’s identity in discourse, which was also 

named by Gee as the discursive perspective on identity or D-identities (Gee, 2000, p. 103).  The 

discursive perspective on identity underscores others’ recognition of an individual trait in the 

discourse or dialogue.  These studies investigated a teacher’s identity formation and development 

in different discourses.  One theme coming up from these studies is that identities emerge and 

develop in interactions and are manifested in discourse.  In brief, the role of discourse is 

highlighted.  In my study, the Chinese university EFL teachers were immersed in multiple 

discourses in the U.S. that were totally different from the ones in China.  Through experiencing 

these differences through interactions with supervisors, students, and local residents, these 

teachers’ identities changed.  

Learning through Actions and Tools 

 As a representative of socio-cultural theorists, Vygotsky (1978) argued that people 

learned through action and tools and in interaction with others since “human learning 

presupposes a specific social nature” (p. 88).  He proposed that the cultural historical activity 

theory (CHAT) which connected an individual’s functioning and development with the socio-

cultural practices in which they took part (van Huizen, van Oers, & Wubbels, 2005).  In other 
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words, individuals are not separated from society.  Actually, individuals and society constitute a 

unified system in which they interact with each other in a dialectical relationship.  CHAT studies 

individual functioning and development in the context of an individual’s participation in socio-

cultural practices that is actually composed of a variety of activity systems.  According to 

CHAT, identity is seen as a contingent achievement of situated activity (Roth, Tobin, Elmesky, 

Carambo, McKnight, & Beers, 2004), which indicates that identity is constructed, modified, and 

reconstructed within ongoing negotiations in different contexts.  In this way, every activity in the 

past, the present, and the future relate to identity formation. 

 Another notion in activity theory is boundary crossing (Engeström, 2015).  It has been 

stated that, when individuals cross boundaries, consequential transitions occur and a change 

takes place in the relationship between an individual and a social activity.  Within the concept of 

boundary crossing and consequential transition, when the relationship between an individual and 

a social activity changes, a change in identity is also involved (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011).  

Simply speaking, identity may change with the boundary crossing.  

 Study-abroad programs provide opportunities for Chinese university English teachers to 

experience and take part in daily learning and teaching activities within a brand new context 

including unfamiliar institutional rules and different social network.  As these Chinese university 

English teachers act in the new socio-cultural context, their identities will change.  In addition, 

Chinese university English teachers experience boundary crossing between their teaching job 

and learning in the study-abroad programs.  Their identity may change during boundary crossing.  

Limitations of the Study 

 This study was a case study, which places its emphasis on the experiences of a group of 

Chinese university English teachers who participated in a school-sponsored study-abroad 
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program in the U.S..  The participants’ experiences are delineated, categorized, and analyzed in 

order to investigate the impact of study-abroad experiences on their identity construction and 

development.  With this specific scope, this study was delimitated in several ways.  First, all 

participants were from the same university and took part in the same school-sponsored study-

abroad program.  As a result, the findings of this study may not be generalized to other Chinese 

university English teachers who participate in other forms of study-abroad programs.  Second, 

identity is a multi-faceted perception and is socially constructed by race, gender, religion, 

language, and discourses.  In this study, only study-abroad experiences, as a form of discourse or 

context, were studied because of limited time. It is possible that a future study can stress the role 

of other factors in teachers’ identity formation and negotiation. 

Significant Contribution of the Study 

 Teachers play a key role in education reform in China and in students’ achievements in 

society.  In China, English learning is obligatory in secondary schools.  Therefore, secondary 

English teachers receive much attention from researchers because their quality and training is 

tied directly to students’ academic achievements.  On the contrary, English learning in colleges 

and universities is elective and voluntary; as a result, university English teachers’ professional 

development is not highly valued.  This study explored the influence of study-abroad 

experiences, as a way of professional learning, on Chinese university teacher’s identity 

evolvement, aiming to investigate their professional development.  

 Generally, the findings of this study provided a more comprehensive look at in-service 

teachers; especially in-service university English teachers’ professional learning in mainland 

China.  Then by exploring the influence of study-abroad experiences on Chinese university 

English teacher’s identity formation and negotiation, the participants will have a better 
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understanding of their identity and legitimacy in order to improve the quality of their teaching.  

Finally, the findings can also be used to diversify study-abroad programs to meet more teachers’ 

needs to help teachers develop professionally in the long run.  

Definition of Terms 

Discourse: Discourse is not only social but also political and power related.  It provides a 

platform for individuals’ identities to emerge and develop in social interactions with rational 

others (Gee, 2000).  

Identity: In this study, language teacher identity is conceptualized as the developing 

perceptions and imagination of being a teacher, which is continuously and socially co-

constructed in different situations; making use of many resources such as personal experiences, 

knowledge, and relations.  

Teacher identity formation: Teacher identity formation is a circular and forward-moving 

process rather than discrete and linear parts, which indicates that teachers constantly bring the 

past, present, and future together to reflect and predict professional beliefs, goal, and memories 

while enacting practice. 

Study-abroad: Traditionally, the scope of study-abroad is limited to individuals’ a certain 

length of stay in a target language country with the purpose of acquiring the target language and 

engaging in the target community as a form of formal studies (Regan, Howard, & Lemée, 2009). 

In this study, the scope of study-abroad is expanded to including both prior and subsequent 

sojourns that provide wide discourses and potential opportunities for individuals to construct 

multiple identities (Devlin, 2013; Sussman, 2000, 2002). 
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CHAPTER II: 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In this chapter, I first review definitions of teacher identity and its influential factors.  After 

that, I provide an operational definition of language teacher identity and language teacher 

identity production.  Then, I situate this study within the literature by exploring study-abroad 

experiences as the influential factor on teachers, foreign language teachers, and EFL teachers in 

China with the aim to highlight the gap this study serves to fill.  Next, I present the conceptual 

framework of this study by examining the notion of identity with reference to the tripartite 

framework of identity as practice, discourse, and activity.  I also explain how these three theories 

of identity complement each other.  Finally, I conclude this chapter.  

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 (Kanno & Stuart, 2011; Liu & Xu, 

2011; Varghese, 2000; Yazan, 2014), sociocultural theory (Reis, 2011), poststructuralism (Ajayi, 

2011; Golombek & Jordan, 2005; Mantero, 2004; Morgan, 2004; Pavlenko, 2003), 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 
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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 (Miller, 2009).  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; Pennington, 2014).   

Teacher identity, as one type of identity, has been variously defined.  Many scholars 

(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Flum & Kaplan, 2012; Olsen, 2008a) 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.  In Table 1, I explore definitions of language teacher identity under different 
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theoretical frameworks and list some influential ones in order to find out some similarities 

among them. 

Table 1 

 

A Brief Review of Definitions of Language Teacher Identity 

 

Definition 
Theoretical 

Framework 
Source 

“I believe that Master of Arts students in Teaching English to 

Speakers of Other Language (TESOL), in the process of 

establishing a self-identification as English as Foreign Language 

teacher, also find themselves in the social group of nonnative 

English speaking teacher, and that these self-identifications exist 

alongside one another in each individual's concept of self” 

Social identity 

theory 

Johnson, 

2001, p. 8 

“Teacher identity as pedagogy…a conflation or synthesis more in 

keeping with the continuous interweaving of identity negotiation 

and language learning… seen as constituted within institutional 

discourses” 

Poststructuralism 
Morgan, 

2004, p. 178 

“The identities of English language teachers are multilayered and 

cannot be examined without an eye toward race and 

language…they are multiple and fluid and fluctuate according to 

context, and the degrees of authority associated with each facet of 

identity are not constant” 

Critical feminism 
Motha, 2006, 

p. 499 

“Teacher identity as the intersection of 
personal, pedagogical, and political participation and reflection 

within a larger sociopolitical context. It is the scripts, tool usage, 

and participation that defines the actor in an activity setting” 

Activity theory 

Hoffman-

Kipp, 2008, 

p. 153 

“identity to be multiple, dynamic, relational, situated, embedded in 

relations of power, and yet negotiable” 

Sociocultural 

theory 

Reis, 2011, p. 

142 

“reconstruction of teacher identity needs to cope with new 

challenges in the workplace and that the process is very complex, 

involving institutional construction and personal reconstruction of 

identities” 

Situated theory 

Community of 

practice 

Liu & Xu, 

2011, p. 590 

“Identity construction is one’s continual refashioning of one’s self-

concept resulting from one’s ability to put oneself in other 

people’s shoes” 

Symbolic 

interactionism 

Martel, 2015, 

p. 396 
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As shown in Table 1, 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:     

 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); 

 language teacher identity construction largely depends on institutional, social, cultural, 

and political contexts (Hoffman-Kipp, 2008; Liu & Xu, 2011; Morgan, 2004); 

 language teacher identity is multi-dimensioned rather than single-layered (Johnson, 

2001; Motha, 2006; Reis, 2011); 

 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 (Olsen, 

2008b).  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.  
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Optional Definition of Teacher Identity  

As discussed in previous sections, it is difficult to give a unified definition for teacher 

identity in full agreement with all current viewpoints; however, the conceptualization efforts can 

be made by listing the textures of teacher identity with the above analysis. 

First of all, teacher identity is a perception of who he/she is, what he/she will do in 

classrooms, and what kind of teacher he/she wants to be.  This perception is not only perceived 

by teachers themselves but also by others.  Simply speaking, teacher identity includes both self-

perception and other’s recognition. 

Secondly, teacher identity is not fixed or static but dynamic and evolving.  It is not a 

status that can be achieved for once and kept for a long time without change.  Actually, it is a 

struggling process involving identification, negotiation, and reconstruction.  Nowadays, many 

studies focus on exploring student teacher identity construction during their practicum and their 

first year of teaching with the belief that student teacher identity is easily impacted by others and 

that it is easy for researchers to notice these changes.  I agree with this belief, but also advocate 

that more attention needs to be given to in-service teacher identity reconstruction and 

development.  The reason is that in-service teacher identity will influence more student 

achievement in classrooms and in-service teachers who may become mentors or teacher 

educators may impact pre-service teacher identity. 

Thirdly, teacher identity is not something that is pre-determined but is socially 

contextualized.  The contextual factors, both the environment where teachers work and persons 

whom teachers interact with, modify teacher identity.  Thus, teacher identity is a lived 

experience involving active participation and reification.  It is an ongoing process of becoming 

and learning.  



 

20 

 

Finally, teacher identity is power-related and discourse-oriented.  By this I mean that 

agency and subjectivity are crucial to teacher identity formation and discourse provides places 

and creates conditions for the transformation of teacher identity.  

To sum, I conceptualize teacher identity as developing perceptions and imagination of 

being a teacher, which is continuously co-constructed in different situations, making use of many 

resources such as personal experiences, knowledge, and relations. 

Optional Definition of Teacher Identity Construction  

Teacher identity has been studied with the relation to becoming a teacher (Anders, 

Hoffman, & Duffy, 2000; Assaf, 2005; Danielewicz, 2001; Sexton, 2008).  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; Cochran-Smith, 2000; 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-
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service, who teach at elementary, secondary, and post-secondary schools (Walkington, 2005). 

Teacher identity formation, which is associated with being a teacher, takes its significance 

throughout the teaching profession. 

Influential Factors of Teacher Identity 

As previously mentioned, language teacher identity is not stable or predetermined, rather, 

it is dynamic and constructed, negotiated, and reconstructed in an active process.  Due to its 

evolving characteristics, language teacher identity is under the influence of a range of internal 

factors such as cognition and emotion (Yuan & Lee, 2014; Zembylas, 2003) and external factors 

like context and teaching practices (Liu & Fisher, 2006; Trent, 2010b).  After reviewing and 

synthesizing relevant research, I categorized influential factors as teacher emotion (Cowie, 2011; 

Mousavi, 2007; O’Connor, 2008), teacher cognition (Borg, 2003), context (Korthagen, 2004; 

Larson & Phillips, 2005), practice (Seidl & Conley, 2009), personal biographies (Ajayi, 2011; 

Varghese, 2006), and experiences (Santoro & Allard, 2005).  Although I listed six influential 

factors, there is a blurring of the lines among these factors to some extent, which indicates that 

these factors may overlap with each other.  For example, personal biographies may overlap with 

(prior) experiences.   

Beijaard, Verloop, and Vermunt (2000) defined a teacher’s personal life experience, 

including critical incidents, events, and relevant others, as the biography of the teacher.  They 

considered experience as specific teaching experience.  Izadinia (2013), however, referred (prior) 

experiences to values, beliefs, and prior learning and experiences that student teachers brought 

with them into their teacher education programs.  Overall, the above mentioned factors may 

impact language teacher identity and teacher identity construction positively or negatively at 

different periods of identity construction and at different levels.  Finally, I want to argue that a 
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teacher’s identity formation is a complex ongoing process and changes with time and space.  

Thus, none of the above mentioned factors can solely account for identity construction and 

development.  Rather, they are always intertwined with each other and work together.  

Next, I briefly expound on how experience impacts language teacher identity and teacher 

identity construction and reconstruction with empirical studies.  According to Kagan (1992), 

teaching experience was effective in teacher identity in terms of influencing 1) the way a teacher 

monitors classroom events; 2) the degree of conscious effort involved in classroom performance; 

3) the degree to which performance is guided by personal experience and the degree to which the 

teacher can predict events accurately; and 4) the teacher’s focus, as student work and academic 

tasks become the major organizing framework of instruction.  Santoro and Allard (2005) 

examined the influence of teaching students with diversified social and cultural backgrounds on 

White and Anglo-Australian student teachers’ identities.  The findings showed that, before 

teaching in two inner urban schools, student teachers took their ethnic and classed identities for 

granted and were unaware of privilege and power because of their skin color.  Teaching 

experience enabled participants to reflect on the class differences, to realize the reality of 

learners’ lived experiences, and to do something about the inequities that learners experience.  

Student teachers begin to make sense of differences and are prepared to teach diverse student 

populations.  

Current studies stress the role of the teaching experiences of student teachers.  In my 

study, the focus was experienced teachers’ study-abroad experiences.  Therefore, in the 

following sections, I review related studies on the role of overseas experiences on teachers.  
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Understanding of Culture 

Complexity and Importance of Culture  

Culture, which is closely related to everyone’s daily life, is hard to define.  Kroeber and 

Kluckhohn (1952) reviewed 164 definitions of culture and analyzed them in their classic 

collection.  Starting from Krober and Kluckhohn’s (1952) analysis, Baldwin, Faulkner, Hecht, 

and Lindsley (2006) provided a list of over 300 definitions of culture from a wide array of 

disciplines.  The complexity of the concept of culture resides in its multi-faceted and dynamic 

characteristics.  The dynamic nature of culture indicates that there is not a single, fixed definition 

of culture.  In other words, culture is not seen as static and unchanging.  Actually, the definition 

of culture had changed historically.  The multi-faceted nature of culture indicates that there is not 

a mutual understanding of culture.  The definition of culture was reshaped when scholars from 

different disciplines integrated culture into different fields of study, different methodologies, and 

research questions (Baldwin et al., 2006).  The complexity of culture is remarkable.  However, it 

is not wise to judge the accuracy or correctness of each definition because these different 

definitions demonstrate multiple perspectives.  Due to EFL teacher identity formation and 

negotiation as the focus of the current study, next I review the dynamic relation among language, 

culture, and identity, and elicit the importance of culture in foreign language teaching. 

Language, Culture, and Identity 

Chomsky (1981) proposed that language was innate; in other words, human beings were 

born with a capacity for language with a pre-determined set of rules for how language worked.  

Language was seen as a code full of vocabulary, phrases, and rules.  Halliday (1978) viewed 

language as a social semiotic.  Halliday noted that language involved social practice of meaning 

making and interpreting.  Kramsch (1994) argued that language was not a body of knowledge to 
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be studied but as a social practice of meaning making and interpretation in which to participate. 

Scarino and Liddicoat (2009) further confirmed that creating and interpreting meaning is done in 

a cultural framework.  Based on Halliday’s understanding of language, a dialogic relationship 

exists between language and culture.  On the one hand, culture manifests itself through language 

yet language is also under the influence of the cultural context (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Kramsch, 

1995).  

Tajfel and Turner (1986) integrated identity with culture in their social identity theory.  

They argued that people have both a personal and social identity.  In certain situations, social 

identity was activated when culture is salient.  In this situation, a person will behave with his/her 

social identity rather than his/her personal identity.  In this sense, culture performs to maintain 

his/her sense of membership (Baldwin et al., 2006).  Similarly, Schafer (1998) further 

emphasized the relationship between culture and identity.  “The relationship of people to the 

culture in which they are embedded bears on the sense of identity and belonging or alienation 

and estrangement that people experience in specific cultural contexts” (p. 42).  Kramsch (1995) 

argued that culture is always linguistically mediated membership into a discourse community 

that is both real and imagined.  As shown above, a dialogic relationship also exists between 

culture and identity.  As Singelis and Brown (1995) noted, culture does shape attitudes, values, 

and concepts of self.  Moreover, culture is also constructed and modified by the actions and 

beliefs of individuals.  

Culture Teaching in Foreign Language Classroom 

The importance of teaching culture in foreign language classrooms is strengthened by 

economical, social, and political factors.  Foreign language educators bear more responsibility 
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for solving social and economic problems of the times.  Teaching language as a set of rules and 

knowledge is not enough for international peace and understanding (Kramsch, 1995).  

Scarino and Liddicoat (2009) pointed out that the way we understand language and 

culture determined the way we teach culture in language learning.  We view language as a way 

of seeing, understanding, and communicating with the world.  In addition, we view culture as a 

framework in which people communicate shared meanings with each other (Scarino & 

Liddicoat, 2009).  Similarly, Kramsch (2013) argued that culture in language learning should be 

understood as “a way of making meaning that is relational, historical, and that is always 

mediated by language and other symbolic systems” (p. 71).  In addition, Kramsch (2009) 

proposed a third place of symbolic competence, which was in accordance with Bakhtin’s 

transgredience (i.e., the competence to see oneself from the outside).  In other words, with 

transgredience, language learners cannot only use target language correctly and appropriately, 

but also reflect on their own experience.  In this way, language learners have a position where 

they see themselves both from the inside and the outside (Kramsch, 2013). 

With regard to teach culture in the language classroom, Liddicoat (2005) proposed four 

approaches to teaching culture based on whether culture was seen as facts or as processes and 

how culture was produced by artifacts and institutions or practices.  The most dynamic approach 

to teaching culture is to help language learners actively engage in the social practices of a certain 

cultural group.  In conclusion, no matter how we define culture, it is intertwined with language 

and identity, and cannot and should not be separated from foreign language teaching.    
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Relevant Studies 

Influences of Overseas Educational Experience on Teachers   

 With accelerated globalization, the demand for internalization of education is growing.  

