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Learning to Participate in On-the-Street Interviews 
and Company Visits on a Short-Term Study 

Abroad Program

Abstract

This study has two purposes. First, it ex-
amines how Japanese university students 
perceived opportunities for learning in a 
short-term study tour of two U.S. cities. Sec-
ond, it investigates the studentsʼ reflections 
on how those opportunities were supported 
through participation in pre-departure study 
sessions. Research on study abroad (SA) has 
investigated the potential benefits of students 
immersing themselves in new contexts with 
various occasions for the use of a second lan-
guage (L2). One focus of research interest has 
been on learning to participate in commonly 
available activities at the SA site including 
having meals with host families (e.g., DuFon, 
2006), engaging in service encounters (e.g., 
Shively, 2011), and attending academic cours-
es (e.g., Yang, 2010). Little work has been 
done on SA activities that grow out of univer-
sity programs using an English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP) framework. Thus, this study 
examines the learning opportunities from two 

relatively underexplored activities, on-the-
street interviews and company visits, from an 
intensive English program within a universi-
tyʼs economics department. Furthermore, re-
search on SA has justifiably focused most of 
its attention on the experiences of students in 
the host community while little work has 
been done to understand the role of prepara-
tory sessions occurring before departure. To 
address this issue, the reflections of students 
on the pre-departure study sessions after en-
gaging in the two focal activities at the SA 
site are examined.

Introduction

　Study abroad can be a formative experience 
for learners of a second language (L2), which 
is reflected in the attention it has received 
from researchers in the field of second lan-
guage acquisition (e.g., DuFon & Churchill, 
2006). One line of qualitative SA research 
has looked at the potential learning opportu-
nities from sustained interactions in valued 
activities. Through interacting with homestay 
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pare before leaving their home country (Gol-
doni, 2015) and how students process their 
experiences after they return (Lee & Kingin-
ger, 2018).

This study focuses on learning opportuni-
ties in two SA activities, on-the-street inter-
views and company visits, from the perspec-
tive of 13 out of 25 students who participated 
in a short-term study tour of two U.S. cities. 
In addition, the study examines the studentsʼ 
perceptions on how three all-day pre-depar-
ture study sessions prepared them to engage 
in the two focal activities. From these analy-
ses, the study aims to add to the literature on 
learning opportunities in SA programs by ex-
ploring activities designed for students in an 
ESP program.  

Literature Review

Study abroad is viewed as having major 
benefits for language learners. For many, it is 
the first opportunity to be immersed in a new 
context with frequent and meaningful oppor-
tunities for L2 use. One interesting theme in 
study abroad research is the potential for 
learning through repeated participation in 
valued activities in the host community. 
Young (2011) refers to these activities as dis-
cursive practices and defines them as “recur-
ring episodes that are of social and cultural 
significance to a community of speakers” (p. 
427). Researchers studying recurring activi-
ties in SA contexts often note how language 
learning occurs simultaneously with other 
forms of learning. As learners participate in 
interactional routines around host family 
meals (DuFon, 2006; Greer, 2019; Kinginger 
et al., 2014), service encounters (Hassall, 
2013; Shively, 2011), and conversations with 

members at mealtime, students gain many 
forms of learning such as the ability to partic-
ipate in narrative routines (Greer, 2019), 
knowledge of moral stances toward food 
(Kinginger et al., 2014), and the opportunity 
to co-construct folk beliefs (Cook, 2006). Stu-
dents studying in academic contexts at the 
host site can learn academic discourse fea-
tures such as responsiveness to audience cues 
(Yang, 2010) in oral presentations, the ability 
to draw from experience to make arguments 
in group discussions (Ho, 2011), and the abili-
ty to cite references appropriately in student-
advisor writing conferences (Eriksson & 
Mäkitalo, 2013). Through service encounters 
with shop staff (Shively, 2011) and public 
transportation drivers (Hassall, 2013), stu-
dents gain pragmatic knowledge of how to in-
teract by following the customs of the host 
community. What is less known is how SA ac-
tivities are constructed as extensions of home 
academic contexts as in the case of ESP pro-
grams that include gaining international ex-
perience as a part of the curriculum. Many 
students studying in ESP programs and par-
ticipating in SA do so to more effectively par-
ticipate in a specific domain or discipline, yet 
little is known about the opportunities for 
learning through SA activities that address 
the needs of such students. Furthermore, the 
possibility of a lack of fit between the types of 
preparation offered for SA and the specific 
types of L2 experiences the students encoun-
ter in the host community has been identified 
as an area of concern in SA programs (Goldo-
ni, 2013). Relatively little work to date has 
looked at the role of pre-departure study ses-
sions in supporting the learning opportunities 
of students in SA programs. There have been 
calls to better understand how students pre-
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what occurs during the studentsʼ time spent 
abroad (Allen, 2010; Campbell, 2015; Lee & 
Kinginger, 2018). Lee and Kinginger (2018) 
took an interesting approach to this area by 
examining the use of narratives by Kevin, an 
undergraduate student studying Chinese, as 
he returns from a trip to China and is reinte-
grated into his home university language cur-
riculum in the U.S. Initially highly motivated 
by the opportunity to continue learning a lan-
guage he had positive experiences with in the 
host community, Kevin grows increasingly 
disillusioned with his language studies as he 
comes to believe that the Chinese course he is 
enrolled in does not meaningfully add to the 
learning that took place abroad. In the early 
stages of the course, his Chinese instructor 
would call on Kevin to share his stories of SA 
in China with the class as she found the nar-
ratives to be vivid in their description of life 
in the country. Over time, the instructor per-
ceived that Kevin was relying too heavily on 
these narratives instead of taking the initia-
tive to engage in new learning opportunities 
in his current course. While Lee and Kingin-
gerʼs study points to the potential benefits of 
examining antecedent learning experiences 
in SA contexts on language learning after-
ward, it is important to consider how the re-
verse might also be true. Antecedent experi-
ences leading up to SA might also play an 
important role in shaping SA experiences. 
Furthermore, analyzing student narratives 
on their learning opportunities before going 
abroad and during the tour might lead to im-
portant insights into the role of pre-departure 
preparatory sessions in facilitating beneficial 
SA experiences.

