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Abstract
One of the aspects that affect the quality of intercultural teaching is the teachers’
international experience (Byram, 1991; Göbel & Hesse, 2008); therefore, to expose
future teachers to other cultures, many universities encourage students to spend
some time abroad. By means of critical incident technique (CIT), the study deline-
ated in this article sought to investigate Polish FL student teachers’ interpretations
of situations they viewed as particularly memorable, surprising and important dur-
ing a two-week teacher training program in Germany. Based on the recalled critical
incidents, this qualitative case study additionally sought to establish the participants’
intercultural orientation on the basis of the DMIS model. The content analysis re-
vealed that the respondents recalled more positive incidents than the negative ones
and that the accounts centered around two main categories: incidents involving
cross-cultural situations and incidents within the Polish group. The results also indi-
cate that the participants of the study hold a realistic view of their own country and
are able to approach cross-cultural situations in an objective and mature way, which
situates them within the ethnorelative stages of cultural development.

Keywords: critical incident technique; DMIS; intercultural sensitivity; initial teacher
education; student teachers; study abroad; intercultural experience; culture contact

1. Introduction

A body of research conducted on learners of different age and in different con-
texts suggests that study abroad experience affects numerous aspects of foreign
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language (FL) learning: intercultural competence (Behrnd & Porzelt, 2012; Jack-
son, 2008; Martinsen, 2011), cognitive gains (Lee, Therriault, & Linderholm,
2012), motivation (Szczepaniak-Kozak, 2014; Tsai, 2012), and communicative
competence (Berg, Michael, & Paige, 2009; Llanes & Muñoz, 2009; Regan, How-
ard, & Lemée, 2009). Despite a growing popularity of short- and long-term mobil-
ity initiatives in teacher education, research on the impact of international ex-
periences on future FL teachers is limited in number and scope. Moreover, the
available studies are to a large extent focused on Asian students visiting English
speaking countries, and little is known about mobility programs for prospective
teachers in the European context.

With this in mind, this article presents a qualitative case study that sought
to investigate Polish FL student teachers’  perception of their  experiences of a
two-week teacher training program in Germany. A critical incident technique
(CIT) was used to elicit both positive and negative situations the participants
viewed as particularly memorable, surprising and/or important during their stay
abroad. The student teachers’ accounts were content analyzed with the objec-
tive of comparing the number of positive and negative incidents and identifying
the categories of the reported incidents. Due to the nature of the study abroad
experience, it was anticipated that many of the recalled critical incidents would
be likely to refer to different intercultural encounters, reactions to cultural dif-
ferences and inter- or intra-group interactions. Consequently, in the next step,
it was planned to analyze the participants’ intercultural orientation on the basis
of Bennet’s (1993) Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS), that
is, a scale that describes individuals’ reactions to intercultural differences on the
continuum ranging from ethnocentric to ethnorelative orientations.

2. Study abroad in initial foreign language teacher education

One of the aspects that affect the quality of intercultural teaching is the teach-
ers’ international experience (Byram, 1991; Göbel & Helmke, 2010; Göbel &
Hesse, 2008); therefore, it is important to involve future teachers in diverse mo-
bility programs during their pre-service education. To improve future teachers'
intercultural and language skills, acquaint with different systems of education
and prepare to work in multicultural contexts, some universities insist that pro-
spective teachers spend a certain period of time in a different country. Depend-
ing on the students’ needs and the objectives of the mobility program, during
their stay abroad student teachers may attend a language course (Bodycott &
Crew, 2000), participate in academic classes, take part in teacher training courses
(Czura & Pfingsthorn, 2016), take up employment or gain some teaching experi-
ence, for instance, by undertaking teaching internships in local schools (Ateşkan,
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2016; Thomas, 2006; Myers, 1997) or acting as language assistants (Byram, 1994).
The available research findings point to a number of potential advantages as well
as drawbacks of immersion and study abroad experiences in FL teacher education.