Therefore, preparing both students and teachers for the changes and opportunities in the global 

market becomes a necessary component of education.  Overseas educational experiences, which 

can provide straightforward and first-hand resources, are becoming popular around the world. 

Many studies were conducted to examine the value of overseas educational experiences in 

teachers’ professional development (Chinnappan, McKenzie, & Fitzsimmons, 2013; Cushner, 

2007; Festervand & Tillery, 2001; Hamza, 2010).  Overseas educational experiences broaden 

teachers’ perspectives towards people, culture, and global events.  In other words, participants 

learn how to accept, adjust to, and appreciate differences (Cushner, 2007; Hamza, 2010). 

Second, teachers acquire new knowledge and skills which help them grow intellectually 

(Festervand & Tillery, 2001; Hamza, 2010).  Third, teachers gain a better understanding of both 

the host culture and target culture (Cushner, 2007).  Fourth, participants are prone to make use of 

worldwide resources and collaborate globally (Festervand & Tillery, 2001).  In addition, both 

teachers and their students benefit from the overseas educational experiences, because teachers 

with these changes under the influence of overseas educational experiences are more prepared 

for different students’ learning styles and unfamiliar classroom behaviors.  They can change their 

established teaching strategies to meet students’ needs, which will contribute to a student’s 

academic achievement (DeVillar & Jiang, 2012; Festervand & Tillery, 2001; Hamza, 2010).  

 When it comes to the influences of an overseas educational experience on teacher 

identity, generally speaking, study-abroad experiences provide teachers, especially pre-service 

teachers, with an “interpretive frame” to observe and experience different contexts in order to 
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facilitate them to develop their own professional identity (Chinnappan, McKenzie, & 

Fitzsimmons, 2013, p. 36).  Study-abroad experiences stimulate teachers to reposition 

cognitively (Festervand & Tillery, 2001).  Study-abroad experiences give teachers the 

opportunity to academically refuel with new knowledge, multiple pedagogies, and diverse 

teaching materials, all of which make participants feel more confident to create classroom 

excellence.  Similarly, Cushner (2007) stated that teachers with study-abroad experience 

demonstrated increased autonomy, new sense of authority, and increased self-confidence.  On 

the other hand, being exposed to an internationally sociocultural environment, participants feel 

that they become academic and a cultural beginner.  This cognition facilitates participants to 

critically reflect and rethink their standard professional status and pedagogies, which can lead to 

substantive changes in their classrooms.  Hamza (2010) viewed study-abroad experiences as 

transformative learning and pointed out that teachers participating in study-abroad programs 

“develop a greater awareness of self (personal, professional, and cultural)” and reflect on their 

relationships as related to their professional development (p. 64). 

 These studies reveal a panorama of teachers’ overseas educational experiences (including 

both teaching and learning experiences) to some extent with description of experiences of 

prospective teachers, faculty members, and administrators from different disciplines such as 

business, music, and language arts.  In addition, these studies examine the effectiveness of 

overseas educational experience as related to teachers’ professional development.  However, 

compared with the clear and abundant description of significance of overseas educational 

experiences such as global education and cultural awareness, the specific aspect that overseas 

educational program participants may benefit in terms of their identity production and 

reproduction is inexplicit and scant.  These studies explore the influence of overseas educational 
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experiences on teachers in general.  In the next section, I particularly review the influence of 

study-abroad experiences on language teachers.  

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., 2010; Institute of 

International Education, 2008).  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; Kong, 2015; 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 (Kong, 2014; 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 
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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 (Phillips, 1991; 

Rissel, 1995; 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 influences on foreign language teacher identity in terms of establishing 

their confidence, authority, and agency.    
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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, I introduce effects of study-abroad 

experience on Chinese EFL teachers.  

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; Jackson, 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 NNESTs’ 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 
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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.  

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 (Evans, Alano, & Wong, 2001; Jackson, 2006).  Chinese 

EFL teachers developed certain attitudes towards cross-cultural differences and insights about 

their own cultural identities.    
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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 I want to do based on the findings of these 

existing studies.  

Summary of Studies  

Briefly speaking, the limitations of existing research are listed as follows: 1) most of 

existing studies seldom stress the study-abroad experience of in-service teachers in higher 

education; 2) research on Mainland Chinese EFL teachers is scant; 3) few studies are conducted 

from a Chinese perspective; and 4) a small number of studies pay attention to the long-run 

influence of study-abroad experience on teacher identity related to their implementation of what 

they learn into their local classrooms.     

Before the introduction of my study, I included both prior and sub-sequential sojourns that 

provide wide discourses and potential opportunities for individuals to construct multiple 

identities (Devlin, 2013; Sussman, 2000, 2002).  The study-abroad experience in my study 

specifically refers to Chinese college EFL teachers’ study experiences within U.S. classrooms 

and also their life experience in sociocultural contexts.  In addition, it also includes their related 

experiences after their sojourns.   
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In conclusion, this study explored the influence of study-abroad experiences on in-service 

Chinese college EFL teachers’ identity from a former Chinese college EFL teacher’s perspective. 

In addition, the conceptualization of study-abroad experience is broadened to include study-

abroad participants’ sojourn to home in order to examine participants’ identity transformation 

related to implementation of what they learn from the target culture to their home classrooms. 

Theoretical Framework 

Identity in Practice 

Wenger’s identity theory was connected with his social theory of learning, which defined 

learning as a socially situated activity (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  In this vein, his identity theory 

highly valued the role of social and cultural processes in shaping identity.  Wenger (1998) held 

the opinion that identity was formed through daily experiences that occur through participation 

in communities of practice, which were “groups of people who share a concern, a set of 

problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepened their knowledge and expertise in this 

area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 4). With 

Wenger’s (1998) theory of identity construction, teacher identity was considered a lived 

experience involving both participation and reification.  

Wenger (1998) also connected the process of identity formation with learning by 

proposing three modes of belonging as “engagement, imagination, and alignment” (p. 173).  In 

terms of engagement, it is a threefold process including the ongoing negotiation of meaning, the 

formation of trajectories, and the unfolding of histories of practice (p. 174).  Through 

engagement, teachers construct their identities through constant negotiations with social settings 

and establishing relations with others in order to gain “a lived sense of who we are” (p. 172).  In 

terms of imagination, individuals can create their self-image without limits of time and space.  In 
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other words, teachers can imagine what kind of teachers they want to be by extrapolating beyond 

their own experience.  In terms of alignment, individuals associate with broader enterprises 

through the coordination of their energies, actions, and practices (p. 179).  

Based on Wenger’s (1998) social theory of identity formation, identity formation was 

also a dual process of identification and negotiation of meanings.  Identification refers to the 

process that people invest themselves through modes of belonging in building connections or 

distinctions with others within a community.  Therefore, identification is participative, relational, 

and positive or negative.  Negotiation of meanings, another aspect of identity formation, refers to 

the process that people contribute to and shape the meanings, which are produced in the process 

of participation, according to the different social circumstances.  People claim ownership of the 

meanings when they are able to appropriately use and modify the meanings based on their own 

needs and situations. 

In the last two decades, research on identity formation and transformation by using 

Wenger’s theory of identity had burgeoned (Bathmaker & Avis, 2005; Farrell, 2011; Trent, 

2010b; Trent & Gao, 2009; Tsui, 2007; Vélez‐Rendón, 2010; Xu, 2013; Zurcher, 1983).  These 

studies highlighted the prominent role of social interaction with others in identity construction 

and pointed out the significant influence of context as mediation in the process of identity 

formation.  

Tsui (2007) recorded an EFL teacher’s lived experience in his six years of teaching and 

showed the identity conflicts.  As an EFL learner, Minfang’s identity was tightly related to his 

lived experience of learning and was not recognized by students, teachers, and authorities at his 

university.  This kind of exclusion from the EFL learner community was attributed to the 

asymmetrical relationship of power and socioeconomic status.  Identification of a legitimate 
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member in the learner community by himself and recognition of others was achieved when he 

followed the norms and expectations of members in the learner community and engaged in the 

social discourse and activities.  As an EFL teacher, Minfang’s previous understanding of 

language teaching was shaped in actual teaching under the institutional influence such as 

assignment of teaching task.  He relinquished the ownership and aligned to the meaning of 

communicative language teaching defined by the institution.  As a result, his competence of 

teaching and identity of an EFL teacher was recognized.  

Similarly, Xu’s (2013) study focused primarily on identity transformation of four Chinese 

EFL teachers in a four-year longitudinal case study from their pre-service training to actual 

teaching.  In his study, four participants articulated their imagined professional identity as 

language expert, students’ spiritual guide, and students’ learning facilitator in their pre-service 

stage.  Xu (2013) argued that these imagined identities derived from pre-service teachers own 

personal experiences and beliefs as EFL learners and as pre-service teachers.  After three years 

of actual teaching in schools, these imagined identities changed into practiced identities of a 

routine performer, a responsible educator, and a person busy catching up to the schedule. These 

identity shifts were under the influences of the institutional contexts of the school and the 

dynamic educational contexts, including popular balance culture in China’s schools, teaching 

task institutionally assigned prescribed by the governmental education authority, and activities 

that all teachers in the EFL section must implement in each class.  Finally, Xu (2013) argued that 

novice the teacher’s identity changed from imagined identities, which were imagination of social 

practice, to practiced identities, which stemmed from real engagement in communities of 

practice.  
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In conclusion, Wenger’s (1998) theory of identity formation emphasized the role of 

participation with others in socially valued activities.  His theory had been previously used to 

understand language teachers’ identity construction.  These studies revealed that interactions 

contributed considerably to the identity creation and transformation of both prospective teachers 

and experienced teachers, although teacher identity was interpreted differently as teaching 

practice (Farrell, 2011), or relationship to the world (Xu, 2013), cultures of learning and teaching 

(Bathmaker & Avis, 2005) in those studies.  Also, the individual experience in the wider social 

and historical context of activity and development was an important resource of identity 

formation.  Although Wenger (1998) connected identity with learning and practice and 

highlighted the role of contextual factors, he devalued the role of power relations in identity. 

Identity in Discourse 

For Gee (2000), identity was defined as “being recognized as a certain ‘kind of person’ in 

a given context” (p. 99).  In this sense of the term, identity was multiple and connected to 

people’s social performances.  Gee (2000) proposed four perspectives on identity including 

nature perspective, institutional perspective, discursive perspective, and affinity perspective.  He 

(2000) further pointed out that these four perspectives were not isolated from each other, but 

instead mutually supported and sustained each other.  Gee (2000) described affinity identity as 

we are what we are because of the experiences we have had within certain sorts of affinity 

groups, within which we share “allegiance to, access to, and participation in specific practices” 

(p. 105). In other words, distinctive experiences and practices determine who we are.  Central to 

this perspective is the idea of participation and sharing, which is much like Wenger’s community 

of practice.  People identify themselves as valid members by sharing practices with other people. 

Simply speaking, identities are co-constructed within interrelating and recognition in 
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communities.  Gee’s (2000) discursive identity values the role of discourse or dialogue of other 

people for recognition.  We are what we are because others treat, talk about, and interact with us 

in the way we want.  Gee (2000) pointed out that discursive identity is constructed and sustained 

by discourse and dialogue, and the source of discourse and dialogue is “rational individual” (p. 

103).  Being rational individuals indicates active recognition rather than forced to do so. 

In addition, Gee (2005) proposed the notion of Discourse.  Gee (2000) argued that at a 

given time and space, people can be seen as a combination of “speaking or writing, acting and 

interacting, using one's face and body, dressing, feeling, believing, and valuing, and using 

objects, tools, or technologies (i.e., ‘things’) in a certain way” (p. 109).  People can be identified 

by others through recognizing any combination.  Any combination is part of what Gee defines as 

Discourse.  Thus, identity is tied to social, historical, and political Discourses.  On the one hand, 

Gee’s identity theory overlaps with Wenger’s identity theory in agreement with the role of 

practices; on the other hand, Gee explicitly reveals the influence of power in identity formation 

and points out the source of power.  

Many researchers (Forbes & Davis, 2008; McDougall, 2010; Settlage, Southerland, 

Smith, & Ceglie, 2009) have examined teacher identity by exploring Gee’s identity theory with 

the belief that learning to teach involved both learning content and skills and positioning in 

relation to others in social practices (Alsup, 2006; Britzman, 2003; Danielewicz, 2001; Varghese 

et al., 2005).  For my own research interest, I focused on reviewing studies investigating 

language teacher identity with the use of Gee’s identity theory (Assaf, 2005; Gao, 2012; 

Haniford, 2010; Smit, Fritz, & Mabalane, 2010; Trent, 2015).  For instance, Trent (2015) 

examined the identity construction process of six preservice teachers of English language 

learners in Australia.  In his study, two dominant discourses of schooling emerged as discourse 
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of equity and inclusiveness and discourse of difference.  These two discourses interplayed and 

competed to shape a participants’ perceptions of identity construction in the following four ways: 

1) uncertainty about competency to cope with learner diversity; 2) treatment of students and use 

of classroom time; 3) making decision about tools, techniques, and strategies for teaching; and 4) 

developing close relationship with students.  Competition between these two discourses led to 

teachers’ conflicting identities.  For example, some participants were not confident about their 

competency to build up rapport with all students that was the goal of inclusivity.  However, this 

uncertainty was under the influence of the belief that students were ethnically different.  Trent’s 

(2015) findings were supported by Assaf who examined the identities of one preservice teacher 

in a reading specialization program.  Assaf (2005) found that her participant’s self-perception 

and others’ recognition of her as an immigrant and multilingual person was a resource for her 

teacher identity.  Her past experience as an English language learner (ELL) influenced how she 

learnt about literacy instruction as a teacher of ELL students.  For instance, her experience of 

being mocked by teachers as a funny English speaker made her believe that teachers needed to 

rely on a child’s home language and past experience to teach reading.  In addition, the 

participant’s past experience as a multilingual speaker and an immigrant, which was recognized 

by the administrative staff and her peers, helped her make professional decisions in field-based 

classroom.  With regard to discourse identity, the participant saw herself as experienced 

writer/poet, and her self-position was quickly recognized by her peers when her creation of 

journal for tutees was praised by other students and university principal.  With regard to affinity 

identity, as soon as the participant joined the reading specialization program, she expressed a 

deep connection to other students and university staff.  This intimate bond motivated her self-

perception as a reading teacher through conversations and interactions with others.  
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In brief, these studies confirm Gee’s theory of identity that people have multiple 

identities connected to their performances in society.  That is to say, people’s identities can 

change from time to time and from context to context.  Furthermore, certain combinations of 

people’s behaviors can be interpreted and recognized differently according to different periods of 

history or different societies.  

Identity in Activity  

Although identity-in-practice and identity-in-discourse have been used to theorize 

language teacher identity for a long time, Cross (2006) addressed that this dichotomy simply 

separated these two conceptions of identity and was lack of an overarching theory to unite them 

together.  Consequentially identity-in-activity was proposed (Cross, 2006; Cross & Gearon, 

2007) relying on Vygotskian sociocultural and activity theory.  

A key concept in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory is mediated activity, which indicates 

that people mediate their relationships with the world through the use of mediatory tools and 

various cultural artefacts rather than act directly upon the world (Cross, 2006; Freedman & 

Appleman, 2008).  The second generation of activity theory expands to include context in which 

tools are used (Engeström, 2015; Leonti’ev, 1981).  The activity theory can be understood as 

moving from a “world of objects” to a world of social relations which constitute a context for the 

use of those objects (Cross, 2006, p. 2), which indicates that activities should be understood with 

relation to social, cultural, and historical context.  The third generation of activity theory holds 

the belief that emotion, motivation, and identity ought to be included in the integral analysis of 

human activity (Roth, 2007).  

With regard to performing as an overarching theory to unify identity-in-practice with 

identity-in-discourse, Vygotsky’s genetic framework of analysis is explored.  Cross (2006) 
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argued that the microgenetic domain, which connected understanding of identity with “concrete 

and social practice,” alluded to identity-in-practice while the cultural-historic domain for 

activity, which connected understanding of identity as “discursive, cultural-historic 

construction,” alluded to identity-in-discourse (p. 3).  Cross’s (2006) argument showed how 

activity theory of identity overlapped with identity-in-practice and identity-in-discourse, and it 

also indicated how activity theory of identity worked as an overarching theory.  

Relying on the activity theory, identity is a mediated activity (Cross, 2006; Golombek & 

Klager, 2015; Lee, 2013).  Identity is by and large emerging from and is shaped by a larger 

social, cultural, and historical environment.  Furthermore, identity formation is “a being in 

continuous becoming” (Roth, 2003, section 2.2) through activity.  According to Golombek and 

Klager (2015): 

Teacher identity involves a dialectic between the microgenetic activity that a teacher 

realizes as a subject within an activity system, with its associated rules, community 

members, tools and objects; and the larger social, cultural, historic domain from which 

that activity emerged and is shaped. (p. 19) 

 

Since Cross’ (2006) proposal of activity theory to connect identity in practice and identity 

in discourse, many empirical studies investigated teacher identity formation and development 

from this new perspective.  Some were activity theory research on boundaries and boundary 

crossing related to teacher identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011; Edwards & Mutton, 2007; 

Kostogriz & Peeler, 2007).  These researchers held the opinion that boundaries existed between 

activity systems and were considered as places from which identity emerge (Beauchamp & 

Thomas, 2011; Holland & Lave, 2001).  These researchers also believed that boundary crossing 

from one activity system to another leaded to “consequential transition,” which suggested a 

change in relationship between an individual and a social activity, which resulted in a change in 

individual identity (Beach, 2003; Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011).  In the same vein, boundary 
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crossing was seen as a shift or transfer which required individuals to adjust to new social 

practices and reposition themselves (Artemeva, 2007; Daniels, Leadbetter, & Warmington, 2007; 

Edwards & Mutton, 2007).  These studies shared a common finding that ongoing encountering of 

boundaries was accompanied identity shifts.  The participants clearly recognized their evolution 

in identity.  For instance, in Beauchamp and Thomas’ study (2011), participants revealed that 

after the transition from teacher education as students to initial teaching practice as teachers, they 

had a stronger sense of agency and the conceptualization of agency was not only related to the 

individual but also to the collectivity or the context.  This developing agency enhanced their 

sense of belonging to the new community of practice.  In addition, participants’ understanding of 

their identity developed from simple participants of the community to creator of the community.  

In other words, they felt themselves as insiders of the community. 

Other studies included activity theory research with regard to tensions and contradictions 

between activity systems related to teacher identity (Golombek & Klager, 2015; Kostogriz & 

Peeler, 2007).  Smit, Fritz, and Mabalane (2010) stated that the school and the classrooms can be 

seen as activity systems in which a teacher’s perception, commitment, and passion was 

constantly shaped during their daily interaction with students, colleagues, and administrators.  