Research on engagement with SA-related 
activities has provided important findings on 

peers (Diao, 2014; Dings, 2014), they learn to 
participate more skillfully by using linguistic 
resources which are often tied to the culture, 
ideologies, identities, and social knowledge of 
the host community. In the case of service en-
counters, researchers have found that more 
skillful participation in the procurement of 
services involves a deepening of pragmatic 
understanding of when to display intimacy 
and distance that differs from the L2 learn-
ersʼ home context (Hassall, 2013; Shively, 
2011). SA research has also looked at how 
strategies might facilitate pragmatic knowl-
edge of how to do leave-takings (Hassall, 
2006) as well as requests and apologies (Co-
hen & Shively, 2007). L2 learners have oppor-
tunities to encounter linguistic features that 
are not often systematically treated by text-
books. For instance, learners staying with 
host families have found that native speakers 
do not always consistently stay in a polite or 
casual register at the dinner table. Instead, 
they switch between the two to achieve their 
communicative purposes (Cook, 2008). L2 
learners interacting with peers from the host 
community in dormitories have developed the 
ability to express their identities using lin-
guistic resources that vary from region to re-
gion within the host country (Diao, 2014). Re-
searchers have also found that L2 learners 
vary in the way they seek out or avoid oppor-
tunities to engage in activities with members 
of the host community (Du, 2013; Kinginger, 
2008). Much of the focus to date has been on 
activities that are widely accessible through 
SA, leaving learning activities for specific 
purposes, such as SA activities within ESP 
programs, relatively unexplored.

There has been a recent trend in SA re-
search to expand the focus of analysis beyond 
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10 years of financial support to universities 
that promote the internationalization of Ja-
panʼs education system (MEXT, n.d.). The SA 
program is part of an elective two-year inten-
sive English program in the Faculty of Eco-
nomics which prepares students for under-
graduate and graduate study abroad and 
future employment in international contexts. 
Major activities in the program include aca-
demic research, writing, and presentations on 
topics dealing with economics.

The short-term SA tour to an English-
speaking country occurred during the break 
between the end of one academic year and the 
start of the next. The study tour was one com-
ponent of the intensive English program de-
signed to provide students with international 
experience. It also served to preview the types 
of research activities the students would do in 
the second year of the program. Intensive pre-
departure study sessions were a major compo-
nent of the program. A total of six study ses-
sions were held with activities designed to 
prepare the students to have a successful 
study tour. The first three 90-minute study 
sessions were preliminary. The students re-
ceived orientation information, formed re-
search-project groups, and chose their re-
search topic. Study Sessions 4-6 involved day-
long intensive preparation for the research 
project and the study tour. During the study 
sessions, the students learned how to give an 
academic presentation and how to write an 
academic research paper. They worked to-
gether in their groups to present information 
about a Japanese company conducting busi-
ness in a foreign market or a foreign company 
conducting business in Japan. On the final 
study session day, the groups presented the 
findings of their research to their classmates 

the opportunities for learning through SA. 
However, much of this research has focused 
on general activities associated with SA expe-
riences with little attention paid to the specif-
ic purposes of language learners such as 
those of students who belong to programs that 
promote ESP. Additionally, more research 
needs to be done on the role of preparatory 
activities for SA in the hopes of identifying 
ways of supporting the educational benefits of 
SA that include language development and 
other forms of learning. Thus, this study 
seeks to investigate two questions:

(1) What were the studentsʼ perceptions 
of learning opportunities from participat-
ing in on-the-street interviews and com-
pany visits?
(2) What were the studentsʼ perceptions 
of how the learning opportunities were 
supported through participation in pre-
departure preparatory sessions?

