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International Exchange Activities of Gifu University Organization
for Promotion of Glocalization

Specially Appointed Associate Professor,
Gifu University Organization for Promotion of Glocalization
Raymond Co

Maximizing Success in Short-Term Study Abroad: Experience of Gifu
University Students in Short-Term Study-Abroad with Partner Institutions

Many Japanese undergraduate students from Gifu University who choose to participate in short-term
study abroad are not necessarily English language majors; they study Engineering, Applied Biological
Sciences, Education, Nursing, Medicine, Regional Studies, etc. They are often cultural neophytes who
choose a program abroad because of the university's agreement with our partner institutions abroad,
desire to experience a different culture, the cost, or expectations of testing out and/or improving their
English communication skills.

What does it mean to be successful in a study—abroad program? Although it may not be realistic to
expect significant improvement in English communication skills in a short span of 3-4 weeks abroad,
how much students benefit hinges on the complex interplay of several variables such as level of language
proficiency, knowledge of host culture, degree of adjustment to the culture of the host society, placement
in classes, satisfaction with instruction, and personality, etc.

Success in any study abroad program involves linguistic, cultural, academic, and personal preparation. In
our Study Abroad Office at Gifu University, we seek to help our students maximize their study abroad as
much as possible through our unique “Pre-Departure Preparatory Course”, which is basically an extra-
curricular course held once a week (for a total of 8 weeks) between the months of May and July.
Although this course is not mandatory, applicants to the Griffith University and University of Alberta ESL
programs are strongly encouraged to take it. The course is uniquely designed to (1) expose students to
the types of communicative situations & English they will most likely encounter and use during their time
abroad, (2) provide important cultural information for students to understand the ways of their host
cultures (i.e. Canadian, Australian), (3) develop some intercultural awareness, adaptation skills and
strategies for life in a foreign culture, and (4) provide practice for explaining Japanese culture to
foreigners in English, and (5) pass along logistical information such as homestays, electronic travel
authorization (eTA), etc. Pre-Departure preparatory course like this also play a role in alleviating the
initial stress and anxiety of traveling abroad as well as build camaraderie among students who will be
traveling as one cohort to their respective host institutions.

The progress that short-term study abroad participants experience relates directly to the student’s
level of English proficiency on arrival as they must learn to understand and negotiate new rules of
conduct in a foreign culture starting from day 1 (ie. initial encounter with their host family, how to use
the public transport to get to their campus, finding their way around the city, etc.) - all of which require
some level of linguistic and cultural adaptation. The Pre-Departure Preparatory Course allows Japanese
students to improve their English by practicing role-plays in class with the assistance of foreign student
TAs in class. However, when students are in foreign countries, most important of all relates to how the
student actively seeks opportunities to interact in English. Students with a “pro-active attitude” toward
finding opportunities to use English tend to improve more than those who were less determined. One of
the most important experiences when studying abroad is trying new things even as mistakes are made or
things don't turn out exactly the way we wanted it to be.

Finally, success in study—abroad is related to the student’s willingness to tolerate ambiguity and
openness to differences. Recognizing that from the moment they land in their new study-abroad country,
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they will be exposed to new situations and unfamiliar norms and customs. However, this newness which
initially might be perceived as ‘negative’ is actually a golden opportunity to learn about oneself and the
new culture. The majority of successful study-abroad students say that studying abroad enabled them to
better tolerate ambiguity which can have a long-lasting impact on their lives (both personally and
academically).

While a short-term study abroad stint (as opposed to long-term stay abroad) may not significantly
make a big difference or impact in terms of improving English proficiency, it is a first ‘bold’ step for many
young Japanese university students. This can be a catalyst for increased maturity, self-confidence,
renewed purpose and enhanced interest in their academic study. To quote an ancient Chinese proverb, “a
Journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step”, short-term study abroad is not the final goal, but
just the beginning of a lifelong journey for many young Japanese students.

Small Steps - Towards True Internationalization

English Circle of Friends (ECF) is built on a foundation of communication, cultural exchange, and
friendship among Japanese students/staff and international students in Gifu University. With original roots
in “English Lounge” which was created with the idea of helping Japanese students (in particular
Education students majoring in English education) improve their English speaking skills, the current ECF
was revamped in 2018 as a campus club to more broadly encompass the idea of promoting “friendship”
through English language and cultural exchanges to any interested students and staff on campus
regardless of faculty, discipline, or nationality. Student-led small-group discussions provide opportunities
for participants to exchange ideas and opinions freely from various perspectives while also raising the
participants’ awareness and understanding at the personal level.

In 2021, there were approximately 290 international students studying in Gifu University. The majority
of them (~70%) are PhD/Masters students and non-degree short-term researchers; some (~20%) are
undergraduate students, and a few come for Japanese language & culture studies. There is no doubt that
the presence of these international students on campus offer positive academic and cultural benefits to the
university. When Japanese students/staff study and interact alongside international students at a personal
level, academic partnerships and friendships are forged. It is through genuine communication that
language and cultural barriers are broken, leading to greater trust and recognition of our common
humanity, regardless of where we come from or what nationality we hold.

As a university club, ECF encourages both domestic (ie. Japanese) and international students to reach
out to each other in order to raise greater awareness and develop deeper understanding through English
communication. For many foreign students, who don't speak Japanese well enough, a large part of their
daily struggles while living and studying in local areas like Gifu relates to language barrier. When dealing
with academic and daily life, issues such as difficulties in understanding lectures in Japanese, not being
able to fully express their feelings or intentions with Japanese peers and supervisors, lack of
understanding of social rules and regulations of the university or the community at large, etc. can make
them feel unwelcome and isolated. On the other hand, for many Japanese students/staff who are not
confident in speaking English, they face inconvenient challenges in dealing with foreign students in the
class/office, and thus often shy away from informal socializing and networking with foreign students in
general. Although some individuals may privately desire to close the gap, they may find it difficult to do
so. ECF provides that welcoming and accommodating environment in bringing both groups together.

Research has shown that “communication is closely associated with empathy.” When people from
different cultures and backgrounds interact closely with each other, they are able to gain different
perspectives and develop greater sensitivity to each others’ needs. The push for greater
internationalization in Japanese institutions points towards the presence of more foreign students around
us, which could also mean a greater role for English Circle of Friends. We may be small in scale, but the
impact may last a student’s lifetime. Genuine internationalization starts right herel
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