Golombek and Klager (2015) pointed out that teachers participate in various activity systems as 

the subjects.  However, various activity systems had different values, norms, and expectations 

for what was good language teacher and good language teaching.  As a result, in the face of 

tensions and contradictions between activity systems, teachers developed their identities.  Similar 

to Golombek and Klager’s (2015) argument, Kostogriz and Peeler (2007) believed that teacher 

identity was constructed during the interaction between their relatively stable workplace and 

dynamic meanings, values, and discourses.  Cross (2006) delineated how a teacher of Japanese 
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developed her identity in face of different perceptions of good teaching between language 

teacher education (such as abundant target language use, concentration on meaning, 

communicative approach) and actual teaching practice (such as little use of target language, 

concentration on grammar, repetition) under the influence of social, cultural, and historic 

contexts.  The female participant articulated that she had a better management of the classroom 

and felt herself more likely to be a language teacher by using English as the mediatory tool for 

classroom activity rather than the target language Japanese.  Cross’ (2006) findings indicated that 

the participant correctly positioned herself through satisfying her particular teaching way, the 

activity, within the particular context.  

To conclude, activity theory of identity views identity as a mediated activity and identity 

formation is a dynamic process of becoming through activity within the social, cultural, and 

historical context.  

Summary 

 Chapter II introduced definitions of language teacher identity and its influential factors. 

With the review of definitions, language teacher identity in this study was defined as developing 

perceptions and imagination of becoming a teacher, which was continuously co-constructed in 

different situations, making use of many resources such as personal experiences, knowledge, 

relations and so forth.  Experience was considered as the primarily influential factor on language 

teacher identity formation.  Empirical studies of study-abroad experiences on teacher identity 

were reviewed with the aim to find the research gap.  This chapter also provided the theoretical 

framework of identity in practice, identity in discourse, and identity in activity with explanation 

of how these three theories of identity overlapped and complemented each other.  Chapter III 

presents the design of this study. 
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CHAPTER III: 

METHOGOLOGY 

After reviewing the literatures, this chapter underscored the research methodology, 

instruments, research procedure, and the description of data analysis.  The methods and 

procedures used in the study were based on the following research questions, which seek to 

understand how study-abroad experiences impact Chinese university English teachers’ identity 

construction: 

1) In what ways do study-abroad experiences influence Chinese university English 

teachers’ understanding and teaching of American culture? 

2) In what ways do study-abroad experiences impact Chinese university English 

teachers’ pedagogical practice? 

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 
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study-abroad experiences of Chinese college EFL teachers and their professional identity 

construction from multiple lenses.  

Defining the Case 

Case study can be quantitative or qualitative depending on the way the researcher 

chooses to study the case (Stake, 1998).  Qualitative case study has been frequently used in 

educational research to explore complex phenomena within contexts (Baxter & Jack, 2008; 

Yazan, 2015).  However, this approach can be useful only when it is applied correctly (Baxter & 

Jack, 2008).  One of the criteria of its correct application involves the definition of case.  Due to 

epistemological differences, methodologists have provided diverse views of a case study; so it 

was necessary to understand these diverse views and have a combined perspective of case study 

(Thomas, 2011; Yazan, 2015).  In Table 2, definitions of case and case study were analyzed.  

Table 2 

Definitions of Case and Case Study 

Source Definition of Case and Case Study 

Miles and 

Huberman 

(1994) 

A case is “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context. The case is, “in 

effect, your unit of analysis” (p. 25). 

Merriam 

(1998) 

A case is “a thing, a single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries. It can be a 

person, a program, a group, a specific policy, and so on” (p. 27). 

A qualitative case study is “an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single 

instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (p. 27). 

Stake 

(2005) 

A case is a specific, bounded, and integrated system. A case is a “complex entity located 

in a milieu or situation embedded in a number of contexts or background” (p. 449). 

Yin (2009) 

A case is “a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident” (p. 18). 
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Each notion of case and case study revealed some features of case study with different 

emphases. Stake, as well as Miles and Huberman, focused on unit of study.  Yin, however, 

underscored research process.  Merriam paid more attention to end product.  Although these 

methodologists held different views of the case and case study, they agreed upon that case should 

be bounded and specific.  The boundaries determined what would and would not be studied 

within the research scope.   Put another way, the boundaries indicated the breadth and depth of 

the study and case study revealed some features of case study with different emphases.  Another 

similarity among these notions of case and case study was that all of them emphasized the 

importance of context in case study.  For instance, Stake (2005) pointed out that a case study is 

concentrated on “experiential knowledge of the case and close attention to the influence of its 

social, political, and other contexts” (p. 444). 

In this study, my understanding of case and qualitative case study was more in 

accordance with Stake (2005) and Merriam (1998).  Keeping the importance of context and 

experience in mind and with the focus on end product of qualitative case study, I operationalized 

my study on four Chinese college EFL teachers who had study-abroad experiences. Based on 

Patton’s (2002) steps to generate a case study, my study went through 1) collecting data via 

interviews with the participants, classroom observation, and teaching documents collecting about 

their self-perceptions; 2) categorizing, thematizing, and analyzing data, based on the above 

mentioned theoretical frameworks; and 3) describing and illustrating my participants’ stories.  

Research Sites 

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 
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where the university is located is famous for its Jiangnan 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.  

 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 
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with the success of study-abroad programs.  All participants are from the Department of 

Intensive English.  

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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The Study-Abroad Program 

 The program was initiated by the OIP Director’s student recruitment trip to China. 

During that trip, the Director went to Jiangnan University with one of his colleagues (Chinese) 

who was classmates with the President of Jiangnan University.  The Director was introduced to 

the President and invited to give a presentation about his university and his program to all 

students and teachers in the College of Foreign Studies.  That presentation was so successful that 

it triggered both students’ and teachers’ willingness and passion to study abroad.  The President 

and Dean of College of Foreign Studies talked with the Director about possibility for 

collaboration.  They reached an agreement on student exchanges and short-term programs for 

teacher professional development.  The three-month summer study-abroad program began in 

2010 and lasted for five years.  The expenses, including tuition, transportation, and 

accommodation, were jointly paid by Jiangnan University, the College of Foreign Studies, and 

the participants themselves.  Every June, eight or nine Chinese college EFL teachers from 

Jiangnan University went to the host universities to learn non-credit courses including, but not 

limited to, teaching methods, second language acquisition, and American literature.  The 

teaching content was designed by instructors in the host universities based on participants’ 

interests and needs and also based on the guidelines provided by the Dean from College of 

Foreign Studies in Jiangnan University.  However, the curriculum was flexible.  In other words, 

participants could modify what they would learn and decide the learning pace.   

Participants had classes every morning from nine to twelve and worked on assignments 

individually or collaboratively in the afternoon.  In class, participants not only passively accepted 

what was taught.  They also brought their own teaching experiences into classroom discussion.  

They connected what they came across in daily teaching in China with what they read and 
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learned in the U.S.  In addition to the philosophy and pedagogy of language teaching, 

participants were also guided to conduct research.  Instructors encouraged them to write reflexive 

journals and position papers, to present their projects, and to work on their final papers.  The 

criteria of the assignments were flexible to meet with participants’ different language proficiency 

levels and ensure that all of them were successful.  During the three-month stay, the participants 

also observed other professors teaching, attended seminars by invited speakers, and had access to 

libraries.  For the extra-curricular activities, because they lived on campus, they took part in 

activities such as Get on Board Day, university sporting events, the recreation center, and others.  

They were also participated in prearranged trips to nearby tourist attractions every two weeks.  

Therefore, they experienced the typical American university life and interacted with the larger 

social environment.  Each participant received a certificate for their training.  

Participants  

Case selection is critical to better understand the phenomenon (Patton, 2002; 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 (Merriam, 1998, p. 61).  

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 
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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.  I invited 14 teachers from the 

Department of Intensive English based on convenience sampling.  First, I built rapport with these 

14 teachers when I 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, I first contacted 

the Dean of Colleges of Foreign Studies for her approval to conduct this research.  With her 

permission, I began to contact teachers to get their permission and explain my research goal and 

procedures.  In addition, I promised that all collected data would be safe and locked in my own 

office and would only used by me for research.  Furthermore, I assured them that their teaching 

routine would not be changed during my data collection.  After introduction of my research, four 

teachers agreed to participate in the current study.  Table 3 is a description of participants.  

Table 3  

 

Description of Participants 

 
Name 

(pseudonym) 
Gender 

Year of Study-

Abroad 

Year of Teaching 

Experience 
Title 

Courses They 

Teach 

Lily female 2012 6 
Assistant 

Professor 
Interpretation 

Haifeng female 2011 27 
Associate 

Professor 

Advanced 

English 

Jack male 2013 7 
Assistant 

Professor 

Integrated 

English 

Laura female 2008, 2013 27 
Associate 

Professor 

Advanced 

English 
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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 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 
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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, 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. 
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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.  

Researcher’s Position  

The researcher’s position is influenced by his/her research design, research questions, and 

theoretical frameworks (Glesne, 2010).  In addition, researchers may take on complex roles or 

may position herself or himself or be positioned in varied ways during the research (Dyson & 

Genishi, 2005; Glesne, 2010).  My understanding of a researcher’s position was that the 

researcher’s role changes throughout the period of data collection and the researcher’s role 

changes based on the methods utilized to collect data.  Glesne (2010) proposed the notion of 

participant-observation continuum during observation which ranged from mostly observation to 

mostly participation.  The ideal in qualitative research was to get inside the perspective of 

participants, but full participation was not always possible (Merriam, 1998).  

As mentioned above, interviews, classroom observation, and teaching documents were 

utilized to collect data.  My position varied in different stages.  During interviews, the interview 

questions were designed based on reflection of my own study-abroad experience in the summer 

of 2011.  The semi-structured interviews guaranteed that participants and I were equally 

positioned.  Therefore, my role was an insider of the study-abroad program.  Performing like an 

insider made me understand the program better and helped me to invite participants to be willing 

to share their stories with me.  For classroom observation, Merriam (1998) stated that observers 

should be “relatively passive and unobtrusive” and make the observed “at ease” to make sure the 

setting is natural (p. 99).  While Merriam (1998) also argued that as the researcher becomes 

familiar with the setting, the researcher gradually gets involved in what he/she observed.  As a 
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result, when I observed my participants’ teaching to investigate how they implemented what they 

learnt abroad to their own classroom, I positioned myself more like a “researcher participant” 

who participated but partially involved in my participants’ classes, so that I could perform as a 

researcher (Merriam, 1998, p. 102).  For document reading, I was an observer which indicated 

that I objectively described what the documents said.  In summary, my role was multiple and 

flexible during data collection.  

Data Collection  

A hallmark of case study research is using a variety of data sources.  The exploration of 

multiple data sources enhances data credibility (Baxter & Jack, 2008; 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. 

Interviews 

 Interviews, defined as a conversation with purpose, were an effective data collection 

method in all forms of qualitative research (Merriam, 1998).  Interviews are useful because: 1) 

interviews can help researchers find out people’s feelings, thoughts, and intentions that cannot be 

observed; 2) interviews can assist researchers towards exploring more about past events that are 

impossible to replicate; 3) interviews can facilitate researchers to get saturated data when 

conducting intense case studies of a few selected individuals; and 4) interviews can get more or 

better data at less cost (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002).  In more recent discussion of interview as 

an effective way of data collection, interviews were approached “as a craft, as a knowledge-

producing activity, and as a social practice” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 17).  

 In the current study, all participants took part in the study-abroad program from 2010-

2014; in order to explore their understandings of teacher identity before and after their 
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participation in the program, interviews are necessary and the best way to elicit their beliefs and 

perceptions.  All interviews were face-to-face and conducted individually.  In this way, the 

participants’ difficulties in understanding the questions can be quickly observed and explained 

by the researcher.  In addition, all interviews were semi-structured with the aim of stimulating 

the participants to express more about what they think, as Glesne (2010) says, to “make words 

flying” (p. 79).  Put it another way, I was prepared to embrace their emerging worldview and 

new ideas on the topic (Glesne, 2010).  Semi-structured interviews also gave power to 

participants to make their voice heard by others.  The first round interview was conducted before 

classroom observation aiming to help participants reflect their study-abroad experience, to get 

the general idea of their understanding of being a teacher, and to help participants think about 

any changes in terms of perceptions, or pedagogies due to study-abroad (see Appendix A).  The 

second round interviews were more open-ended and conducted after classroom observations.  

The focus of the second round interview was to help me better understand participants’ 

classroom instructions and pedagogical activities.  Just like Dyson and Genishi (2005) explained, 

interviews can “deepen understanding of what we observe in the classroom, and help to interpret 

observed activities from participants’ perspective” (p. 76).  All interviews were audiotaped with 

participants’ permission.  After each interview, the audio clip was immediately transcribed by 

the researcher and given back to participants for member checking to confirm data validity.  

Table 4 showed the interview schedule for each participants.  Each interviewed was individually 

conducted in participants’ office or teacher break room with early appointment.  The length of 

interview ranges from 60 minutes to 90 minutes. 
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Table 4 

Interview Schedule 

Participants First Interview Second Interview 

Haifeng May 10
th
, 2017 June 6

th
, 2017 

Jack May 5
th
, 2017 June 5

th
, 2017 

Laura May 11
th
, 2017 June 5

th
, 2017 

Lily May 10
th
, 2017 June 8

th
, 2017 

 

Observation  

 Similar to interview, observation is also a primary source of data in qualitative research. 

However, observation is conducted in a natural field setting and providing the first-hand data.  

As an effective data collection method in qualitative study, observation is helpful to provide 

knowledge and information about the context.  It can also stimulate thoughts and ideas for 

subsequent interviews.  The most important thing is that observation can reveal what participants 

do not want to say in interviews.  Flick (2009) argued that observation integrated vision, hearing, 

feeling, and smelling together to provide a holistic idea of the phenomenon under study. 

 In the study at hand, classroom observation was utilized to explore what participants 

implemented from what they learned from the study-abroad program in their own classroom and 

how they implemented it in terms of teacher identity construction.  In addition, their natural and 

straightforward behaviors in classroom were used as supplementary data to their interviews.  

During observation, I not only paid attention to the surroundings and participants, but also to 

interactions and conversations between participants and their students as well as classroom 

activities.  I observed each participant’s teaching one or two times per week based on their 

teaching schedules.  Classroom observations were conducted continuously over a six-week 

period.  When observing, I audiotaped their entire session and jotted down notes to record for 

future analysis. Table 5 showed the classroom observation schedule.  
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Table 5  

Classroom Observation Schedule 

 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

Session 1 

(8:00-8:45, 8:55-9:40) 

 

     

Session 2 

(10:00-10:45, 10:55-11:40) 

 

 Laura  Laura Lily 

Session 3 

(14:00-14:45, 14:55-15:40) 

 

 Jack Jack  Jack 

Session 4 

(16:10-16:55, 17:05-17:50) 
Haifeng Haifeng    

 

 In Jiangnan University, each session was 100 minutes long with ten minutes break every 

45 minutes.  Both Haifeng and Laura taught Advanced English twice a week.  Lily taught 

translation to junior students (whose program was translation) once a week.  Jack taught 

Integrated English (basic level) to freshman three times a week.  My classroom observation 

began on May 2
nd

 (beginning of the 12
th

 week) and ended on June 5
th

 (17
th

 week) according to 

Jiangnan University academic calendar.  Exempt from Chinese Labor Day break on May 1
st
 and 

Chinese Dragon Festival break on May 29 and May 30, I observed Haifeng’s class nine times, 

Laura’s class eight times, Jack’s class 14 times, and Lily’s class four times. In total, there were 

35 classroom observations.  

Documents  

 Documents are a kind of data created before the research.  In other word, documents are 

not produced for the research purpose (Merriam, 1998).  However, documents can record things 

that cannot be observed (Patton, 2002).  Furthermore, documents can also yield knowledge and 

new insights into the research questions.  Due to these strengths, documents can provide 

supportive material for the observation and the interview-based findings.  
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In the current study, documents referred to the written materials relevant to the study at 

hand; to be exact, documents included participants’ teaching syllabus, curriculum, PowerPoint 

slides, and any handouts distributed in their classes.  These documents existed before I 

interviewed my participants and observed their classes.  That is to say, these documents were not 

created by me intentionally for the current study.  These documents were used to furnish 

participants’ descriptions of their application of what they learnt in their own classroom, 

facilitate better understanding of their classroom instructions, and keep track of their change and 

development.  A brief summary of the data collection methods is provided in Table 6.  

Table 6 

Summary of the Data Collection Methods 

 
Data Collection Methods Notes 

Pre-Study Meeting 
To meet the participants, go through and distribute consent form, and 

schedule interviews and classroom observations 

Interviews  60-90 minute session for each participant 

Classroom Observations 
To observe participants’ instructional management, pedagogy, and 

activities (100 minutes session for each participant) 

Documents To get complementary information to interviews and observations 

 

Data Analysis  

 After data collection, it is time to analyze data, a process to transform data into findings. 

Data analysis involved organizing what the researcher had seen, heard, read and gained analytic 

insight into the dimensions and dynamics of the phenomenon (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Glesne, 

2010).  Data analysis is not a simple and straightforward process; it is a recursive and ongoing 

process of sorting and defining (Glesne, 2010).  Data analysis was never complete until I 

finished writing.  Through constantly clarifying, categorizing, and comparing data, I aimed to 

examine interrelationships among data. My goal was to remain sensitive and open to new 

questions and possibilities.  
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Actually, my primary data analysis synchronized with data collection (Glesne, 2010; 

Merriam, 1998).  For instance, I took notes during classroom observations and wrote down 

analytic memos in order to develop my emerging thoughts (Glesne, 2010).  Synchronized with 

raw data collection, I stored collected data from interviews, classroom observations, and teaching 

documents in different folders in my personal computer with password access.  The next stage of 

analysis was the coding process.  Data from interviews, classroom observations, and teaching 

documents were coded respectively.  Narrative analysis was used as an analytic strategy in 

coding interviews out of two reasons.  Narrative interviews required to use narrative analysis 

(Flick, 2009), and also participants’ subjective experiences and meaning required to use narrative 

analysis (Burck, 2005).  Narrative analysis is an analytic strategy that focuses on how individuals 

present themselves and views self-narrations both as constructions and claims of identity (Linde, 

1993).  As Schutze (1983) argued, the purpose of narrative analysis is to reconstruct the 

interrelations of factual processual courses (as cited in Flick, 2009).  Inductive skill was used in 

my coding process of classroom observation and teaching documents.  I read through these data 

and my analytic memos multiple times to elicit concepts related to research questions.  The third 

stage was organization of data including comparison, categorization, and integration.  The 

comparison process was bi-folded.  I compared data of each participant collected through 

interviews, classroom observations, and teaching documents.  Also I compared between 

participants.  After comparison, I identified connections and categorized data based on themes 

those were ready for future synthesis and interpretation.  Finally, these data were sorted by 

research questions, through which I interpreted the dynamics of participants’ experiences, 

classroom activities, and teaching documents to explore relations between their experiences with 

context and to investigate their identities.  
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Triangulation  

With the constructivism perspective, reality is not “an objective entity”, rather there are 

“multiple interpretations of reality” (Merriam, 1998, p. 22). In order to reduce misinterpretation 

of these multiple socially constructed reality, triangulation-the use of multiple methods-was 

adopted to achieve validity of qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Stake, 1998). 