Method

Data Collection and Context
The primary source of data for this study 

comes from semi-structured interviews with 
13 students which occurred shortly after they 
returned from a 12-day tour of two major U.S. 
cities. Additional sources of data include field 
observations and audiovisual recordings of 
three all-day pre-departure preparatory ses-
sions, collection of artifacts from the sessions, 
and interviews with the two coordinators of 
the study abroad program and two senior stu-
dents who gave a talk during the sessions on 
how to prepare for the tour. The research site 
is a university in eastern Japan that partici-
pates in the Top Global University Project, a 
Japanese government initiative that commits 
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they could discuss how their interviews went 
under the supervision of the head coordinator. 
Finally, the students were asked to keep a 
daily travel diary about their reflections on 
the things they were learning. 

Company visits were another major compo-
nent of the study tour. In the company visits, 
students toured facilities and listened to talks 
by company representatives. Many of the com-
panies fit the criteria of the studentsʼ research 
assignment as the companies did business in 
a foreign market. For example, one company 
the students visited at the time of the study 
was a health food maker from Japan. Thus, 
having the students research companies that 
had entered foreign markets was designed to 
prepare the students for visits with such com-
panies. Participation in the pre-departure 
study sessions doubled as training for the 
company visits. In another study at the same 
research site (Finn, 2021), the head coordina-
tor, Ken (all names are pseudonyms), was 
found to implicitly and explicitly construct his 
talks with the students as training for ac-
countable audience participation. For in-
stance, silence in response to being asked a 
question by a presenter was constructed as 
inappropriate through Kenʼs use of resources 
such as gaze, gestures, and spoken warnings 
on the consequences that would come from 
lack of participation.
Participants

All the participants of the study tour, in-
cluding two coordinators, 25 students going 
on the tour, and two senior students who gave 
a talk in the study sessions, gave their in-
formed consent to participate in the research 
with varying levels of participation. The two 
coordinators conducted the study sessions 
through close collaboration. They were both 

and the coordinators of the program. Within 
a month of returning to Japan after the study 
abroad tour, they completed a group research 
paper on the same topic.

Another major function of the pre-depar-
ture study sessions was to prepare the stu-
dents to participate in on-the-street inter-
views and company visits. For the on-the-
street interviews, students were assigned to 
interview a minimum of 30 people. The pur-
pose of the project was to create opportunities 
for the students to speak with and learn from 
people living in or visiting California. The 
specific focus of the interviews was at the dis-
cretion of the students. Through interviewing 
30 people, students were encouraged to learn 
about the perspectives of the interviewees. 
The project was also designed to be an oppor-
tunity for the students to meaningfully use 
their L2. During the pre-departure sessions, 
students received instruction on how to con-
duct the interviews, wrote sample questions, 
and role-played the interviews amongst them-
selves. They were encouraged to conduct some 
of the interviews with people they would meet 
during tours of the city. For instance, stu-
dents conducted interviews with people at 
airports, at tourist sites such as amusement 
parks, and while taking rides in taxis. The 
students also met with members of an associ-
ation affiliated with the home university who 
had moved to the U.S. for employment. The 
students also visited an affiliated university 
in the U.S. where they could speak to Japa-
nese students attending university abroad. 
Thus, they had opportunities to speak with 
Japanese people who were working or study-
ing abroad. In addition to the support provid-
ed by the pre-departure training, students 
met for evening on-site study sessions where 
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ticipation, and participatory appropriation 
(Rogoff, 1995, 2003). From Rogoff ʼs perspec-
tive (2003), learning is “a process of peopleʼs 
changing participation in sociocultural activi-
ties of their communities” (p. 52). Apprentice-
ship refers to how communities and institu-
tions shape aspects of an activity. The study 
tour program can be understood from this 
vantage by looking at how coordinators and 
administrators set the purposes, methods, 
and resources of the program. Guided partici-
pation refers to how novices perform activities 
with more competent members of a communi-
ty, thereby increasing their ability to act com-
petently over time. At this level, one can look 
at the interactions between the coordinators 
of the study tour, the senior students, and the 
people the students meet in the host commu-
nity for the ways these more competent mem-
bers facilitate the studentsʼ participation in 
the activities. Finally, participatory appropri-
ation focuses on how the novices change over 
time through their participation in the activi-
ties. From this perspective, one can look at 
the studentsʼ trajectories of participation over 
the course of the SA program from prepara-
tion for the activities in the study sessions to 
performance in the activities at the SA site. 
While apprenticeship and guided participa-
tion inform the background understanding of 
the research site, the emphasis of the analysis 
in this paper is on participatory appropriation 
as the research targeted studentsʼ perceptions 
of the learning opportunities afforded by the 
study tour. 

