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Research in Progress:

Japanese Students Abroad

Teresa Cox

In the 1998 academic year, I received a special research grant from
Soai University to study ‘‘Japanese Students Abroad: Cultural Adaptation
and Personal Growth.:”” This project, which is still ongoing, has its roots in
a study I did in 1993 using in-depth debriefing interviews of the first two
Soai University students to take part in our official Year Abroad Program
in the USA.

Study abroad is popular in Japan, and many Japanese universities like
Soai sponsor their own programs in North America. However, there has
been little research here on the overall effect of these programs on
Japanese students, or on the process of adjustment which participants ex-
perience. There are only a few studies available in English which deal spe-
cifically with the international experiences of Japanese students, and these
studies are limited. No one, to my knowledge, has looked at the cultural
adaptation and adjustment of Japanese students abroad as a comprehen-
sive process. Japanese researchers in the field of “‘study abroad” have
tended to focus their study on analysis of specific critical incidents, or else
to concentrate on developing practical training methods for overseas pro-
grams. Most studies of Japanese ‘‘ryugakuser” are based on rather subjec-
tive impressions and lack broad data on the actual experiences of students.

In contrast, there is a substantial body of American research going
back more than 40 years concerning cultural adaptation in general (see Lys-
gaard, 1955; Oberg, 1960: Adler, 1975; Furnham and Bochner, 1986; and Torbiorn,
1994, to name only a few of the most notable sources). Furthermore, several
projects have attempted to document the experiences of American stu-
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dents abroad, and the effect of international study, using interviews (see
Abrams, 1979; Hensley and Sell, 1979; Sell, 1983 and Kauffmann, Martin, and
Weaver, 1992.). More recently, researchers in Canada and the USA have
documented the cross-cultural experiences of North American students
abroad and international students in North America using videotaped inter-
views (“World Within Reach”, 1995; “Cold Water” 1988). These English lan-
guage video documentaries are often used as pre-departure training materi-
als for international students in North America, Europe, and elsewhere.

More research on the specific experiences of Japanese students abroad
is needed. In-depth debriefing interviews (Cox, Soai Ronshu 1995) are one
method of learning about cultural adaptation and adjustment. However,
my 1995 interview project was limited to a small number of students from
only one institution. An earlier study using a self-assessment questionnaire
(Cox, Soai Ronshu 1993) looked at the personal development experienced by
students in a short term summer program. Although this type of program
is very beneficial, participants are not really required to deal with serious
issues of cultural adjustment in such a short period. Therefore I chose to
focus my next research project on students who have experienced an aca-
demic year abroad.

A broader study using more subjects, from different universities, who
studied at different locations in North America for at least one academic
year, was designed. It is hoped that this research will allow us to make
some valid generalizations about cultural adaptation and personal growth
of Japanese ‘“‘ryugakuser”’. Such research should provide a better under-
standing of the students’ adjustment process, and allow comparison with
the experiences of international students from other countries. Additional-
ly, research findings may help future participants gain maximum benefit
from study abroad programs, especially if the insights gained are shared in
the form of a training video or other student orientation materials.

My research project is to be carried out in three stages, only the first of
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which has been completed. The second stage is now in progress. In the
first phase of the project, with financial support from the Soai University
research grant, I videotaped interviews with twelve students from Kansai
area universities who had studied for an academic year in North America in
1998. I intended to investigate whether their experiences conformed to the
“U-curve” and “W Curve’ models of cultural adjustment proposed by Lys-
gaard, and Gullahorn and Gullahorn, respectively, and also to gather useful
advice for students going abroad in the future.

The interviews took place in late 1998 and early 1999, resulting in
about 12 hours of videotape. The Japanese text of the interviews was tran-
scribed from the videotape and saved on computer disks.

I am now in the second stage of the project, analyzing the results of the
interviews. After the interviews have been analyzed and key sections iden-
tified and extracted, I plan to incorporate these segments in a training film
intended for Japanese students going abroad. This latter, third stage of the
research plan assumes the continued support of Soai University for the
project.

I would like to conclude by offering my sincere thanks to the Board of

Directors of Soai University for their support of this research project.
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