Triangulation can guarantee that the phenomenon in question can be viewed and explored from 

multiple perspectives (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Stake, 1998), and triangulation can secure an in-

depth understanding of the phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  Just as Flick (2009) argued, 

triangulation can add rigor, breadth, complexity, richness, and depth to the qualitative inquiry.  

Being aligned with Stake and Merriam’s definition of case and case study, my definition 

of triangulation was also following theirs in terms of data collection.  In the current study, I 

gathered data from face-to-face interviews with Chinese college EFL teachers, classroom 

observation, and reading through their teaching documents.  All of these types of data can 

complement each other to help me know more about the interactions between Chinese college 

EFL teachers and the contexts.  In addition, these data were also attributed to better 

understanding of Chinese college EFL teachers’ identity formation. Finally, they played a pivotal 

role in facilitating the validity and trustworthiness of the study.  

Trustworthiness  

Koro-Ljungberg (2010) argued that in qualitative studies researchers were responsible for 

not only presenting trustworthy outcomes, but also detailing the procedure by which researchers 

achieved their conclusions.  Trustworthiness should be constantly attained through every stage of 

qualitative research.  Trustworthiness of qualitative research can be achieved by some validation 

strategies including triangulation, transparency, member checks, intense exposure to the 
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phenomenon, reflections, maintenance of field notes, and peer examination of the data. (Baxter 

& Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Merriam, 1998).  In this study, 

trustworthiness was achieved through transparency, intense exposure, triangulation, and member 

checks.  At the beginning of this study, my purpose of study, assumptions, and theoretical 

framework were clearly written.  Before data collection, I also introduced my study to my 

participants to tell them what I wanted to do.  In writing, I made transparent how I proceeded and 

how I arrived at findings and conclusions.  For intense exposure, all participants were my former 

colleagues; we worked together for three years and established a rapport with each other.  The 

good relationship between us made sure that they were willing to share their stories with me.  For 

triangulation, I employed interviews, observations, and documents to gather data about the 

influence of study-abroad experience on Chinese EFL teachers’ identity formation from multiple 

perspectives in order to get rigorous and in-depth data.  Furthermore, the collection and 

comparison of these data can complement and confirm my findings (Baxter & Jack, 2008).  

Finally, my participants were encouraged to member check interview transcription to achieve 

accuracy and completeness.  In addition, I also shared my interpretations of their interviews with 

them to further invite clarification.  They also had opportunities to add new perspectives on how 

the study-abroad experience impacted their identity reconstruction.  

Transcription and Translation 

Due to the nature of study-abroad experience of Chinese college EFL teachers, two 

languages (Chinese and English) and two cultures (Chinese culture and American culture) were 

involved in the current study.  Translation was employed during data collection.  The data 

collection methods that I used in this study included interview, classroom observation, and 

document analysis.  The interview questions were primarily written in English because these 
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questions were designed and modified based on other scholars’ well-tested questions to achieve 

validity.  However, sometimes, I needed to explain or translate some terms that my participants 

were not very familiar with so that they could answer the question and to avoid ambiguity.  

Participants were also allowed to use Chinese to answer interview questions because, based on 

my previous research experience, using the mother language was the most powerful way to 

explicitly and truly express one’s beliefs, conceptualizations, and perceptions.  Therefore, my 

participants used Chinese during interviews if they wanted to, although all of them were 

competent English users.  Many scholars (Larkin, de Casterlé, & Schotsmans, 2007; Temple & 

Young, 2004) have argued that translation has impacted study findings to some extent via adding 

complexity in the interpretation.  Larkin et. al (2007) revealed that the translator had the potential 

to influence research when he/she conveyed meaning from a language and culture that might be 

unknown to the researcher.  In order to reduce the influence of translation, some techniques were 

utilized.  I transcribed the interviews first.  Then I, a native Chinese speaker who is competent in 

Chinese and Chinese culture, translated transcriptions into English.  To make the translation 

more aligned with the transcription in meaning, I invited another expert who was also competent 

in Chinese and English to review my translation. After that, both of transcription and translation 

were returned to participants for member checking to achieve accuracy and trustworthiness.  In 

addition, modifications were made upon participants’ clarifications.  For document analysis, all 

curricula and teaching syllabi were written in English.  And the primary instructional language 

was English in the classroom, so no translation was needed for classroom observation and 

document analysis.  
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Summary 

This chapter began with the researcher’s understanding of qualitative research, especially 

case study.  With the consideration of boundaries, the case in the current study was bounded to 

focus on four Chinese college EFL teachers during a three-month study-abroad experience.  The 

research sites and participants were delineated.  Data collection methods including interviews, 

classroom observation, and document analysis were introduced.  Discussion also included data 

analysis procedures.  Together with the first two chapters, this chapter paved the way for the 

following chapters of data analysis and findings.  
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CHAPTER IV: 

DATA ANALYSES AND RESULTS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore how a study-abroad program impacts a group of 

in-service Chinese college English teachers’ identities through a qualitative approach of multi-

case study.  With this purpose, I invited four teachers from Jiangnan University with study-

abroad experience to share their stories.  These participants were different from each other in 

terms of years of teaching, gender, educational background, years to participate into the study-

abroad program, and courses they taught when the study took place.  

Data sources came from two semi-structured interviews for each participant, six-weeks of 

classroom observations, documents collected during classroom observations, researcher’s notes, 

and questions that emerged as a result of observations.  After data collection, I coded and 

analyzed the interview transcriptions for themes, and compared and synthesized findings from 

interview transcriptions with findings from classroom observation and document analysis.  

Finally, I wrote narrative stories to reveal the participants’ voices.  I positioned myself as a 

Chinese college English teacher with study-abroad experiences.  With this position, I had 

empathy with my participants.  With shared cultural background and study-abroad experiences, 

they would like to tell their stories.  I also put myself in the position of a researcher of identity 

that helped me connect language, culture, and identity.  In addition, I was sensitive to linguistic 

and cultural differences during data collection.    
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The following research questions guided the researcher’s investigation of study-abroad 

experiences’ influence on Chinese college English teachers’ identity: 

1. In what ways do study-abroad experiences influence Chinese college English 

teachers’ understanding and teaching of American culture? 

2. In what ways do study-abroad experiences impact Chinese college English 

teachers’ pedagogical practice? 

This chapter presents the results in five main categories.  It begins with presenting the 

participants’ understandings of American culture including culture shock, the importance of 

culture in English learning, and a profound understanding of American culture.  Then, the 

chapter categorizes changes in teaching American culture after participation in the study-abroad 

program into cultivation cultural sense and its role in text selection, teaching with comparison 

between Chinese culture and American culture, and sharing experiences with students as live 

examples.  Next, the chapter lists what participants integrate into their own classrooms with 

regard to classroom activities, teaching methods, assessment, and classroom management.  This 

chapter also introduces obstacles during integration and finds out reasons for encountering these 

obstacles. Finally, it generally reveals how participants implement what they learn in their daily 

teaching.  

The layout for each theme will include presentation of analysis of interview transcriptions 

followed by the findings from classroom observation and documents. Next, both sets of findings 

are merged to identify similarities and discrepancies among participants.  

Findings for Research Question 1 

In what ways do study-abroad experiences influence Chinese university English teachers’ 

understanding and teaching of American culture? 



 

66 

 

Profound Understanding of American Culture 

 All participants agreed that the study-abroad experience provided a valuable opportunity 

for them to immerse in the American culture.  They experienced every aspect of American life 

and gained a more complete comprehension of American culture than before. Their increased 

comprehension of American culture was revealed in the following aspects.  

Culture shock.  These participants had years of learning and teaching English and they 

were constantly conscious of American culture in their daily life because of their careers. 

Compared with other Chinese people, they knew more about American culture and they 

understood it better.  Their English proficiency and competency were considered high.  And yet, 

when they came to the U.S., they still had severe culture shock.  This culture shock made them 

embarrassed, nervous, and even worried.  For instance, Lily described her experience of order.   

然后让我记忆最深刻的，也是最 embarrassing的东西是我和杨老师去点菜他们食堂

里面，竟然学了这么多年英语，点都不太能点，他说这么长的面包，他们叫 foot 

long, 然后我们两个人想点这么短的，然后我们就说了 half foot long, 其实是 six 

inches。Six inches这个词我都知道，但是我就是不知道他们在这个上面就是用 six 

inches。所以会觉得我学了这么多年英语我连这个都不会点, 真的让人很受挫。 

 

(Translation) 

What impressed me most was an embarrassing experience of ordering in a cafeteria.  

They sold foot long sandwich, but we didn’t want that much, we just needed half.  So we 

said “half foot long.”  Actually it should be six inches sub.  I knew these words (six 

inches), but I didn’t know these words can be used in this way to order.  With many years 

of learning and teaching English, I even can’t choose the appropriate word to order.  It 

made me baffled.  

 

With a perception of language teacher, Lily encountered her Waterloo in ordering.  Two 

reasons could be used to explain her failure in ordering.  On one hand, due to different units of 

length between Chinese culture and American culture, Lily felt difficult to convert between inch 

and foot.  On the other hand, Lily’s years of English learning focused on linguistic competence 

rather than sociolinguistic competence.  That was why Lily knew exactly meaning of words, but 
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could not appropriately use them in context.  Lily’s embarrassment in ordering was not a typical 

experience.  In her first interview, she also mentioned her unease in online shopping and rounds 

of calling the post office to pick up mail.  Lily pointed out that her failures in finishing these 

basic life tasks that can be done well by an American made her feel unbalanced.  She felt that she 

was not only a language learner but also a cultural learner.  

However, the culture shock also positively performed as a motivation for these 

participants to experience and learn more.  Lily mentioned that after realizing her incompetency 

in daily life, she practiced and learned more.  She actively booked train tickets and air tickets 

online for other colleagues when they travelled in the U.S.  These volunteered and successful 

attempts made her proud and fulfilled.  She also talked with sailors, listened to their stories in her 

travel, and considered these conversations as a way to learn culture.  

Important role of culture.  As English teachers, all participants realized the important 

role of culture in foreign language learning before they went abroad, but the study-abroad 

experiences enhanced their understanding of the following aspects.  

 Appropriate choice of words.  Lily taught translation to junior college students, and her 

class was full of translation practice both from Chinese to English and from English to Chinese. 

During translation, students had difficulty in selecting the most appropriate word to express the 

meaning.  Lily told them how to choose words based on being aware of differences between 

Chinese and English.  

比如说十大区别里面有一个动态和静态的。比如说我们看到一个句子说一看到那棵

大树我就想起了我的童年，那中国人的话我们是好像语法没那么严谨，就是你说我

懂就行了。然后也比较偏动态，这样说起来也比较朗朗上口。比方说我们说一看到

那颗大树，我就想起了我的童年，可以是两句话。而英文的话喜欢 that big tree 

reminds me of my childhood, 而这个还是第一层次的，第二层次的是 the sight of the 

big tree reminds me of my childhood. 我觉得这个 sight给人感觉就很好，而且整个句

子就是一句话，不像中文你就是 word for word translation 那就要有从句了。 
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(Translation) 

One of the ten differences between Chinese and English is dynamic language versus 

static language.  For instance, 一看到那棵大树, 我就想起了我的童年。The Chinese 

expression, which is composed of two clauses, is more dynamic to achieve rhythm and 

fluency.  The Chinese character 看 emphasizes the behavior of seeing, while the English 

expression is like that that big tree reminds me of my childhood.  A better expression is 

that the sight of the big tree reminds me of my childhood.  The English word sight 

emphasizes the result of seeing rather than behavior itself.  This one-sentence expression 

is more static.  I think the word sight is a good choice.  If we translate the Chinese 

sentence into English word by word, the translation should be like that as soon as I see 

the tree, I remember my childhood.  This translation is a sentence with two clauses, 

which goes against native speakers’ way of thinking and way of speaking.  

  

 In the first interview with Lily, she told me that there were lots of English words that 

even English teachers did not understand very well.  The only way to help teachers grasp these 

words was to live abroad for a period time to immerse themselves into the target culture.  The 

above example showed that, after studying abroad, Lily was more conscious about language 

differences and able to guide students to use idiomatic English.  

Understand English words better.  Jack stated that the study-abroad experience provided 

an opportunity for him to “learn the real and local culture and language in a real situation”.  He 

gave two examples to illustrate how to better understand the cultural meaning of a word.  One is 

the word handsome.  

For example, when I was in America, I knew some culture sense such as when you 

describe a man as handsome, it is ridiculous, it will show your sexual orientation, right? 

So that is what I learned from a real culture. 

 

Another example is words plate and tray.  

For example, before I went abroad for study, I usually make some mistakes for some 

words or some concepts.  For example, we had the plate and tray, so in Chinese, the plate 

and tray can be translated as 盘子, the same thing.  But in foreigners’ eyes, the two 

objects are quite different from each other.  So when I teach students plate and tray, I 

need to know or understand what it really refers to.  So this is what I have learned from 

the abroad.  I really notice their difference. 
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The above two examples illustrated cultural sense within language.  Just as Jack’s 

experience, without immersion in American culture, it was easy to misunderstand and misuse 

these words.  If we were unaware of the cultural sense of the word handsome, we may use it 

inappropriately in some situations, and may offend others.  The second example showed that due 

to different catering cultures, plate and tray, two kitchen wares, referred to the same thing in 

Chinese.  Jack revealed that without immersion into American culture during study-abroad, he 

knew nothing about this cultural diversity.  As a teacher, Jack had the responsibility to be 

sensitive to these differences and taught them to his students.   

High language competency.  Traditionally, Chinese English students’ language 

proficiency and competence mainly depended on their pure linguistic competence that were 

knowledge of pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar.  Lily heard a foreign teacher’s praise of 

a Chinese ESL student’s amazing English proficiency.  The most important reason for the 

foreign teacher’s evaluation was that this student knew everything behind the words.  Put another 

way, the student’s communicative competence was excellent.  The foreign teacher’s evaluation 

of a student’s English competency deepened Lily’s perception of the role of culture that cultural 

competence was associated with language proficiency. 

Profound understanding of American culture.  In interviews, participants unveiled 

their perceptions of culture.  For instance, both Lily and Jack mentioned that culture was 

comparatively fixed and was passed down from generation to generation.  Laura pointed out that 

culture was multi-faceted including tradition, customs, history, life style, and way of thinking, 

etc.  Haifeng specifically connected culture with language in that culture was embedded in 

language.  Although these participants had general idea of culture, their perceptions were very 

vague and general.  All participants articulated that they really understood American culture 
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when they studied abroad to really experienced it.  Put another way, the study-abroad 

experiences solidified their understanding of culture from obscure to clear, from second-hand to 

first-hand, and from general to specific.  

From obscure to clear.  As mentioned above, these participants were experienced college 

English teachers in China, so they were already equipped with some knowledge of American 

culture such as holidays, historical events, politics, and etc., but they had a very vague idea of 

these concepts.  Sometimes, they would feel puzzled and confused.  Haifeng illustrated her 

understanding of religion in her first interview.  

我觉得为什么它(宗教)又在文学里面，那些报刊，因为我们课文都是来源于报刊，

为什么又有那么多的东西，那么多文化的 loaded, culture-loaded的东西？甚至我还

请教过一些外教, 在我们国内的，他们那些到我们这边来的外教，我问他们…他们

根本不把 religion 当回事，所以我就 confused。我后来到美国才知道，我到教堂去，

恐怕是因为我们到的是南方，他们要比我想象的 more religious，就是对宗教更加

重视一点。 

 

(Translation) 

All of our texts are from newspaper or literature.  I am wondering why religion takes a 

large part in literature and why there are lots of cultural loaded texts.  I ask several 

foreign teachers in our university about their attitudes towards religion.  But I find that 

some of them do not care about religion.  I feel confused.  When I went to the U.S., I went 

to churches and discovered that southerners were more religious that I expected.  They 

paid more attention to religion. 

  

Haifeng said that when she taught in China she felt puzzled by different views towards 

religion in American life.  The ambiguous perception of religion impeded her teaching.  During 

her stay in the U.S., she went to the church to see Americans’ actual attitudes towards their 

religion.  This experience made her perception of religion clear.  

Similarly, Jack shared his experience of visiting the doctor in the U.S.  He told me that 

before he went to the U.S., he thought it was very costly for the Americans to spend lots of time 

and money on physical exercises.  However, during his three-month stay abroad, he did not feel 
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very well and went to the hospital four times (three times for emergency and one time with an 

appointment made two weeks in advance).   Compared with the American expensive emergency 

fee and long-time appointment made in advance, in China, patients can be dropped off at the 

hospital and be treated by the doctor within the same day.  In addition, the emergency fee in 

China was not as high or unaffordable for most people. With the unhappy experience in the 

hospital, Jack totally understood the importance of being healthy in American culture.   

Lily also stated that during her stay in the U.S. she was more clear about some ambiguous 

cultural points in American culture.  She further explained that the fresh experience made her 

reflect on specific events, and this kind of reflection helped her remember longer.  In the same 

way, Laura articulated that the longer she stayed in the U.S., the more she experienced, and the 

better she understood about American culture.  

From second-hand to first-hand.  In her interview, Laura said “all of what we learned 

about American culture as a student was from books.  Before we went to the U.S., we taught 

students with what we learned and found from books or Internet”.  Haifeng also spoke of her 

way to teach culture before study-abroad was that first she googled information from the Internet 

or read from reference books, and then she taught students what she found without comments or 

discussion.  Laura’s and Haifeng’s statements explained how they learned culture and how they 

taught culture to students.  

With regard to the way they learned culture in the past, both Laura and Haifeng learned 

from second-hand resources.  During their stay in the U.S., all participants learned by 

experiencing because they delved into American culture day by day.  Jack commented about his 

learning of culture as follows:  
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When we learn American culture in America, because we can have very direct way to 

touch it.  So it impresses me a lot, not only just watch some movies, or listen some news 

we have our own eyes to see, to feel, that is direct impact. 

 

In terms of getting in touch with American culture while studying abroad, Laura 

described in a more detailed way.  