administrators of the intensive English pro-
gram in the Faculty of Economics out of 
which the study tour was organized. Ken, the 
head coordinator, led the pre-departure study 
sessions and accompanied the students on the 
tour. Lee, the assistant coordinator, played an 
active role in the organization and adminis-
tration of the tour. Out of the 25 students, 13 
agreed to participate in the interviews that 
serve as the primary source of data for this 
research. The 13 students (eight female par-
ticipants, five male participants) were all eco-
nomics majors who had just completed their 
first year of university study at the time of 
the research. Attempts were made to get a 
variety of participants based on gender and 
English proficiency.
Data Analysis

Interview transcriptions were inductively 
and recursively analyzed to determine the 
emergent themes of the participants regard-
ing the learning opportunities from their par-
ticipation in the study tour program. In line-
by-line coding, Saldañaʼs (2012) descriptions 
of in vivo, process, and value coding were 
drawn upon. In vivo coding involved identify-
ing key language the participants themselves 
used in describing their experiences. Through 
process coding, moments where the partici-
pantsʼ perceptions changed due to participa-
tion in on-the-street interviews and company 
visits were identified. Value coding was used 
to determine the values, beliefs, and attitudes 
of the participants as they took part in the 
two focal activities and the pre-departure 
study sessions. Emerging codes and themes 
were compared between participants.
Conceptual Framework

This research is informed by the sociocul-
tural concepts of apprenticeship, guided par-
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In processing the two cases, Haru reflected 
on how he had been taught that it was impor-
tant to be able to try to speak with people 
even if they come from different backgrounds 
especially when considering employment in 
international contexts. Haru considered his 
English ability to be higher than many of his 
tour mates, so he was surprised to see that 
some of them more easily communicated with 
the people they met. Through his struggles in 
approaching people for interviews, he could 
learn the value of developing communication 
skills, which he viewed as being necessary in 
the future when working for a company and 
responding to customer needs. Several of Ha-
ruʼs tour mates also commented on having a 
realization that they needed stronger commu-
nication skills. Some of them made a contrast 
between the academic English they had stud-
ied for a year in the intensive English pro-
gram and the type of communication skills 
they would need to talk with people from oth-
er countries.

Avoiding or failing to find opportunities for 
L2 interaction is a common theme in SA re-
search (Diao, 2014; Du, 2013). Haruʼs experi-
ence captures the idea of persisting in the 
face of failure. Interestingly, this idea reso-
nates with one of the fundamental competen-
cies that has been identified as being crucial 
in the development of global human resources 
according to Japanʼs ministry of education, 
“the ability to take a step forward and try pa-
tiently even after failure” (Yonezawa, 2014, p. 
38). Several students commented on the fear 
they felt when beginning to conduct the inter-
views. Lee, the assistant coordinator, had 
asked the students of past study tours why 
they were so scared. He saw the fear as re-
sulting from being denied opportunities to fail 

Findings and Discussion

Learning Opportunities in Approaching 
People for On-The-Street Interviews

Many students found the interview assign-
ment to be challenging but worthwhile. Sev-
eral students remarked that they felt it was 
one of the first opportunities for them to hear 
the real opinions of native speakers of Eng-
lish and that they regarded the opportunity 
to hear such opinions as valuable. Their re-
flections on the learning opportunities from 
doing the interviews can be divided into 
learning how to approach people for an inter-
view and learning from conducting the inter-
view itself.

The act of approaching someone in a differ-
ent country for an interview in their L2 
proved to be challenging for the students to 
accomplish. Many of the students noted a 
change in their approach, often in response to 
difficulties faced in interviews early on. Their 
stories expressed the theme of overcoming 
hurdles to communication. Haru told a story 
that exemplified the difficulty the students 
faced. He noted:

My first person who I asked the question 
is not good for me because I tried to 
speak. ︙ I thought she is very kind, and 
I try to interview but I ask a question 
and then she closes her eyes and her face 
looked like angry and I said Iʼm very sor-
ry, but she didnʼ t respond so I was 
shocked and ︙ I didnʼt want to try the 
interview project after this experience, 
but I tried the next person. Her hair is 
pink but sheʼs very kind and it is easy to 
speak English and I can learn there are 
many people have a different viewpoint.
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terview were not granted. Yuji appreciated 
the way that Kai would try again soon after 
being declined. Many students realized that 
certain settings were conducive to conducting 
interviews. Students used taxis or the ride-
hailing service Uber while traveling around 
in their free time. They found the drivers 
were eager to answer the studentsʼ questions 
and would ask some of their own. Eri noted 
that the duration of the drive offered many 
opportunities to ask questions. Similar to La-
laʼs strategic formulation of questions based 
on circumstances, Eri used the time spent be-
ing driven around to learn as much as possi-
ble about the citiesʼ attractions by asking the 
driver for recommendations.