课外活动有这样几种，一个是这个老师带我们去看了一场棒球赛，因为就是说我们

以前在讲课的时候都是去网上去查阅资料然后给大家讲一下，其实真正是没有看过

这个棒球比赛的，没有现场去。所以这次是一次经历，就是说带我们去棒球比赛观

看了一下，就包括他们比赛前的暖场啊，比赛中的一种观众的反映啊，等等的一

些…还有就是去美国的电影院，实际是观看了一场电影。当然我们在中国有很多这

样的电影院，我们也去过，但是我们没有体验过美国的电影院到底是什么样子的…

还有就是比如说当时的这种 local food, 对于当地的这种饮食，就是 Burger King啊

或者什么就是当时他还有一种叫鸡肉店。 

 

(Translation) 

Our extracurricular activities are as follows: our instructor took us to see a real baseball 

game.  In China, we taught students baseball using online information without real 

experience.  But this time, we saw the baseball game including warming up show by 

cheerleaders, audience’s zest, and things like that.  We also watched a movie in 

American theatre.  Of course, we watched movies in China but we never had the 

experience of what American theaters look like.  And we tried American local food such 

as Burger King and a local chicken store.  

 

 Laura described how their instructor introduced American culture to them not only by in 

class seminar but also by after class experience.  These experiences were vivid, fresh, and first-

hand.  When Laura reminded what they did in her first study-abroad program in 2008, she said 

that they stayed in a school for two weeks and travelled around in the U.S. in the last week.  

They went to New York, Washington D.C., Philadelphia, Los Angeles, etc.  Laura called the last 

week as a cultural week because they saw, felt, and tasted the American culture by themselves.  

 With regard to the way they taught culture, no matter how much information teachers can 

find, students were taught in a vacuum; what they learned was detached from the reality.  It was 

very hard for students to connect this abstract knowledge with concrete objects or experiences, 
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so students achieved less than expected in American culture.  In addition, it is difficult to trigger 

students’ inner interest towards American culture.  On the contrary, if teachers can share their 

real feelings and experiences, provide more details, and even reflect on their experiences, the 

abstract idea will become more vivid and concrete and easier to comprehend. Moreover, what 

students learned from textbook was often outdated.  For instance, the textbook used in Jack’s 

Integrated Course (Basic Level) was An Integrated English Course, which was first published in 

2004.  It stated in the preface that most of articles in the textbook were chosen from magazines, 

textbooks, and newspapers of English countries published since the 1970s.  Teachers’ lived 

experiences were just complementary to the textbook.  

From general to specific.  As mentioned above, most participants’ knowledge of 

American culture came from books, newspapers, and the Internet.  Usually, social media 

provided general information, which showed commonality of Americans or the core of American 

culture.  However, American culture is diversified.  For instance, not all Americans followed the 

same cultural rules or have the same life style.  

Laura gave an example of American table manners.  She originally was taught that 

American held the knife in their left hands and the fork in their right hand.  However, when she 

studied abroad, she saw several Americans just did the opposite.  Laura told me that her 

observation of diversified cultural phenomenon acted as a database, which will help her 

introduce more realistic notions of American culture to her students.  

More Effective Teaching of American Culture 

 With profound understanding of American culture, participants began to teach American 

culture in a different way.  First of all, they cultivated a cultural sense while abroad and brought 

this back to China to aid them in selecting teaching material.  Next, with the new cultural sense, 
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they taught American culture to their students by using of real examples and with comparisons to 

Chinese culture.  Therefore, their students also cultivated a sensitive idea of culture.  

 Cultural awareness in text selection.  Both Jack and Haifeng referred to cultural sense 

in their interviews.  They mentioned that after study-abroad they became more conscious of 

culture.  In addition, Jack even considered a sensitive sense of culture as a difference between his 

colleagues without study-abroad experience and him.  Moreover, they made use of this keen 

sense of culture in choosing what to teach to students.  For instance, Jack stated how he 

cultivated a cultural sense in the U.S. and how he integrated the cultural sense in his classroom.  

Actually the 3 month period study gives me some sense of American culture, not whole, I 

think we can import the sense of culture to student with our text, or according to specific 

text we teach…When I prepared my class, I will try my best to mix some culture sense 

some culture background with a class or with what time going to offer to my students, 

sometime, I teach basic English, which is related to students English intensive reading, 

and the reading materials are quite complex, various in topic, that's why we have 

different perspective to put or to mix our cultural background into class. 

 

Actually there are nine units (out of 12 units) we have been teaching in this semester. 

Actually when we select these topics, we consider several factors. The first factor is about 

the topic. I mean the topic which is closely related to the daily life for the students. And 

the second factor is some topics related to the culture, culture is always a hot topic for 

teaching.  And the third factor which decides units we are going to teach is about I mean 

some strange topics, which is not quite frequently met by the students. So we select three 

different kinds of topics. 

 

Jack clearly stated that when he taught he always kept the cultural sense in mind and he 

hoped that sharp cultural sense can facilitate student’s English learning.  One of Jack’s classroom 

activities was Chinese idiom storytelling and that was a proof of Jack’s sense of culture. Chinese 

idiom storytelling (in English) was conducted at the first 20 minutes on his Tuesdays and Fridays 

classes.  The student presenter first picked out new words in the story and taught other students 

the pronunciation.  Second, the presenter read the story in English aloud.  Next, the presenter 

asked other students to guess the meaning of the idiom within context.  Finally, all students tried 
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to translate the Chinese idiom into English.  Jack pointed out that by doing this, students learned 

Chinese culture on one hand, and on the other hand students sharpened their English linguistic 

skills and ability of translation, because translation was a high requirement of students’ linguistic 

skills and culture awareness.  Besides Chinese idiom storytelling, he also gave students a short 

Chinese essay to translate once a week.  These essays covered varied topics related to students’ 

daily life such as study, reading, and life.  Both of these tasks were loaded with Chinese culture.  

Jack explained the reason for doing was to help students cultivate a keen sense of different 

cultures, which echoed what he shared with me in interviews.   

Teach with comparison.  Another interesting impact of study-abroad programs on 

participants’ teaching American culture was that they compared American culture with other 

cultures to achieve students’ better comprehension of American culture.  Without a doubt, 

Chinese culture figured largely in their classes.  In the interview with Laura, she highly valued 

the importance of Chinese and Chinese culture in English study.  

当然我们说学习的是外语，里面的文化也很重要也会介绍。但是中文我们也不忽视。

因为首先一个中国人他的中国文化跟国外有一个对比的，就说我们在学习的时候可

以做一个对比。他其实是一个不同的价值观，文化都不一样。所以从我们中国人的

一个传统来理解的话，美国人是什么样的，他们的文化是什么样的，所以在整个的

一个教学过程当中我们的中国文化教学是没有放松的。一个是作为对比，另外一个

帮助学生理解。首先他肯定是作为一个人，他要在世界活着的时候，他对这个世界

是怎么理解的，他的世界观价值观。 

             

(Translation) 

As English learners, we learn English together with its culture.  However, we shouldn’t 

neglect our Chinese culture.  As a Chinese, we can compare Chinese culture with English 

culture, actually it is a comparison of different cultures and different worldviews.  We 

can see what Americans look like and what American culture looks like based on our 

Chinese traditions and customs.  Consequentially, Chinese culture is still an essential 

part in my teaching for students’ better understanding of American culture.  I believe that 

as a human being, everyone needs to find his/her own way to know the world.  It’s his/her 

worldview and personal value.  
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Laura’s attitudes towards Chinese culture were also reflected through her teaching 

syllabus.  In her syllabus, she clearly stated that one important purpose of the course was to 

cultivate students’ sensitivity to cultural differences.  In addition, the teaching focus was not only 

on the explanation of difficult words and sentence structures, but also the comparison of Chinese 

and English to guide students to pay attention to language and culture differences.  

Haifeng also compared American culture with Chinese culture in her daily teaching.  For 

instance, in the text Love is a Fallacy by Max Shulman, there were eight logic fallacies 

introduced in the text that were very isolated from Chinese students’ daily life and too difficult to 

understand.  Haifeng compared one of the logic fallacies with Chinese superstition.  The 

sentence in the text used to state: “Let’s not take Bill on our picnic.  Every time we take him out 

with us.  It rains.”  Haifeng pointed out the nature was to blame Bill for the rain.  Actually there 

was no cause-effect relation between Bill’s attendance and rain.  Then Haifeng provided students 

with a real-world example in Chinese culture that Chinese people believed that people can wear 

something red to avoid evil.  In the same way, cloth color had nothing to do with neither 

appearance nor absence of evil.  Another example of culture comparison came when Haifeng 

explained the phrase “dumb as an ox”.  She explained to students that the phrase was a 

colloquium of stupid and unintelligent.  Then she compared different figurative meanings of ox 

in Chinese culture and American culture.  In American culture, ox indicates someone who is 

physically strong but stupid in mind.  It obviously conveys a negative meaning.  On the contrary, 

in Chinese culture ox positively stands for faithfulness.  Haifeng expanded the knowledge of 

different figurative meanings to teach students that foreigners and Chinese also differed in 

exploring various images to express the same meaning.  To express starving to death, Americans 

say, “I can eat a horse”, while Chinese preferred to say “我能吞掉一头牛” (I can eat an ox).  
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Haifeng further explained reasons why 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.   

Sharing experiences as live examples.  The most obvious impact of study-abroad 

experience on participants’ teaching American culture was that they began to integrate their life 

experience as extra teaching material into their daily teaching in order to teach effectively.  In 

interviews, all participants agreed that, by sharing their study-abroad stories, they successfully 

attracted students’ attention and interest, illustrated boring and abstract knowledge vividly, and 

deepened students’ understanding of American culture.  

When I asked Jack how he taught American culture in his class after study-abroad, he 

answered, 

In my class I would use pictures, especially some pictures from American or west 

society, I think this will help students to have direct outlook for the culture and some 

interviews by video, from the conversation students will have vivid understanding about 

the culture differences.  

 

Jack’s answer was confirmed by my classroom observation. In the first week of his 

classroom observation, Jack began to teach a new unit Global Warming, which was a scientific 

text which was hard to understand and a little boring for students to read.  When Jack explained 

the sentence “Carbon dioxide is generated as a by-product of the combustion of fossil fuels or 

vegetable matter, among other chemical processes. Besides, carbon dioxide is output by 

volcanoes and other geothermal processes such as hot springs”, he showed the picture of hot 

springs which he took at Yellow Stone National Park.  He also showed a short video of a live 

eruption of the Old Faithful Geyser.  The pictures and videos gave students a direct impression 

and better illustration of scientific terms such as geothermal processes.   
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Another example is connected with the sentence “In the US, this could potentially cripple 

the North American Corn Belt, which produces much of the world's grain, leading to much 

higher food prices, and even less food for the Third World than they already have”.  This 

sentence revealed the pivotal role of corn in American life and its significance to the food 

production around the world.  Chinese students had vague ideas to connect corn with Americans’ 

daily life because in China wheat and rice were dominant food in the long history.  Different 

agriculture systems impeded Chinese students to comprehend the cultural background of the 

simple word “corn”.  Just as Brown (2007) argued, human beings preferred to perceive the world 

within the context of their own culture and believed that only reality within their culture was 

correct.  In order to facilitate his students’ comprehension of corn culture, Jack shared pictures, 

videos, and stories of the 50
th

 anniversary Eden Corn Festival in the town he stayed while 

abroad.  Pictures and videos showed that local residents decorated their cars and trucks with 

corns to take part in the parade, they elected a corn queen, they ate all kinds of snacks made of 

corns, and they played kinds of games.  It was a hilarious party for the whole community 

members.  Jack’s teaching with examples showed his comprehension of corn culture in the U.S.  

His comprehension was due to his situated learning which took place in the context of his 

participation in the local communities.  Put another way, his agency and intention contributed to 

meaning making.   When Jack came back, his experiences became knowledge, which was 

transited to his students.  It was observed that students quickly responded to Jack’s pictures and 

videos; they concentrated on what Jack talked about, and they learned without resistance. 

In sum, study-abroad experience facilitated these Chinese college English teachers to 

explore the real American culture by themselves or under the guide of their American 

instructors.  With fresh experience, these participants cultivated a wider and deeper insight in 
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American culture.  Profound perception of American culture brought a more detailed and 

dynamic cultural teaching.  Hence, together with these participants, their students also benefited 

from teachers’ study-abroad experiences with more vivid, comprehensive, and unambiguous 

cultural explanation.  

Findings for Research Question 2 

In what ways do study-abroad experiences impact Chinese university English teachers’ 

pedagogical practice?   

In this section, first, I list what participants learned from study-abroad experience and 

integrated into their own classroom teaching, then I reveal obstacles they came across during 

integration and reasons for obstacles.  Finally, I present how they integrated the information.  

Implementation of What They Learn 

 From participants’ interviews and my classroom observations, I find that participants 

learned every aspect of teaching including classroom activities, teaching methods, classroom 

management, and assessment.  

 Task-based project.  Laura stated that she learned how to guide students to conduct a 

project from study abroad. 

有一节课是两个老师一起来做 lecture 的，那么他们两个当时介绍了他们两个正在

进行的教学模式，有点像 project，就是这种项目式的，那么对于当地的…像是让

学生去做环境方面的调查，然后老师给予一定的指导，学生回来比如说写一个

report, 做 presentation哪，那他的这种教学方式我当时感到非常的新颖。首先我们

在国内这方面是搞得比较少的，尤其是我们是语言教师，就感觉好像做这个

project不知道怎么去做，然后这个没有任何的 idea当时，就是这样的一种感受。 

 

(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 
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projects in class. Especially language teachers like us, we had no idea about how to 

conduct a project in class.  

  

Laura was inspired by foreign teachers and had insight into how to conduct projects.  She 

began to design projects for students in her daily teaching.  In my first observation of Laura’s 

class, her students presented their project based on the text Loving and Hating New York.  This 

text was written by Thomas Griffith with a description of a complex feeling of New York.  The 

author, a local New Yorker, introduced the landmarks in New York and listed reasons of likes 

and dislikes.  Laura required students to work in groups and made a tourist pamphlet of a city 

and assigned each group five minutes to present their work.  In their presentation, students 

introduced tourist scenes in the city, listed travel schedule, and compared travel fees and quality 

of accommodation with other imagined travel agencies.  During my six-week classroom 

observation, Laura also had other projects for students to conduct such as an interviews with 

teachers with abroad experience, a book report after reading Macbeth, and a novel reading. 

These projects enriched Laura’s class.  

 Creation of authentic environment.  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.  

就是说比如说教给学生 go shopping 去购物，然后这个老师，当时我们很惊讶的是，

他带了一个特别大的箱子来，然后他就在我们上课的教室里面布置出一个像小市场

一样的，他就是在衣架上挂了很多衣服，在桌子上摆了很多首饰，鞋子啊各种商品，

然后让我们来担当不同的角色，比如说有的当 saleswoman, 有的就是做顾客，整个

这个过程当中他用这个方法首先它是一种模拟，就是模拟真实的场景。 
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(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.  

 

就是说这个是一个非常真实的场景，过去我们在教学过程中也会设置情景，但就是

口头表达一下，假设你在市场里会怎么做。这个就是给我们一种真实感，比如说学

生（这个做顾客的老师）他也会说真的拿起这个鞋子或是首饰啊带一带，穿一穿，

他也有一种真实的感觉，真的在市场里面要买东西的感觉。 

 

(Translation) 

This is a real situation. In the past, we also designed some situations for students in our 

teaching, but we just orally glossed it over. We just asked students to imagine how to 

shop according to our description of that situation. But in this teacher’s classroom, the 

student (the Chinese teacher considered herself as students during study abroad) also 

wore the shoes or jewelries, and pretended that they really wanted to purchase these stuff. 

In this way, the students had a real sense of shopping in supermarket.  

  

This observation deeply impressed Laura.  She realized that foreign language teachers 

can create a real situation by some items from daily life rather than by mere description of the 

context.  Laura began to design the real situation in her classroom after study-abroad.  

然后还有就是我也会设计一些活动，比如说让他们去体验一下什么是…比如说去看

一些 video啊，比如说做小活动的时候，让他们去体验比如美国人怎么去握手啊，

拥抱啊这些礼节，甚至我会带一些比如说刀叉啊让学生体验一下在吃西餐的时候刀

叉是怎么使用的，怎么摆放的，这个都是一种体验。 

 

 (Translation) 

I also designed some activities or showed some videos to help students experience…for 

instance, I will help them experience how Americans shake hands and hug with others. I 

also bring some forks and knives to class to help them experience how to use forks and 

knives and how to place them when eating western food. All of these is a kind of 

experience.  

 

Laura was inspired by real contexts created by her teacher when she studied abroad, and 

she brought this back to her own classroom to create a context close to typical American life for 

her students.  
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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.  

他这个考核方式我觉得就是有一种特别好的理念，他不是说你分数高你分数低，他

是说每个人都把这一阶段学习，用比较 creative way的方式展现出来，我觉得这个

特别好。尤其是他们进来，你就像一个展柜一样，把自己的成果告诉人家，就觉得

很 proud. 这个 portfolio很好…我觉得这种考核方式很好，尤其是相对那些比较灵

活自由的课，不需要一定说我一定要比个高低。其实你比个高低那个方法也不一定

科学，反而打击学生自信心。 

 

 (Translation) 

I 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.  

Participants also frequently referred to another way to evaluate students that was 

formative assessment.   Jack shared his comparison of formative assessment and summative 

assessment as follows: 

American teacher may pay more attentions to the process, how they judge student 

according to the teaching process, instead of you know, in China, the result, the final 

result will decide a good or bad student, or even the opportunity to win scholarship. 

While for American teacher, they will pay more attention to the whole process, what kind 

of progress they made step by step. 
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 In his interview, Jack pointed out the decisive role of a final score in China, while 

American teachers paid more attention to students’ progress.  Jack admitted that now he judged 

students according to their performances by different periods.  

 Similar to Jack, Laura also employed formative assessment in her class.  In an interview, 

Laura stated that final written test only accounted for 40% of the final grade. The other 60% 

came from students’ daily performance. During observation, I found that students’ 60% daily 

performance consisted of one book report (Macbeth), one novel report (self-selection), 

attendance, and classroom performance (including designing tourist pamphlet, words for TEM-8, 

pre-class presentation).  

 Peer work. Some participants admitted that they formerly treated students individually. 

That is to say, students did their own job and were isolated from their classmates without 

cooperation. After study-abroad, these participants learned how to group students and how to 

encourage them to collaborate in order to facilitate their own learning. The following paragraphs 

revealed Lily’s understanding of peer work.  

他们的写作就是他们自己相互之间改，起先我们觉得这种方式不是特别好，就是觉

得学生能改出东西吗？但是他们经过几轮修改后我们看到的那些 poems真的是非

常棒的。所以说我觉得学生跟学生之间的一个思维的碰撞也是非常非常好的。 

 

 (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 I 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, at the very beginning of each class, Lily had dictation and translation 
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exercises. For dictation, Lily read 20 English words and asked students to write down both 

English words and Chinese meanings. For translation exercises, Lily read three Chinese 

sentences and required students to write down English translations. After these two exercises, 

Lily collected all exercise books and distributed to students randomly. In this way, each student 

would see how their peer performed in the dictation and scored according to Lily’s benchmark. 