The finding that students learned that taxi 
and Uber drivers were willing to answer the 
studentsʼ questions adds to the SA literature 
on learning from service encounters (Hassall, 
2013; Shively, 2011). In Shivelyʼs (2011) study 
of Spanish L2 learnersʼ development in prag-
matic understanding through service procure-
ment routines in shops in Spain, the students 
learned to avoid engaging in personal talk 
through their interactions with shop staff as 
the staff showed a preference for sticking to 
the transactional nature of the interaction. In 
contrast to that finding, the students in this 
study found their drivers to be quite eager to 
engage in personal talk. Eiji, Kanta, Yuka, 
Eri, and Kai mentioned Uber as a positive ex-
perience when asked about the memorable 
events from the study tour. While privacy 
concerns would preclude collecting the kind of 
interactional data that Shively did in public 
spaces, it is interesting to consider the kinds 
of interactional routines students learned to 
participate in through their conversations 
with drivers. In Hassall ʼs (2013) study, just 

and learn from their failures growing up. Yuji 
expressed a similar sentiment when he said 
the following:

I could not listen all and in the situation, 
I want to say something but I could not 
say something. I cannot find the words to 
explain these things that I want to say. 
This experience changed me, and I real-
ized that I donʼt have enough level of 
speaking English for living in America. 
So maybe after that experience, I can 
study harder ︙Experiencing these prac-
tical situations, it is very important to go 
to America, to go to the real America. 
Not on TV or not on YouTube. Feel and 
experience failure is very important for 
you. Make a lot of failure in [the study 
tour]. I want to say this. 

One of the values of repeated engagement 
with an activity such as the interview project 
and the company visits is that students can 
learn from their early experiences and im-
prove their performance in later encounters.  

In addition to learning to overcome their 
fear of approaching people for interviews, the 
students also learned to be strategic in the 
way that they approached people. Lala and 
Yuji noted that they struggled early in their 
interviews but learned how to be more suc-
cessful through asking for advice and watch-
ing their more successful peers. Lala noticed 
that a pair of her tour mates were having suc-
cess by approaching people for advice related 
to their surroundings. If they were in a book-
store, for instance, they asked about popular 
books. Fitting the purpose of the interview to 
the setting led to success. Yuji tagged along 
with a more successful peer, Kai, and gained 
confidence from doing the interviews with 
him. In some cases, their requests for an in-

52



made her feel the need to improve her com-
munication skills. Aoi mentioned that she 
could talk with many people as she waited for 
taxis or buses, but she found it difficult to for-
mulate her follow-up responses. To compen-
sate, she used gestures and head nods to 
show her engagement with the interviewees. 
Kai expressed regret that he was not able to 
speak more about the intervieweeʼs response. 
He remarked that his lack of listening ability 
prevented him from successfully acknowledg-
ing the intervieweeʼs response. Kai ʼs com-
ments suggest that he felt a responsibility to 
develop the topic he himself had introduced. 
The interviewee had taken the time to re-
spond to the question, so Kai felt he should be 
able to follow up more to show his apprecia-
tion. Eiji reflected that he struggled to match 
the casual register of the people he spoke 
with. Instead of struggling to accurately catch 
what the interviewee said, Eiji found that his 
word choices led to misunderstandings on the 
part of the interviewee. Eiji expressed reser-
vations about learning to speak more casual-
ly, noting “I thought I have to learn more cas-
ual English, but I ʼm afraid ︙ I ʼll lose my 
academic English.”

The studentsʼ frustration at not being able 
to meaningfully follow up on the responses of 
people they met points to issues with interac-
tional routines in interview formats. A funda-
mental aspect of accountable behavior in con-
versation is that participants tie their 
responses meaningfully to what has been said 
prior (Maynard, 1980). A study on a pedagog-
ical task involving L2 students and native 
speakers found that the students tended to 
ask series of questions that did not build on 
each other (Mori, 2002). In the present study, 
the issue seems to reflect the difficulty stu-

being in the presence of drivers and other 
passengers from the local community led to 
opportunities to learn widely used terms of 
address that were not covered in textbooks. 
The present study points to rides in taxis or 
ride-hailing services as sites of sustained in-
teraction due to the characteristics of the ser-
vice. From the accounts of the students, the 
drivers were eager participants in the conver-
sations. In such a situation, the need for an 
explicit approach to conducting an interview 
is likely reduced. In contrast to other trans-
portation workers and shop staff, taxi and 
Uber drivers can attend to their customers on 
a personalized basis. Similarly, in Duʼs (2013) 
study of fluency development in SA in China, 
one participant noted that Chinese taxi driv-
ers were eager conversationalists on her shop-
ping trips around the city. 
Learning Opportunities in Conducting 
On-The-Street Interviews

In discussing the learning opportunities 
from conducting the interviews, the students 
interestingly focused on their ability to follow 
up on interviewee responses. Once students 
could successfully approach someone for an 
interview and start asking questions, they 
encountered two types of problems. First, 
they struggled to catch what the person said 
and come up with a meaningful follow-up. 
Second, the person they interviewed would 
sometimes initiate their own line of question-
ing which the students struggled to respond 
to. Both issues may reflect aspects of how the 
task was constructed and prepared for as well 
as the proficiency level of the students.