When I asked reasons for her integration of peer work, Lily answered that correcting others’ 

work was also a learning process for students, because they would realize the gap between 

classmates, and they should catch up with others.  

Laura also used peer assessment in her class but in a more systematical way. Close to the 

end of the semester, Laura evaluated students’ book reports. She distributed the analytic rating 

checklist (See Appendix D) to each student. The checklist showed that criteria for book report 

assessment including purpose, idea development, organization, sentences, wording, and 

correctness. Laura also provided detailed descriptions for each criterion. Students’ book reports 

were evaluated along the 5-point scale. A grade was assigned to each criterion, and the sum of 

the grades was the score of student’s book report. The grade was composed of self-assessment 

(30%), peer-assessment (30%), and teacher assessment (40%). Laura reviewed peer assessment 

from a teacher’s perspective. She believed that peer assessment would make the score more 

confidential and it also saved a lot of time and energy for teachers.  

 Giving students more time and more attention. Jacks listed classroom management as 

one of his biggest achievement during study-abroad.  

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 I saw students will express their ideas very freely and they can interrupt 

teacher at any time they want.  



 

85 

 

Jack’s interview revealed the truth that the size of language learning classrooms in China 

were too big. Usually in college and universities, the number of students in an English major 

class was over 30. The number of students in college English class (non-English majors) was 

even more, almost 60 students. On one hand, the length of class was fixed. Each class was only 

45 minutes long. On the other hand, teachers had to complete teaching tasks aiming at more than 

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.  

I 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 I back to China I will consciously observe some of students I think most of them 

are not very good at English learning, so after observation I 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. After each session, Jack would 

talk with students during breaks; he would ask whether students had questions or problems in 

terms of text understanding. In addition, Jack’s attention to students also expanded after class 

assignment. Jack required each speaker of Chinese idiom story to send his/her draft and slides to 

him. He would go through all materials and pointed out errors in spelling, sentence structure, and 

expression. Jack discovered that his suggestions were functional and students performed better in 

their final exam or in other different periods.  

In sum, participants to different extent benefited from their study-abroad experience. Just 

like sponges, they quickly absorbed knowledge, teaching pedagogies, classroom activities within 
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short period. They were curious about some concrete classroom activities, such as walking 

dictation, jigsaw, and book club. They were refreshed by 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. In next section, I worked to list several typical 

obstacles for example and analyzed reasons for these obstacles.  

Obstacles in Implementation 

Students’ stereotype of grammar-translation teaching method and challenge to task-

based teaching.  In China, English was an obligatory course for all students and played an 

essential role in entrance exams for higher degrees. As a result, most Chinese students learned 

English from their junior school and they had at least six years learning experience. With the 

importance of English in entrance exams, English teaching in junior schools and senior schools 

was test-oriented. Secondary English teachers taught students in traditional grammar-translation 

way, and gave students lots of exercises and quizzes. Under this situation, the only thing for 

students to do was passively accepted what teachers taught. Students were just like puppets on a 

string. Creative thinking and critical thinking were not necessary in traditional English 

classroom. Gradually students were accustomed to this kind of way of teaching. However, 

participants updated their teaching pedagogy abroad with task-based language teaching that put 

emphasis on meaningful communication in real life situations. Task-based teaching was more 

student-centered because it motivated students to actively explore the knowledge and engage in 

practicing extra-linguistic skills. Being passively taught to blindly accept with traditional 

grammar-translation method in pseudo-communicative environment, Chinese college students 
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showed their reluctance to the new task-based teaching method. Laura stated her problems in 

encouraging students to finish the task.  

我自己在尝试一些新的方式方法的时候，我这个方法开始的时候学生还是不太接受

的，主要的原因是学生从小到大都是一种灌输，老师的教学方法都是灌给他一些知

识，如果让他自己来做 presentation或是做一些 project的时候，他会感觉到有些为

难，因为他无所适从。比如说我有一次设计了一个项目就是让学生根据当时的课文

去把他画出来，这个是设计环境的一篇文章，让他用画笔去画出比方说中国的现状。

学生就感到很为难，首先他们自己觉得绘画的才能不是那么强，然后怎么去体现这

个主题，他们会觉得很难。 

  

(Translation) 

When I try to implement some new teaching methods in my class, students show their 

reluctance to accept the new teaching method. The main reason for their reluctance is 

that they are already accustomed to the traditional way by which they were taught 

English from their childhood. If I ask them to do some presentations or projects 

independently, they feel confused because they don’t know how to do those assignments. 

For instance, when I taught a text about current environmental situation in China, I 

designed a task to invite students to draw pictures to show present environmental 

condition. Students thought that this task was very challenging. On one hand, they didn’t 

think they were good at drawing. On the other hand, they didn’t know how to transform 

words into images to introduce and present the topic. They were puzzled.  

 

According to Laura’s description, She wanted to implement task-based teaching method 

in her classroom. Unfortunately, her students’ primary response to a novel teaching method, 

which required them to do much more than before, was refusal. Compared with simple and blind 

acceptance of what teachers taught with traditional teaching method, students needed to explore 

more and to solve problems independently. The most important thing was that students did not 

know how to complete the tasks; they needed more information and instruction from their 

teacher.  

Students’ various English levels. Another obstacle participants encountered was that 

students’ English proficiency and competency sharply differed from each other. Teachers hoped 

that every students can benefit from their class and no one lagged behind. However, introducing 

something new and challenging would pose a thorny pedagogical dilemma for teachers but also 
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be a huge burden for some low level students. Lily chose Report on the Work of Government 

(2016), a political genre, as the extra teaching material complementary to the textbook. 

Memorization of the report was also a way to evaluate students. Lily admitted that appropriate 

selection of extra teaching material was a headache for her.  

就是选材的方面，就是有的时候你定的那些目标，它不一定适合所有的学生。偶尔

有几个学生他效果不是特别好的时候，你是继续的“torture”他呢还是换一种方式呢？

我觉得这个是一直困扰我的问题…首先我觉得这个可能比较适合中上水平的学生，

政府工作报告背了以后，特别是比较顶上的学生，都会觉得非常受用。然后就是在

最，比较靠后的学生，他会觉得背了好久也背不出来…就是背出来他也看不到用处，

他比较受挫。 

  

(Translation) 

I feel difficulty in choosing teaching materials. Sometimes the goal you design is not 

suitable for all students. Sometimes if several students cannot achieve the goal, I don’t 

know whether to “torture” them (to push them to insist) or to set up another goal for 

them…I choose Report on the Work of Government (2016) for them to memorize. I think 

this is helpful for intermediate-advanced students. After memorization, the top students 

will benefit a lot. But for low level students, they take longer time to memorize the report 

with very poor results. What’s the worse, they cannot see the usefulness of memorization. 

The failure in memorization makes them disappointed.  

 

 Lily preferred to integrate formative assessment in her class. The course she taught was a 

module course indicating that it was only obligatory for students in translation programs. As a 

result, her evaluation criterion was more flexible compared with other obligatory courses for all 

students. At the very beginning of spring semester 2017, Lily informed her students that final 

grades would be based on memorization of report on classroom participation (30%) and final test 

(70%). Classroom participation was composed of attendance (10%), classroom performance 

(20%), and memorization of report on the work of government (70%). Among these, 

memorization of report on the work of government (bilingual) was checked weekly by the 

teacher. The teacher would choose three Chinese sentences from the report and asked students to 

write down these English versions. Some top students can make connection with the report and 
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what they have learned, so they enlarged their knowledge in vocabulary, sentence structure, way 

to express, and etc. On the contrary, some low level students thought that this task was beyond 

their capabilities. In addition, constant failure in every week greatly cracked their confidence and 

interest in English, also degraded themselves in final exams. 

Students’ heavy workload. Implementation of task-based teaching needed students’ 

much more time in exploring by themselves. Yet the reality was that students had tight schedule 

and they didn’t make their time to finish one task from one course. They had lots of assignment 

from other teachers to do.  

尤其是我这几年在教学当中采用了一些比如说让学生读完之后或做了一些项目之后

回来做 presentation, 那么学生首先的一个反应是他们的课时比较紧，大多数同学还

是在课堂里上课的，然后就是说时间比较紧，其它科目的作业压力也是蛮大的，所

以他们觉得时间上不像国外的学生一门课一半的时间都在外面跑，自己去做调查，

然后回来自己就可以写一些 paper啊，做一些 presentation, 所以这也是一个中国大

学里面也是一个不同的地方。有时候我也觉得可能是某些时候在某些地方布置的作

业确实是有点多了，就是对于他们来讲可能是有点多…但是我确实发现一些学生可

能是说他时间比较紧，可能就是在写的过程当中比较草，就觉得他写的内容当中就

是没有扣住自己所理解的主题。所以像这样的我就觉得这个要一个逐渐的推行，让

学生逐渐的接受。 

             

(Translation) 

These years I constantly tried to use task-based teaching method. I designed some 

projects for students to do and required them to present their findings in class. The first 

response from students was complaint that they didn’t have enough time to finish these 

assignments. They had a very tight schedule and they also had many assignments from 

other courses. I think this is a huge difference between Chinese classroom and American 

classroom. In America, students spend half of credit hours of a course in investigating a 

topic, so they have abundant time to present and write papers. Sometimes I also realize 

that my task is too much for them. As a result, students would write the report in a haste 

and fail to keep to the point. Consequently, I think implementation of task-based teaching 

in my classroom takes time for students’ gradual acceptance.  

 

In her interview, Laura pointed out that students had little spare time and students had to 

distribute their limited time to finish assignments of different courses.  It was understandable 
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why teachers and students cannot achieve agreement on effectiveness of task-based teaching. In 

accordance to Laura, Haifeng described how her students presented their project. 

你看我要他们做 presentation, 很多同学就是把它搬过来，他不做任何整理，也不做

任何的这种消化之后来做呈现的，所以这也是一个问题。所以那很耗时间。他找也

耗时间，然后消化也耗时间，效率也不高，找出来的东西也乱七八糟。 

 

(Translation)  

I also gave topics to my students and asked them to present on the topics. But many 

students just presented what they found without doing any systematical organization or 

analysis. When they presented the result, they just read word by word, I cannot see their 

understanding of what they found. That is a problem. Students wasted too much time in 

looking for information, and they also needed time to digest what they found. However, 

without rational arrangement what they searched was in a mess and students achieved 

nothing.  

  

Task-based teaching was indeed time-consuming.  On one hand, it took long time for 

teachers to think about appropriate tasks related to text.  On the other hand, it took long time for 

students to search for information, to organize the information in a reasonable sequence, to 

design a suitable way to present, and to reflect on what they learned through tasks.  In reality, 

with limited time, students just finished the assignment and seldom critically thought about or 

reflect on it.  Table 7 was a week schedule of a junior English major student in Jiangnan 

University in spring 2017.  

Table 7 revealed how students were occupied in the whole academic semester, especially 

for the first half of the semester.  According to this class schedule, students had classes from 

early morning to late afternoon on Monday and Tuesday.  They rushed to various classrooms for 

different courses with limited time to have a rest.  I doubted their learning effectiveness, not to 

mention whether they still had energy and willingness to explore and to prepare for 

presentations.  
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Table 7 

Week Schedule 

 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

8:00-

9:40 

Theories and 

Practice of 

Translation 

Introduction of 

E-Commerce 

(week 1-9) 

Introduction of 

E-Commerce 

(week 1-9) 

Pragmatics Tourism 

English 

10:10-

11:50 

British and 

American 

Literature 

English for 

International 

Business 

Correspondence

/Business 

English for 

Secretaries 

Second 

Language 

(French/Japanes

e) 

Second 

Language 

(French/Japanes

e) 

Interpretation 

II/Business 

Spoken English 

Break      

14:00-

15:40 

Literature 

Retrieval and 

Utilization 

(week 2-9) 

Literature 

Retrieval and 

Utilization 

(week 2-9) 

English for 

International 

Business 

Correspondence 

/ English for 

International 

Business 

Documents 

  

16:10-

17:50 

Advanced 

English II 

Advanced 

English II 

  Introduction of 

E- Commerce 

(week 2-9) 

Break      

18:30-

21:05 

    Students Career 

Development 

and 

Employment 

Guidance II 

(week 2-7) 

 

Administrative restriction. In my interviews and document analysis, I found that 

administration had potential impact on teachers’ teaching in terms of classroom management, 

classroom activity, and the way to evaluate students. 

并且他们当时还要用 ipad，当场小组就可以查找，我觉得 material available这也是

很好的。我觉得在中学不可能，但是在我们大学应该是提倡这样的，尤其是现在有
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手机了嘛，我觉得应该是可以借鉴的。但是我很遗憾的是为什么我们回来都没有任

何尝试。 

 

 (Translation) 

Students worked in groups and used ipad to search for information related to the topic. I 

think it is good for material availability. This method is not appropriate for middle school 

students, but it will be suitable and effective for our college students. I think we can try to 

integrate ipad in our teaching. But it is regretful that none of us take actions to integrate 

this teaching method when we came back.  

 

Haifeng observed a summer camp class in a private school during her study-abroad.  She 

was interested in students’ using of iPad to search for information to finish tasks in class.  She 

thought it would be doable in Chinese college English classroom.  However, this classroom 

activity was not integrated in her teaching.  When I asked reasons for failure of implementation 

of iPad, Haifeng explained as follows:  

这是老外的做法, 我们觉得这是老外才做，因为效率不高…然后另外一个方面我不

想让学生找的是什么呢？就是学生他就有公而堂之他就会去玩手机，然后我们这个

都有录像的，一录像，然后上面一看，哇，学生全部都在玩手机，包括你老师都在

看手机，他又不知道你在查什么，就会引起不必要的麻烦，trouble。我不想惹这种

麻烦。 

  

(Translation) 

This is the way how foreign teachers organize their classroom. I think only foreign 

teachers like to ask students to search information by ipad. Chinese teachers seldom use 

ipad because it is ineffective. Another reason is that students will play with smart phones 

in class as an excuse. In Jiangnan University, every class is lively monitored under the 

video camera. If the administrators discover that both students and teachers use their 

smart phones in class, it is troublesome because administrators don’t know whether you 

use smart phones for academic purpose or for entertainment. I don’t want to get troubled.  

 

 Haifeng told me that every class was equipped with video camera in Jiangnan University. 

The primary purpose was to invigilate students to prevent plagiarism in high-stake tests, but now 

it was also used to monitor classroom teaching.  Administrators from the Office of Academic 

Affairs would randomly select videos to check.  Haifeng worried that if she was spot checked 

she would take great effort to explain that the use of smart phones was for academic purpose. 
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Haifeng’s illustration of administrative restriction was in concert with Scotland (2014)’s 

argument that institutional environment including culture of the school, subject and pedagogical 

knowledge, and additional professional duties impacted upon teachers’ professional identity.  

Theoretically speaking, both Wenger’s idea of belonging (1998) and Gee’s idea of social context 

(2005) highlighted the role of institutions in teacher identity formation.  The ways in which 

institutional environment played in negotiation of teacher identity when they studied abroad and 

in renegotiation of their identity when they returned would be discussed in chapter V.  

Over-sized classroom.  Chinese English classrooms are compacted with 30 or even more 

students.  That is to say, within 45-minute class, each student achieved mere attention from their 

teachers.  This set an obstacle for teachers to integrate classroom activity that required all 

students’ cooperation into their daily teaching.  Jack stated that he learned an activity called 

walking dictation that the teacher divided students in different groups and each student walked to 

the stage to memorize and write something he/she heared during dictation.  Jack utilized this way 

to dictate, but it was time consuming.  It took a long time for him to encourage all students to 

participate into the activity.  In addition, it took longer time for all over 30 students to attribute 

something to the final full version of the dictation.  Jack pointed out that the large size classroom 

made the pace of classroom activity prolonged.  When I asked Haifeng whether she used jigsaw, 

which she learned from a classroom observation in a private school, she replied that “那这样的

话一节课只有一个 activity, 不然的话分组都要好久” (If I used jigsaw in my class, my class 

will be finished with only one activity, because grouping by jigsaw was time-consuming).  Her 

statement was in accordance with Jack’s opinion. 
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Lack of equality.  Teachers should provide equal opportunity to all students throughout 

their teaching and evaluation.  Lily was eager to employ portfolio assessment in her class. 

However, she felt difficulty to be equal to all students.  

因为我们终究是要成绩的，就是我们的制度里面，我们的课程里面终究是要给他们

成绩的，我觉得这个 portfolio让我没办法给成绩，因为会觉得每个人都有闪光点，

适合那些不需要我提交成绩的课程…我觉得经常他们做的东西，这个主观性太大，

自己偏好性太大，我们这里学生的成绩涉及到奖学金啊，涉及到以后出国申请的 G

点啊，就是觉得不敢使用这个方式…但是我觉得要对得起那些很用功的学生。  

(Translation) 

In our evaluation system, teachers have to give students a final score (in the form of 

numbers), while it is hard for me to score students by using portfolio because I think 

every students make progress and had achievement. Portfolio assessment can be used in 

the courses in which students shouldn’t be scored…my opinion on what students have 

done is too subjective, and with my own preference. Students’ scores will determine 

whether they can get the scholarship and a high GPA in application for overseas 

universities. I cannot use portfolio assessment at my own will…those diligent students’ 

effort should pay off. 

 

Lily’s great concern resided in that her subjective preference would impact equality 

because she was the only one evaluator.  On the one hand, she thought every student should be 

rewarded for their effort.  On the other hand, she thought diligent students deserved more.  She 

thought if every student got an A that it was unfair for those diligent and top students.  

Echoing Lily’s concern to equality, Haifeng pointed out her worry about lacking of 

equality impeded her use of formative assessment.  

最终成绩呈现的时候，说是形成性评价，但是呈现的时候我们要求又是要有一个成

绩的，对不对？有一个分数的，你这门课又不是考察是考试你必须要有一个分数在

那里的。所以我觉得这个好难打分，我生怕不公平。因为你说你是鼓励他做了还是

鼓励他做得好，我觉得这一块很难打分。所以我就放弃了。 

 

(Translation) 

I can use formative assessment, but we are required to score students in the final exam if 

our course is obligatory. As a result, I feel it is headache for me to evaluate students’ 

presentation because I don’t know whether I should reward their completion of my task 
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or their better performance. I am afraid that my subjective evaluation will lead to unfair 

competition. Finally, I give up. 

 

Both Haifeng and Lily hoped to be equal to all students.  In their opinion, students should 

rank according to their scores based on how much effort they made.  However, both portfolio 

assessment and formative assessment paid more attention to students’ progress compared with 

themselves rather than compared with their fellows.  Specifically speaking, poor-level students 

can get an A because of their gradual achievement, while they may only get a B or even C if 

compared with his fellows’ performance.  In addition, scores were a determining factor in 

scholarship competition.  If every student got an A, the score was meaningless in scholarship 

competition.  Therefore, neither Lily nor Haifeng integrated the new assessment method in their 

teaching due to lacking of equality. 