Difficulty in following up on responses from 
interviewees was a common theme in the stu-
dentsʼ responses. Eri found that not following 
up on her answers led to short interviews that 
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The students understandably perceived its 
function to be to collect information from oth-
ers. While Yuka felt appreciative and ready 
for the chance for a reciprocal sharing of in-
formation, Kai and Kanta discovered the val-
ue of being able to communicate interesting 
information about Japan. Co-construction of 
cultural beliefs (Cook, 2006) and positioning 
of L2 learners as ignorant about cultural mat-
ters (Iino, 2006) has been a theme of SA re-
search into homestay interactions at the din-
ner table. Here, interaction with interviewees 
spurred Kai and Kanta to understand that 
they were representatives of Japan. They re-
alized they could add value to intercultural 
conversations by being ready to speak about 
their culture.
Learning Opportunities from Participat-
ing in Company Visits

The studentsʼ experience of visiting five 
companies in the U.S. was a rich point, Agarʼs 
(1986) expression for an encounter that is be-
yond oneʼs cultural or linguistic expectations. 
The students witnessed company cultures 
that varied greatly from their conceptions. All 
13 students mentioned the visits when asked 
to recount memorable events from the tour. 
The learning opportunities that the students 
discussed can be divided into two themes: 
learning from participation in the talks and 
learning from the content of the talks.

Many students discussed the difficulties of 
participating in company visits. The students 
struggled to listen and understand the con-
tents of the talk well enough to participate in 
the question-and-answer session after the 
talk. Yuka reflected on the challenge of ask-
ing the company representatives a question, a 
sentiment shared by many other participants. 
For Yuka, part of the challenge came from the 

dents faced in understanding the interview-
eeʼs talk while also coming up with a mean-
ingful response to that talk. The frustration 
they expressed toward their performance sug-
gests they were aware of not being responsive 
to the interviewee. The students wanted to be 
able to fluidly build on the message of their 
interlocutors but could not do so in the mo-
ment. Many students commented on the need 
to focus more on communication skills in 
their English studies. Thus, the interviews 
acted as an opportunity to notice a gap in 
their ability.

In addition to struggling to follow up on in-
terviewee responses, the students also strug-
gled when the interviewee wanted to ask 
them questions. While the students valued 
the opportunity to “know the real opinion 
from the native people,” as Yuka put it, the 
people they met also wanted to learn about 
Japan through talking with the students. 
Yuka described a two-way flow of informa-
tion. She could learn about the people in 
America, and she could teach them about 
Japanese culture. However, Kai and Kanta 
struggled to talk about Japanese culture 
when asked. Kai was surprised to find that 
one of the interviewees knew about Japanese 
celebrities that he had not heard of. One of 
the Uber drivers asked Kanta to explain rela-
tions between Japan and Russia, and Kanta 
was disappointed that he could not answer. 
He decided that he wanted to learn more 
about Japan so that he could answer peopleʼs 
questions, especially as many international 
visitors were expected to visit during the To-
kyo Olympics.

The studentsʼ descriptions of their inter-
views suggest that some of them had a chang-
ing stance toward the role of the interview. 
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nity facilitate learning more than always 
doing something perfectly. 

Recognizing the value of doing research be-
fore for the company visits to ask better ques-
tions and planning on-the-street interviews 
based on the surroundings points to the im-
portance of being able to develop communica-
tive strategies as needed. As in Hassall ʼs 
(2006) case study on leave-takings, the stu-
dentsʼ development of strategies was an itera-
tive process facilitated by repeated opportuni-
ties to engage in the same activity and to 
reflect on their performance. One aspect of 
this study that distinguishes it from other 
studies was the way that the company visits 
were constructed as being high stakes within 
the SA program. In the pre-departure study 
sessions, Ken and the two senior students re-
peatedly emphasized the value of the opportu-
nity to meet company representatives and the 
responsibility the students had to take the op-
portunity seriously. The students were 
trained to understand that they needed to be 
accountable to speakers who had generously 
volunteered their time to meet the students. 
Furthermore, they were made to understand 
that failure to actively participate might jeop-
ardize future visits to the company as compa-
nies might not be willing to invite the pro-
gram back. Thus, taking the initiative to 
speak took on heightened value, which may 
have motived the development of communica-
tion strategies. As Lee noted above, training 
the students has its limits. Through meeting 
the challenges of the actual visits, as illus-
trated by Kahoʼs case, students came to un-
derstand the need to be active participants.
Learning Opportunities in the Messages 
from the Company Visits

The company talks conveyed messages that 

different emphases that the speakers had in 
giving their presentations. Some company 
speakers focused on the history of the compa-
ny. Others focused on general information or 
a major problem the company had faced. In-
stead of asking a general question about the 
company, Yuka wanted to ask about some-
thing the speaker said in the talk, which 
proved challenging when she could not antici-
pate the topic of the talk beforehand. To ad-
dress this problem, Yuka researched each 
company before the visit. Yuka noted:

Preparing was important. Knowing some 
basic information of the company so that 
I could listen to the presentation easily 
and maybe I could have some time to 
think about the question for the company, 
but I prepared some questions to ask be-
fore I went to visit the company. 

Like Yuka, Kaho struggled to ask a question 
in the first company visit. She did not enjoy 
the visit as a result. From this disappointing 
experience, she could learn the value of ex-
pressing her opinion. She remarked that 
when she did not speak during the Q&A ses-
sion it was “meaningless for me and the com-
pany.” Kaho found the company visits that 
followed to be difficult, but she was able to 
ask questions. She noted, “I could learn the 
importance of having my opinion and the im-
portance of actively participating in discus-
sion.” Lee pointed out that in preparing stu-
dents who have never been abroad before, 
nothing can compare with the actual experi-
ence, noting:

When they actually visit companies and 
experience the interactions and fail, it be-
comes real to them. ︙ Having opportuni-
ties to fail and figure out what needs to 
be done to do better for the next opportu-
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In Japan, the idea of LGBT is very new, 
so ︙ we can decrease the misunderstand-
ing in this university ︙ if everyone in my 
circle understands the core. We can be 
successful and continue. 

Yuji noted that the president of the precision 
tools company spoke to them after the main 
talk about his approach to organizing the 
company. Yuji found the presidentʼs system for 
motivating high achievement among the 
workers to be “really unique ︙, a very effi-
cient way to manage a company well ︙, and a 
new perspective for [him].”

The value students saw in having a core 
points to how learning opportunities are 
shaped by the context-specific features of SA 
activities. Recent research on SA has tried to 
expand the typology of different learning op-
portunities from engaging with people for 
specific purposes in different contexts (Duff, 
2019). The studentsʼ learning about the com-
pany practice of promoting core values (John-
son et al., 2009) became a valued piece of 
knowledge to understand more about work 
cultures in international contexts and about 
themselves. Many students noted how they 
could begin to imagine what it would be like 
to work abroad through the experience of vis-
iting the company. Yuka and Kaho valued the 
sense of freedom and ease in the company 
cultures. Lala was struck by overhearing 
workers speaking Japanese, English, and 
Spanish in the same company. The company 
visits were an important learning opportunity 
for shaping the studentsʼ understanding of 
what it means to work internationally. 
Learning from the Predeparture Study 
Sessions

A distinctive feature of the short-term 
study tour was that it involved intensive pre-

the students found to be inspiring and useful 
in considering their goals in university and 
their future career. Many students identified 
a theme that came across in many of the 
talks, the idea of having a core, that the stu-
dents found to be particularly valuable. The 
company representatives connected moments 
of failure to incidents when their companies 
moved away from their core and moments of 
success were understood as illustrations of 
sticking to the core. In the case of a famous 
shoe company, the representative noted how 
the business struggled when trying to make 
shoes for purposes outside its core market. A 
representative from a precision tools company 
explained how recognition that their core val-
ue came from cutting, polishing, and grinding 
allowed them to capitalize on new opportuni-
ties in the production of silicon chips.

The students were intrigued by the idea of 
having a core, and some of them applied it to 
their own life. Kanta saw having a strong 
core as a key attribute when entering the in-
ternational market. Eiji saw gaining interna-
tional experience as his core goal and saw his 
participation in the study tour as part of that 
goal. Mina said that learning about the com-
paniesʼ core had inspired her to try to identify 
what her core was. In a similar comment, Eri 
noted that one of the speakers explicitly di-
rected the audience to consider what their 
“one important thing” was. Eri found it diffi-
cult to consider what that one thing would be 
for her. Lala applied the idea of having a core 
to her role as a leader of a university circle 
dedicated to promoting LGBT human rights. 
She said that there were disagreements at 
times among the members about what actions 
to take. Lala stated:

The core is spreading the idea of LGBT. 
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year and the type of English he would need to 
better communicate with people in English in 
international contexts. 