Ways to Implement  

Localization.  First of all, all participants pointed out they did not blindly accept and 

integrate all that they learned from study-abroad program.  They were aware of differences 

between Chinese education and American education and took students’ levels, local 

environment, teaching goals, and things like that into consideration.  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.  

因为我觉得有些东西需要有一定的知识传输的。在他们那我看到的知识传输的东西

不多，就比如说我们讲，或者我们讲 culture的东西，我觉得 culture这种东西你一

定篇幅的 lecture形式还是必要的，因为很多你要讲了他们懂了才会有兴趣。而不

是说你一个问题讨论我根本都没怎么学呢，怎么讨论。 

(Translation) 

I 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 
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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. I 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.   

Long-term implicit influence.  Here implicit means that the study-abroad program did 

not bring concrete classroom activities, teaching methods, and teaching tools, but also shed lights 

on participants’ teaching philosophy and their perceptions.  In addition, the influence of study-

abroad experience on participants’ teaching was not temporary, but long lasting.  During the 

interview with Lily, I asked her to talk about influence of study-abroad experiences on her 

teaching; she answered, 

我感觉是从各个层面的，不一定说是他们的课堂到课堂，而是说他们所有各个方面，

就有的时候会无形的影响自己的这个选择。比如说刚才的这种，其实是一个 party，

但是这些 party可以稍微改变一下形式运用到这个课堂里面。主要是一些我刚才说

的文化，比方说他们的习惯，他们怎样的跟我们不一样的形式啊。就是你喜欢的形

式可以稍做改变调整到课堂当中，是我觉得受益最多的。 

 

(Translation) 

I think the influence is multi-faceted. When we talk about influence, it is not simply 

indicated that I learn some concrete techniques from their classrooms and use them in my 

classrooms. In reality, I learn from every aspects of American life, culture, and teaching. 

This kind of learning sometimes implicitly impacts my teaching. For instance, as we 

mentioned above, it is a party, but we can make use of some elements or some ideas of a 

party into classroom, because party is also a part of American culture. I learn culture, 

such as American people’s habit and their differences from other Chinese. I can 
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introduce all I like into my classroom with a slight format change. This is what I benefit 

most.  

 

 Lily’s answer revealed that the influence of study-abroad was more on her teaching 

habits and philosophy.  This influence was not limited to temporary and simple attempts of 

teaching techniques in her classroom.  It had a continuous impact on her mind.  

Changing from a teacher to a guider or an instructor.  Two participants changed their 

perception of a teacher’s role in language classroom from teacher to an instructor or a guider. 

Furthermore, a teacher’s role also decided the way to teach in classroom.  

其实真的我觉得短期访学对我的教学方法有蛮大的促进作用。因为前面我讲过原先

我对教师的理解也好，对教学方法的理解也好，这个层面还是在 teaching，就是觉

得我只要知识面比较宽，我把我所有的知识告诉给学生就可以了。但是通过这两次

短期访学之后呢，给我最大的一个触动就是 how to instruct students就是给学生要给

予什么样的指导。他不是完全的一种灌输。 

 

(Translation) 

I 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. I believed that as a teacher I just need to be 

knowledgeable and taught all what I knew to my students. But after study abroad twice, I 

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 inspired 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 several groups and distributed a worksheet (see Appendix E) to each of 

them and asked them to answer four questions after discussion with group members.  These 

questions were open-ended because students cannot easily find answers from text and they 
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needed to completely comprehend, summarize, contrast, and synthesize the reading material.  In 

the first phase of the students’ discussion, Laura walked around the classroom to see whether 

students needed extra help or further explanation of the question or comprehension of the text.  

In the second phase of discussion, Laura took part in some of the groups’ discussion.  She 

listened to students’ answers to those questions and raised new questions based on students’ 

answers in order to scaffold students to think in depth.  I noticed the interaction between students 

and teachers was more active and fruitful.  

 In accordance to Laura’s changed perception of teachers’ role, Jack reviewed himself as a 

guider rather than a teacher in control.  

Before I went abroad, I think teacher should control the whole class, and tell the students 

what to do, what not to do, and especially for the first two year students, they need to 

listen more… when I come back you think the teacher in the classroom should perform as 

a guide. 

 

 From his interview, I can see that before study-abroad Jack took over the whole class, 

and his students just listened to what he taught to them.  Coming back from the U.S., Jack 

learned how to provide students more time to prepare for presentation, how to encourage 

students to express themselves, and how to guide students to achieve their specific goals.  

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: 

至少我会经常想到我们学语言的要跟其他学科的教学不一样，就是要更加自由一

点…比方说选材，比方选听力材料，我干嘛一定要选教材上面的呢？我为什么不能

直接到电台上面截一段给他们听呢？ …你看我们那个时代读的书还在用，然后教

材挖掘也不深…我觉得这种挖掘就根本没有。我现在就说对教材的挖掘更加深了吧，

然后上课我也更认同那种，像老外一样，只要能够把这堂课上好，你采取什么方式

都可以，不能太局限了。甚至一个电影也行，我是这样想的，也就是说我更注重这

种语言的本质，应该教给学生什么去考虑了，而不是去像原来一样要注重这种形式。
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分组我也分的。有一点我让学生做的更多的这种 research多了。原来高级英语我总

是让他们做后面的作业啊，词汇啊…但是我现在很多东西都是以那种 task-based, 

research, group work, grouping然后针对某一个 topic你们做 summary啊，做一个

comment啊，我更注重这种互动，这种内容的互动，思想的互动。 

 

(Translation) 

At least I 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 I begin to ask myself why don’t I directly choose excerpts from live broadcasting 

news rather than relying on the textbook only…Second is interpretation of text. 

Nowadays we still use the outdated textbook and just superficially interpret the text for 

students. I think we should interpret the text in depth. Third is the teaching way. I 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. In the past, I always assigned 

students to do after-text exercises. Now I group them to do more task-based research, 

summary, and comments. That is to say I 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 brief, 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 
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some obstacles due to issues related to students, physical environment, and administration.  

Despite these obstacles, participants teach in a more creative, reflective, and critical way.  

Summary 

Chapter IV reiterated the purpose of this study, which was to investigate in what ways the 

study-abroad experiences influence in-service Chinese college English teachers’ identity.  Under 

the guidance of two research questions, the research presented the data gathered though 

interviews, classroom observations, and document analysis.  After data analysis, data were 

presented and organized according to five emerging themes: profound understanding of 

American culture, more effective teaching of American culture, implementation of what they 

learn, obstacles in implementation, and ways to implement.  Chapter V presents the discussion of 

these findings relative to the theoretical framework and literature review presented in Chapter II. 

It also presents the implications of the study, the limitations and the recommendations for further 

research.  
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CHAPTER V: 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

With frequent educational exchange, overseas programs for Chinese college English 

teachers have thrived.  Every year, tens of thousands of Chinese college English teachers study 

abroad with the purpose of personal development, cultural cultivation, and gaining experience. 

Departing from their familiar social, cultural, and political context, these teachers’ identities 

might change with this experience.  The purpose of this study was to explore how study-abroad 

teachers perceived themselves before and after study-abroad and how these perceptions impacted 

their classroom practices.  In addition, the study sheds light on teachers’ future professional 

development.  With this purpose, I reviewed definitions of teacher identity, teacher identity 

construction, and influential factors on teacher identity.  The literature review indicated that 

teacher identity was fluid and greatly influenced by experiences.  I also explored the dialogic 

relationship between language, culture, and identity and learned that language and culture 

intertwined with each other and co-shaped individual’s belief of oneself.  Moreover, language 

and culture were also modified by individual beliefs.  After reviewing previous studies on 

teachers’ study-abroad experiences and its role in teacher identity construction, I found a 

research gap about in-service Chinese college English teacher identity construction under the 

influence of their study-abroad experiences.  Therefore, the following research questions guided 

my research into how study-abroad experiences impact Chinese college English teachers’ 

identity: 
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1) In what ways do study-abroad experiences influence Chinese college English 

teachers’ understanding and teaching of American culture? 

2) In what ways do study-abroad experiences impact Chinese college English 

teachers’ pedagogical practice? 

This study was jointly supported by sociocultural theory of identity, discourse theory, and 

activity theory.  Sociocultural theory of identity viewed identity as a learning process through 

three modes of belonging.  Through engagement, teacher identity was constructed with relations 

with others (Cohen, 2010).  Alignment connected teacher individual identity to the organization 

the teacher belonged to.  In other words, individual identity was related to organization identity. 

Finally, teachers imagined “possible language teacher selves” (Kubanyiova, 2009, p. 315).  

Discourse theory overlapped with sociocultural theory of identity that social interactions were 

seminal in identity formation and change.  In addition, discourse theory viewed identity as 

situated.  Discourse theory also took the role of conflict into consideration of identity 

construction.  Sociocultural theory and discourse theory put identity-in-practice and identity-in-

discourse on dichotomy.  The activity theory of identity connected identity-in-practice and 

identity-in-discourse and proposed that identity was an activity.  Identity shifted with the 

changed activity systems.  

The main instrument utilized in this study was in-depth individual interviews with each 

participant.  The first interview took place before classroom observation with well-designed 

interview questions.  This interview gave opportunity to participants to reflect on their study-

abroad experiences and make themselves voiced.  After the first interview, I transcribed and read 

through all of the transcriptions to look for frequently mentioned topics.  Six-week classroom 

observations put more emphasis on participants’ whole teaching procedures including culture 
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introduction and comparison, instructional language, and student-teacher interactions.  Compared 

with the interviews, classroom observations revealed more of the teachers’ true selves because 

classrooms were their most familiar workplaces and they felt more comfortable to present 

themselves.  In addition, classroom observation also helped me design some additional questions 

for the second interview.  The second interview took place immediately after classroom 

observation.  In the second interviews, participants were asked to clarify some vague or 

indefinite issues from their first interview and explain their intention of some teaching behaviors 

in classroom observation.  Together with interviews and classroom observations, teaching 

documents were also collected.  Data were combined and compared in order to achieve 

triangulation.  Data were also reviewed repeatedly with the purpose of theme elicitation.  The 

following discussions were based on narrowed and specific themes emerged from results.  My 

position as a Chinese college English teacher with study-abroad experiences and a researcher of 

teacher identity facilitated me in conceptualizing participants’ negotiation and renegotiation of 

their teacher identity within the western knowledge dominant classroom under the influence of 

western epistemology.  

Discussions 

Formation of New Authority 

Traditionally, the Chinese English teachers’ authority was secured by Chinese cultural 

context in that students show absolute respect to teachers.  A second source for English teacher 

authority was the institutional authority indicating that teachers were qualified because of their 

certificate, educational background, and teaching experience.  In addition, the teachers’ authority 

in class was also consolidated by their linguistic proficiency and profound cultural knowledge 

compared with their students.  Put another way, teachers’ authority was achieved by being the 
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sole reliable knowledge source.  However, currently, the traditional respect accorded to the 

teaching profession was no longer efficient to help Chinese English teachers to assert their 

professional identity.  On the contrary, traditional culture has high expectation for teachers’ 

professional, moral, and ethical behaviors, which laid a heavy burden on teachers.  With regard 

to institutional authority, in recent years, together with stricter and higher requirement in 

teachers’ recruitment and promotion, institutions’ advocacy of educational reforms and the top-

down political changes made teachers’ professional lives more complicated and bewildered. 

With regard to teachers’ linguistic proficiency and cultural knowledge, with advanced 

technology, students have easier access to knowledge by internet surfing.  Students sometimes 

could explore more than their teachers could, and some students’ oral pronunciation was more 

fluent and native-speaker-like.  All in all, Chinese English teachers were losing power in their 

classrooms and their authority was challenged.  

My findings unveiled that Chinese English teachers formed their new authority in 

different ways with study-abroad experiences.  For instance, Haifeng associated her new 

authority with confidence in teaching.  She revealed that before study-abroad her lack of 

confidence was attributed having a lack of and outdated knowledge provided to students, being 

unqualified to be promoted, and lagging behind her graduate classmates.  Haifeng reviewed how 

she taught students cultural knowledge before she went abroad.  She described that what she 

taught to students as relying heavily on textbooks and reference books without any expansion or 

detailed explanation because she did not know either.  In this way of teaching, students thought 

that they could learn by themselves if teachers could not provide extra insightful ideas.  As an 

associate professor, Haifeng made effort to be promoted to be a professor.  However, according 

to promotion policy in Jiangnan University, teachers must have at least three-months of overseas 
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study experience, so Haifeng considered herself unqualified.  In addition, compared with 

graduate program classmates who were secondary school English teachers but with multiple 

study-abroad experiences, Haifeng, as a higher-level English teacher, felt diffident.  Finally, 

Haifeng lost her authority in classroom.  

The three-month study-abroad program equipped Haifeng with abundant knowledge of 

American culture, which provided a sound and solid basis for Haifeng’s confidence in teaching. 

By seeing, feeling, and experiencing American culture, Haifeng knew more and better than 

students in terms of American culture and was able to share her real stories abroad with students; 

she can teach the text not only focusing on language points but also cultural comparison and 

appreciation.  Different from Haifeng’s self-perceived confidence in teaching, Laura and Jack 

pointed out that their enhanced confidence in teaching came from students’ responses.  Laura 

shared with me that her students thought her experience and description was more reliable and 

believable.  Jack agreed with Laura and articulated that his students would trust him more as 

soon as they saw his pictures and videos.  Jack also considered his personal study-abroad 

experience as the most useful teaching material for students to broaden their horizons.  My 

observation corresponded to the participants’ articulation.  I found that every time participants 

shared their experiences and stories abroad, they could immediately attract students’ attention 

and raise their interest and curiosity.  It seemed that students had more interest in teachers’ vivid 

oral descriptions rather than reading written paragraphs.  Moreover, their teachers’ descriptions 

were the latest compared with antique statements in textbooks.  Participants agreed that their 

students’ quick responses to what they taught and curiosity for more information made them 

more confident in teaching, which brought authority to them.  
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Theoretically speaking, with regard to identity in practice, Haifeng’s daily teaching 

practices that brought more authentic and reliable knowledge to students can be reviewed as a 

participation in community of practice in which teachers were still considered as the dominant 

source of knowledge.  In addition to participants’ self-conceptualization, students’ interest and 

curiosity illustrated what identity in discourse argued that identity was also impacted by how 

they were treated by others.  In summary, identity in practice and identity in discourse 

complement each other to contribute to participants’ perception of authorized Chinese college 

English teachers.  

Regained Agency 

In Jiangnan University, English teachers taught with a syllabus which was co-designed 

and written by a group of teachers who taught the same course.  The syllabus contained goals, 

content, pace, textbook selection, and things like that.  They could change the textbooks every 

five years, but no one actually changed it.  One reason for that was teaching the old textbooks 

indicated no extra preparation for class.  Teachers were also impacted by administrative factors.  

The school administrators set obligatory courses and selective courses and determined test 

methods and evaluation systems for each course.  In addition, teachers were also provided 

reference books that contained translations of the text, explanation of difficult sentences, and 

answers to exercise.  Some courses also offer ready-to-teach slides.  As a result, teachers taught 

based on what they were provided to them with scant exploration of new teaching stuff.  Another 

reason for their passive instruction was the tight schedule.  In Jiangnan University, all English 

teachers have at least six sessions to teach (100 minutes for each session with 10 minutes of 

break). Besides a heavy teaching task, each English teacher for English majors also needed to 

instruct six to eight senior students to write their dissertation, which was an obligatory 
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requirement for their graduation.  This kind of dissertation instruction lasted at least one semester 

and completed with successful dissertation defense.  Day after day, teachers lost their love and 

creation in teaching, and they simply performed like carriers and delivers of language.  In other 

words, they were only instruments without agency.  

In the current study, both interviews and classroom observations revealed that 

participants of study-abroad programs regained their agency in teaching by critical evaluation of 

textbooks, creative integration of what they learned in their own classroom, and reflection of 

their own teaching.  

Haifeng unveiled that she began to critically evaluate pitfalls and strengths of textbook 

after she came back rather than completely accept it.  Haifeng was assigned to teach listening 

comprehension after she studied abroad.  She found that the audio clips were too clear to be 

unreal.  Haifeng pointed out that the audio clips just recorded native speakers’ reading of 

announcements in the airport.  The context was unreal but created because all of the 

pronunciation, speech speed, pause, and intonation were intentionally articulated.  From her 

perspective, high clarity had no help for students’ progress.  Thus, Haifeng began to take 

excerpts from real broadcasting news for students to practice.  In other words, she actively 

explored more and introduced extra authentic teaching material to students.  

All participants were willing to make use of what they learned abroad with a purpose to 

teach better.  During integration, they did not blindly implement the American way of teaching 

but carefully considered Chinese specific contexts for language learning.  For instance, Lily 

showed her preference for a large proportion of discussion and brainstorming in American 

classrooms.  However, she realized that in Chinese English classrooms, it cannot be composed of 
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discussion and teacher-instructed lecture was necessary because language learners in China 

needed knowledge input that was completed by Americans in daily life.  

In the findings, all participants became reflective about their own teaching.  At the end of 

semester, Lily required students to anonymously write down comments on her teaching and their 

expectations for the next semester.  Students could provide advice for Lily’s improvement and 

also could make a choice of what and how they wanted to learn for the next semester.  Lily 

admitted that sometimes students’ comments were bitter but helpful for her teaching 

improvement.  In addition, Lily was the only participant who clearly stated that my interviews 

helped her reflect on her teaching systematically.  In the same vein, Laura also frequently 

reflected on her teaching.  She commented that, compared with her former teaching, she was 

more satisfied with her current teaching.  However, she looked forward to further progress.  

Advanced Language User or Language and Culture Learner 

Cross (2006) argued that activities were related to social, cultural, and historical context 

and identity was shaped and developed through activities.  Between different activity systems 

boundaries existed.  The notion of boundary crossing from one activity system to another would 

lead to individual identity shift.  With this identity transition, individuals adjusted themselves to 

the new social practice and repositioned themselves (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2011; Daniels, 

Leadbetter, & Warmington, 2007; Edwards & Mutton, 2007).  

Before studied abroad, participants perceived themselves as advanced English users 

based on students’ respect and trust, institutional requirements, and compliments from relatives 

and friends.  Traditional Chinese culture assigned teachers’ absolute privilege and predominant 

authority in class.  Specifically speaking, Chinese Confucius doctrine of respect and obedience to 

teachers made students unconditionally accepted instruction.  With regard to institutional 
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requirement, recruitment of English colleges and universities listed many qualifications for 

teacher candidate including at least a master’s degree in relevant areas, TEM-8 credential, 

teacher certificate, and communicative microteaching.  In addition, publications and teaching 

experiences were preferred.  Although the recruitment was demanding, competition was still 

white hot.  Therefore, in-service teachers viewed themselves competent and advanced language 

users as soon as they were employed.  With regard to others’ compliments, Lily pointed out that 

the college English teacher was socially believed as a fluent communicator with native English 

speakers.  Similarly, Haifeng articulated that her friends gave her the task of accommodations 

and driving directions on their trip abroad just because she was a college English teacher.  All of 

these factors affected the college English teachers’ self-perception as competent language users.  