Many students saw a direct connection be-
tween the company research project and the 
company visits on the study tour. Yuka and 
Yuji thought that it was useful to practice 
asking questions during the presentations. 
One group of students chose to research a 
company they would visit on the SA tour, a 
Japan-based company famous for its health-
oriented beverages. Those students regarded 
the pre-departure study sessions and the on-
site activities as strongly connected. For in-
stance, Kanta researched how the company 
relied on a female workforce of delivery driv-
ers to distribute the companyʼs products in 
Asia and South America. He was surprised to 
learn from the company representativeʼs talk 
that such a system of delivery was not em-
ployed in the U.S. and the reasons why. A 
theme of the research projects was how com-
panies needed to adapt when entering foreign 
markets. Kanta could learn valuable informa-
tion about this theme by researching the com-
pany during the study sessions and hearing 
from a company representative at the host 
site. Similarly, Lala became interested in the 
strategies the company used to enter foreign 
markets. She had difficulty finding such in-
formation through internet searches. During 
the company visit, she could ask the repre-
sentative to explain one of the strategies. Like 
Yuka and Yujiʼs opinions, Lala found that it 
was useful to practice asking questions dur-
ing the oral presentations of the study ses-
sions. She said that “usually Japanese stu-
dents rarely ask questions, especially in 
English.” Lala noted that Kenʼs directive that 
all students must ask at least two questions 

departure preparation for the interview pro-
ject and the company visits. In addition, the 
students frequently commented that the pre-
departure study sessions gave them a chance 
to bond with their tour mates through work-
ing on their group research projects and prac-
ticing for a song and dance performance to be 
conducted in front of students at an affiliated 
university in the host country. They saw this 
bonding process as an important element of 
the success of the tour. Regarding the inter-
view project and the company visits, the stu-
dentsʼ comments suggest that they felt ade-
quately trained for participation in the 
company visits. Some comments suggest they 
did not feel prepared for the communicative 
challenges of the interview project. 

Through asking people questions for the in-
terview project, many students realized that 
they needed to work on their communication 
skills. They did not state that they felt under-
prepared. Rather, doing the interview project 
made them realize the difference between ac-
ademic English, which was emphasized in the 
intensive English program, and conversation-
al English, which was needed to successfully 
speak with the people they met. For instance, 
Eri saw a distinction between the type of 
communication practice she received in pre-
paring her presentation and the type of com-
munication practice she needed to successful-
ly interact with interviewees. She noted that 
senior students had recommended they buy a 
book of communication phrases to prepare 
them. Eri recommended that future study 
sessions include discussion of the difference 
between presentation skills and communica-
tion skills. As mentioned earlier, Eiji also 
came to realize the difference between the 
type of English he had been studying for a 
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street interviews, company visits, and prede-
parture study sessions suggested that repeat-
ed encounters with valued activities afforded 
the students opportunities to realize gaps in 
their performance that spurred their aware-
ness of the need to be active communicators 
while in university and in their future ca-
reers.

The findings suggest three practical appli-
cations when planning and implementing a 
short-term study tour. First, pre-departure 
study sessions can be valuable in giving stu-
dents a framework for understanding their 
experiences in the host community. Nothing 
compares to actual experience at the host site, 
but training for on-site activities can help stu-
dents process the insights they gain. Second, 
repeatedly engaging in a valued interactional 
routine gives students opportunities to devel-
op strategies for overcoming past failures (as 
in Hassall, 2006). Lastly, it can be valuable to 
integrate SA activities into the larger curric-
ulum of ESP programs. For instance, the stu-
dents who researched a company they would 
visit on the study tour expressed an apprecia-
tion for their growing understanding of the 
companyʼs economic situation that began in 
the pre-departure study sessions and took on 
deeper meaning in the visit to the company. 
The study tour became an opportunity to wit-
ness firsthand the issues they learned about 
in their economics classes. In integrating SA 
into the broader curriculum, administrators 
can offer activities at the SA site that build on 
the preceding coursework and preview subse-
quent curricular goals. It is hoped that these 
findings can be of service in the administra-
tion and organization of short-term study 
tours.

during the oral presentations helped force the 
students to “really focus on listening to the 
presentations,” which proved to be useful 
practice in the company visits.

Little research to date has focused on the 
connection between pre-departure preparato-
ry activities and the activities conducted at 
the SA site. A connection can be seen between 
the studentsʼ reflections on the study sessions 
and the findings from Lee and Kinginger 
(2018) that suggest educational institutions 
could benefit from designing SA programs 
that are integrated with regular coursework. 
Students saw the opportunities to speak with 
people and visit companies as building on the 
studies they completed in the intensive Eng-
lish program. Integrating coursework and SA 
activities gave students a sense of the possi-
bilities opened up to them for their future ca-
reers. Kaho noted:

I think that my juniors should go on the 
study tour because, through the study 
tour, I can extend my view. For example, 
before visiting America, I donʼt want to 
work in a foreign country. I wanted to 
work in Japan. But after visiting compa-
ny, I wanted to work in a foreign country. 
I want to work like [a famous skateboard 
shoe company] or [a precision tools com-
pany]. Those companies are freedom and 
comfortable working for me.

Kahoʼs experiences on the study tour put her 
on a pathway to understanding what it means 
to work in an international context. 

Conclusion

This study examined opportunities for 
learning in SA programs for students in ESP 
programs. Student perspectives on on-the-
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