After participants studied abroad, their self-perceptions as competent language users were 

challenged by culture shock and failure in completion of basic daily life tasks.  All participants 

articulated that they became language learner and culture learner again.  Their previous pride and 

privilege of being competent and advanced language users were totally ruined by unsuccessful 

social practices in the United States.  As soon as participants studied abroad, they crossed the 

boundaries existing between different activity systems.  Their perceptions of being an advanced 

language user supported by their daily teaching behaviors in China transited to perceptions of 

basic language learner based on their constant struggles with and negotiations of meaning in their 

daily routine in the United States.  

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 
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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; Reis, 2011) also agreed that identity 

was multiple and ongoing.  

Participants’ perceptions of multiple struggling identities came from different social and 

cultural contexts.  Lily and Laura articulated that they felt confused because of the tension 

between different identities.  On one hand, they can discuss teaching pedagogies and literature in 

class by using fluent academic English.  On the other hand, they cannot use appropriate English 

to solve problems in daily life.  They were familiar with academic English in their field but dumb 

in real life English.  As a result, their self-perceptions were blurred when they studied abroad.  

Participants still felt the tension of being a teacher, a researcher, a mother, and a wife 

after the sojourn.  Haifeng reviewed that the intensive reading and writing tasks, together with 

the instructor’s exhibition of her collected data for dissertation, potentially inspired Haifeng’s 

interest in research.  In addition, Haifeng benefited from essay writing assignments in terms of 

the writing process from literature review to research methodology.  With eager and passion for 

research, Haifeng went back to China with a hope of conducting research and publishing articles. 

However, she revealed that after going back she was tired of dealing with multiple identities. 

After three-months abroad, she cherished staying together with family members as a mother and 

a wife.  She told me that she wanted to compensate for her absence.  She came back to China in 

September, the very beginning of a new semester, having to fling herself into teaching without 
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time to have a rest or beat jetlag.  Perceiving herself as a language teacher, Haifeng ranked 

teaching on the top of her worklist.  In the meanwhile, the passion of research and administrative 

requirement for research also pushed Haifeng to behave like a researcher. Thus, Haifeng pointed 

out that she was exhausted in handling multiple identities simultaneously.  

Based on my interviews and classroom observation, participants also 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 
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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.  

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.  
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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.  

Although both Laura and Haifeng referred to charm as a novel criterion for an eligible 

and competent English teacher, their understanding and explanation of charm differed from each 

other.  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.  As another example is when the teacher who speaks 
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fluent and native-like English can design more oral activities in class to facilitate students to 

speak more standardized English.  Haifeng defined charm as confidence and devotion to 

teaching.  Specifically speaking, Haifeng set her American instructor as the model of a charming 

teaching.  She further explained that teachers’ confidence stemmed from their solid knowledge 

and devotion to teaching and was determined by whether they can get enjoyment from teaching 

through spiritual interactions and growth with students.  Haifeng also pointed out that if teachers 

just taught in order to complete a task, it was hard to imagine and to expect students to show 

great interest in learning English.  

In the current study, participants’ changing perceptions of eligible and competent English 

teacher was due to changed academic and social contexts.  As neophytes in 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.   

Moving from Periphery to Center with Experiencing  

 Lave and Wenger (1991) proposed the concept of legitimate peripheral participation to 

indicate learning process and identity transformation.  Legitimate peripheral participation 

indicates the process of how a newcomer is included in a community of practice through access 

to practice, actual engagement, and behavior modification until becoming a full member.  

Lily’s description of her experience of failure in ordering food indicates her limited 

knowledge of language use in real-life situations.  In addition, at their first arrival at the U.S., 

other participants also showed their shortage of American culture.  Both language non-

proficiency and culture non-proficiency positioned all of the participants in the periphery of a 
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new community.  As newcomers, all participants actively took part in social practices by ways 

such as biweekly extracurricular activities organized by the host universities, travelling at their 

own expense, conscious learning, and their instructor’s introduction.  Lily failed in food ordering 

and felt embarrassed, but she learned from her experience and began to explore more.  She 

described her communication with American sailors and potluck in a home visit to the associate 

dean.  Moreover, Lily told me that abundant language and culture surged during their biweekly 

group visit to museums, broadcasting companies, and birthplace or formal residence of some 

celebrities.  Haifeng pointed out that her learning of American language and culture took place 

everywhere and every moment.  For instance, she was interested in actual language use so she 

collected housing advertisements, read banners on street, and even paid attention to ingredient 

information on food package.  Laura appreciated that her instructor guided them to see a movie, 

to watch a baseball game, to visit museums, and to eat in local restaurants.  Jack also shared with 

me his own unhappy experiences of hospital visiting.  All participants got involved in the context 

with their own interests and purposes.  

 Participants’ active involvement by themselves and passive involvement with the guide 

of their instructor indicated the role of community of practice in identity construction and 

development.  Newcomers learned the rules in the community, modified their behaviors in order 

to participate, and built connections with others in the community according to social 

circumstance.  Together with the expert’s (the American instructor) introduction, all participants 

explored by themselves to participate into social practices in the new community.  The more they 

took part in, the more linguistic and cultural material they could get access to, and the closer they 

got to the center of the new community.  In other words, through conscious and willing 

involvement, these participants became acquainted with vocabulary, tasks, customs, rules, and 
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organizing principles of the community.  Subjective and active participation contributed a lot to 

their growth and self-evaluation.  

Identity Formation and Reproduction through Engagement, Alignment, and Imagination 

With his theoretical framework, Wenger (1998) conceptualized identity construction in 

terms of three modes of belonging: engagement, alignment, and imagination.  Through 

engagement, teacher identity is established through participation in social practices and relations 

with others within the same community.  Through imagination, teacher identity is shaped by 

formation of an image of future self.  In other words, teachers positioned themselves by imaging 

what kind of teachers they wanted to be in the future with connection to their former 

experiences.  Through alignment, teacher identity is constructed through meeting demands of an 

institution.  In brief, modes of belonging perform as a source of identity. 

Engagement. In the current study, all participants registered in the study-abroad program 

with a passion to equip themselves with advanced, updated, and communicative knowledge and 

skills.  They had high expectations.  After returning from the U.S., participants integrated what 

they learned, including but not limited to specific classroom activities, techniques for classroom 

organization, communicative teaching pedagogy, and advanced teaching philosophy, into their 

own classroom.  They learned from reading, from classroom observation of their instructor, as 

well as from class observation of other professors during their study abroad.  Although they 

encountered difficulty at the very beginning of integration due to students’ stereotype of 

language learning, administrative restriction, and physical environments, they overcame 

difficulties and achieved expected results.  Lily gave an example of her more effective teaching 

after coming back.  She was inspired to give more freedom to students.  Thus, she tried to let 

students choose assignments for the coming semester; one was novel reading and the other was 



 

117 

 

memorization of a Government Work Report.  Lily told me that, by doing this, students regained 

their agency in English learning and they were more willing to cooperate with their teacher.  Put 

it in another way, students’ resistance was lowered by participation in classroom design.  All in 

all, students’ cooperation guaranteed that teachers can finish their pre-set teaching goals.  Jack 

recalled his integration of walking dictation in his classroom and he praised that walking 

dictation was better than his traditional dictation method in making his classroom more active 

and practicing students’ response and memory. 

Wenger (1998) stated that identity formation was a learning process.  In accordance with 

Wenger, Feiman-Nemser (2008) believed that teacher forms and developed their identity through 

learning how to think, know, feel, and act like a teacher.  Similarly, Britzman (2003) argued that 

the process of learning to teach was the process of becoming which involved one’s reflection on 

what one was doing and who one can become.  In the current study, participants’ motivation to 

learn to teach led to their high commitment to teaching.  Their high commitment to teaching 

secured them to adopt their professional identity as effective English teachers.  

With regard to relation with others, participants remodified their relations with students 

into a more equal relationship.  In traditional English classrooms in China, teachers held the 

absolute authority and privilege.  Teachers were dominant in class because they were the only 

resource of authentic teaching material and they were the only contributor to the class.  With the 

teacher’s predominant role, the relationship between teachers and students is hierarchical.  

Students’ agency in learning was deprived.  In this kind of teaching way, students got in touch 

with tons of knowledge, practice, and quizzes.  They were taught to pass high-stake tests.  

Therefore, their learning efficiency was far from expected.  That was why it was common to see 

that many students still cannot communicate with foreigners after years of English learning.  Just 
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as Laura recalled her teaching before study-abroad, she spoon-fed her students and imposed what 

she knew to students.  When participants studied abroad, they noticed that the relationship 

between teachers and students could be more equal especially in the classroom discussion.  

Students can bring their experiences, stories, and ideas into classroom.  In other words, students 

also contributed to classroom teaching.  In realizing this, participants restored students’ agency.  

Lily stated that her introduction of book clubs into her classroom gave her students more 

freedom and stimulated students to cultivate a sense of ownership.  With this change in 

classroom organization, Lily’s teaching focus shifted from simple input of knowledge into how 

to encourage students to explore independently with interest and curiosity.  Lily stated that to 

scaffold students’ learning was also a challenging task for language teachers.  Her role of being a 

teacher was enhanced.  Similarly, Haifeng highly valued her students’ role to promote her own 

teaching.  Haifeng pointed out that she appreciated spiritual communication with students and 

realized that teaching and learning promoted each other.  Equal and harmonious relationships 

between teachers and students made participants feel more ease and comfortable at teaching.   

Participants’ teacher identity was also under the influence of relationship with their 

colleagues.  Lily recalled that she benefited from inspiration brought by after class discussion 

and communication when she studied abroad with other eight colleagues as a group.  She 

articulated that they would share opinions of how to implement updated teaching pedagogy in 

their classroom to better scaffold students’ learning.  They also shared their embarrassment, 

pride, and anxiety in daily life.  Lily valued this group study because members had mutual 

understanding of each other and echoes from members supported her identification as a college 

English teacher.  In addition, this group created a sense of belonging for Lily.  
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Alignment. All participants had Master’s Degrees in Linguistics and Literature or 

relevant areas.  A possession of a master’s degree was the basic requirement for English teacher 

recruitment.  Nowadays, newly employed college English teachers in Jiangnan University are all 

PhDs.  In addition, qualifications for college English teachers listed on Jiangnan University’s 

website show a preference for doctors with overseas study experiences.  These new faculty 

colleagues and strict employment requirements pushed participants to review their competence 

of being an English teacher.  They felt the necessity and urgency to pursue a higher degree for 

professional development.  Haifeng recalled her experience of attending a graduation 

commencement abroad.  When seeing some elder graduates, Haifeng was deeply impressed by 

their pursuit of knowledge regardless of age and energy, and her dream of continuing her 

education was renewed.  Haifeng applied for a doctoral program in a Macao University just in 

the second year after she studied abroad.  Out of economical, administrative, and personal 

factors, Haifeng quit after the first year of study.  However, she expressed that she would 

probably continue in the future.  Both Lily and Jack had the plan to become a doctoral student in 

their field in order to sharpen their language proficiency and teaching skills.  In the semester that 

the current study took place, Jack took part in the entrance examination of doctoral program in 

his former graduation university.  Although Laura did not have a plan for a higher degree due to 

her age, she expressed her willingness to participate in other study-abroad programs.   

Their preparation, intention, and behaviors in pursuing a higher degree indicated their 

ongoing identification of a college English teacher.  Their competence was impacted by 

institutional demands and daily interactions with their colleagues.  

Imagination. When studying abroad, participants realized that research played a crucial 

role in teachers’ professional development.  As a result, with the learning experience of how to 
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conduct research and write academic papers, they gradually put emphasis on research.  They had 

the desire to position themselves as a researcher in colleges and universities.  Haifeng pointed 

out that she was surprised by the way her American instructor conducted her research and 

dissertation writing process.  She articulated that she used the same way to instruct her senior 

students in dissertation writing as her American instructor.  Lily also expressed her eagerness to 

publish articles in some international journals.  In the interviews, she showed her respect and 

admiration to one of her colleagues who was always rewarded for his overseas publication.   

Although she admitted that publication on foreign journals would be challenging task for her 

because of her language proficiency and unfamiliarity of publication demands and process, she 

would like to make efforts and to take actions.  

Both Haifeng’s and Lily’s statements revealed that the study-abroad experience opened 

their minds in research.  Although they did not explicitly or consciously point it out, they already 

added being a researcher into their criteria of idealized competent college English teachers.  

Implications 

Recently study-abroad programs were welcomed by many Chinese English teachers 

especially those college English teachers who had the need and desire to immerse themselves in 

the target language environment in order to enhance their language proficiency and cultivate 

cultural senses.  In this study, participants’ study-abroad experiences were connected with their 

identity construction and evolution with regard to their understanding of American culture and 

teaching practices after they came back.  The findings of this study have the following 

implications for Chinese college English teachers, institutional administrators, and directors of 

study-abroad programs in order to make study-abroad programs more productive for Chinese 

college English teachers’ professional development.  
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First, Chinese college English teachers who have intentions for participation in study-

abroad programs need to have a clear analysis of their own shortcomings and a systematical 

learning plan.  In other words, they had better know exactly what they are looking for such as 

classroom organization, classroom activities, and research procedures rather than with a general 

and abstract goal of experience.  With clear learning objectives, they can probably focus on what 

they need, so that the effectiveness of study-abroad programs for Chinese college English 

teachers may be maximized.  

Second, the institution administrators should provide more support and freedom to 

teachers.  Administrative support goes through the whole process of study-abroad.  Before study-

abroad, the role of administration is to build good connections with international colleges and 

universities.  Multiple international collaborations offer college teachers more opportunity to go 

out to see the world to broaden their horizons and become open-minded.  Administrators also 

play a crucial role to co-design a teaching syllabus with a foreign director of study-abroad 

program because they know much better about their teachers.  After study-abroad, institutions 

give more rights to teachers to integrate advanced and updated teaching pedagogies into local 

classrooms.  College English teachers’ efforts to implement is a kind of educational reform.  

Usually successful reform originates from bottom-up practices rather than top-down political 

regulation.  What administrators do is to encourage the educational reform rather than to ruin it 

at the very beginning.  In interviews, some participants revealed that they were unsatisfied and 

disappointed when they came back because the administrators did not invite them to share their 

experiences and academic achievement with their colleagues.  They pointed out that 

administrators’ indifference was detrimental to participants’ passion and their collaboration with 

their colleagues.  Interactions and exchanges between colleagues can trigger other teachers’ 
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expectation for study-abroad in the future.  Administrators had the responsibility to form 

community for collegiate collaboration.  

Third, foreign directors of study-abroad programs should know better about participants 

with regard to their educational background, teaching experience, research interest, courses they 

teach, and their own needs to improve.  Foreign directors also need to negotiate with instructors 

to design a workable teaching plan.  It is unrealistic and impossible to address every participant’s 

inquiry just like it is difficult for teachers to meet all students’ needs.  However, directors and 

instructors can find something in common among participants and design a tentative plan before 

participants arrived.  At their arrival, the tentative plan can be negotiated and changed based on 

their actual needs.  Moreover, foreign directors should also take instructor selection into 

consideration.  Some participants complained that their American instructor was a graduate 

research assistant with bare teaching experiences.  Participants pointed out that, as in-service 

college English teachers, they could get involved in English learning and American culture 

learning by themselves, but an experienced instructor would make their adjustment and 

involvement smoother and faster.  

A three-month study-abroad program is a short one, but it can be productive in terms of 

teachers’ language proficiency, beliefs of professional roles, and culture comprehension.  The 

study-abroad program should facilitate teachers in their professional development in long-term 

rather than just add some attractions to teachers’ resume.  

Directions for Future Research 

This current study explored the influence of study-abroad experiences on Chinese college 

English teachers’ identity formation from their own perspective, which was identity claimed by 

participants themselves.  Actually, teacher identity construction within schools also involves 
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opinions and evaluation of others such as colleagues, administrators, students, parents, and social 

community.  Those judgments assign various roles to teachers and are influential to teachers’ 

self-perception.  In addition, students are the direct beneficiaries of educational reforms, thus 

their expectation of teachers and their academic achievement should be taken into consideration.  

The future research can explore impact of study-abroad experiences on English teacher identity 

from students’ angles.  

When the study took place, all participants had returned from abroad after four to six 

years.  They were asked to recall what they encountered, experienced, and reflected.  During data 

collection, some participants revealed that they hardly remembered details of some seminal 

seminars or events.  Therefore, this study put more emphasis on the outcomes of study-abroad 

experiences brought to teachers.  A study that invites Chinese college English teachers who are 

studying abroad concurrently would reveal intriguing findings.  In the meanwhile, participants’ 

autobiographical journals can be used as a way to collect data.  In this way, the study can capture 

participants’ fresh ideas and stress the dynamic process of identity formation.  

The present study showed the influence of study-abroad on teacher identity by inviting 

in-service college English teachers with study-abroad experience to participate.  A future study 

can compare teacher’s perception and ways to teach between teachers with study-abroad 

experiences and teachers without the experience in order to explore how obvious and to what 

degree the influence is.  

 Participants within this study came from the same home university and took part in the 

same short period three-month study-abroad program.  It is clear that the interest of this study is 

not to generalize the findings presented here; however, it is possible to consider their 

transferability to different contexts in which participants from other colleges and universities 
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studied abroad for a longer period.  A future study can provide great insight into influence of 

long-term study-abroad experiences on college English teacher identity construction.   

Conclusions 

The dissertation 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.  During data collection, participants shed 

lights on a variety of important issues including their struggle between being an advanced 

language user and a basic language learner, their gradual adjustment in American culture, their 

obstacles in implementation, and their conflict between their personal beliefs and institutional 

requirement.  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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APPENDIX B: 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

The following questions will be the overarching questions in the interview with the participants. 

A series of follow-up questions will be used based on their answers to the overarching ones. In 

addition, in second round of interviews, questions will be developed from their classroom 

observation.  

1. Why did you participate in the study-abroad program? 

2. What did you think of being a proficient/competent foreign language teacher before the 

study-abroad program? 

3. What did you think of being a proficient/competent foreign language teacher after the 

study-abroad program?  

4. How did the study-abroad program impact your understanding and teaching of American 

culture?  

5. How did you implement what you learned abroad in your own classroom? 

6. How did the study-abroad program positively impact your teaching? 

7. What aspects of the study-abroad were helpful for you? 

8. What classroom activities had you discovered during your sojourn? 

9. How did the study-abroad program promote your teaching career in the long run? 
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