After a period of time spent in a different country, student teachers re-
ported that this experience had a positive impact on their intercultural aware-
ness, sensitivity to cultural differences and knowledge about the host country
and its citizens (Lee, 2009; Tang & Choi, 2004). Such cross-cultural experiences,
home stays with host families and direct interaction with native speakers refined
student teachers’ understanding of cultural differences and raised their aware-
ness of their own cultural identity (Tang & Choi, 2004). As Pray and Marx (2010)
note, on return to the home institution from Mexico, American students, by and
large, expressed more emphatic attitudes to cultural and linguistic problems
their learners experienced. What is more, it appears that staying and working in
a foreign country contributed to the participants’ personal development, espe-
cially with regard to their general maturity, confidence, anxiety and coping strat-
egies. In the long-term perspective, student teachers’ enhanced open-minded-
ness and more profound tolerance of differences exerted a positive influence on
their social skills and interaction with family, friends and colleagues (Bodycott &
Crew, 2000; Lee, 2009; Tang & Choi, 2004).

Additionally, most studies indicate a positive relationship between interna-
tional sojourns of future FL teachers and language gains. Lee (2009) demonstrates
that participation in academic classes, exposure to FL television and intensive in-
teractions with native speakers in both academic and social contexts enhanced
Hong Kong student teachers’ sociolinguistic competence and raised their aware-
ness of different registers and varieties of English. Similar observations were made
by Barkhuizen and Feryok (2006), who added that international experiences
helped student teachers to lower their anxiety when speaking to native speakers
of English. Evans, Alano and Wong’s (2001) survey on Hong Kong in-service teach-
ers revealed that after a four-week study abroad program their basic needs for a
deeper linguistic and cultural experience were fulfilled and they felt more confi-
dent to use English. Still, some findings imply that sending students to other coun-
tries does not necessarily result in the development of communicative compe-
tence (Berg, Michael, & Paige, 2009; Tanaka, 2007). Despite a generally positive
evaluation of the impact of the stay abroad on communicative skills, some partic-
ipants complained about limited opportunities for in-depth interaction with na-
tive speakers of English (Barkhuizen & Feryok, 2006; Lee, 2009; Sutherland, 2011).

Some of the international programs involved different forms of teacher
education, such as workshops, academic classes, school visits and work place-
ments, which, in the participants’ view, contributed to the development of their
professional skills (Bodycott & Crew, 2000). Student teachers appreciated the high
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value of such field experience abroad as it gave them valuable insight into a new
educational system, offered exposure to novel, more communicative teaching ap-
proaches and provided them with an opportunity to receive constructive feed-
back from both their regular instructors and local teachers (Barkhuizen & Feryok,
2006; Czura & Pfingsthorn, 2016; Hepple, 2012; Yang, 2011). Additionally, the
need to document such teaching experiences abroad in diaries or logs prompted
them to analyze their own strengths and weaknesses, and thus contributed to the
development of reflective skills (Hepple, 2012; Yang, 2011). On the other hand,
Trent, Gao and Gu (2014) indicate that after being exposed to a different educa-
tion system, the participants constructed conflicting teacher identities.

Although, according to the research presented above, the advantages of
mobility programs for future FL teachers clearly outnumber the disadvantages,
some problems and shortcomings are also evident. To maximize the educational
value of such international programs, it is recommended that sojourners receive
support at all stages of their mobility experience: at the preparatory stage, dur-
ing the stay abroad and after their return to the home institution (Barkhuizen &
Feryok, 2006; Egli Cuenat et al., 2015; Milby, Rhodes & Scott, 2015; Pray & Marx,
2010). Finally, the success of a study abroad program for future teachers de-
pends to a large extent on responsiveness and close cooperation between the
host and home institutions and their willingness to react promptly to problem-
atic situations and to introduce ongoing modifications to the program
(Barkhuizen & Feryok, 2006; Yang, 2011).

3. LETTA – Learning English through the Arts IP

In order to promote student mobility, the Lifelong Learning Program (LLP) of the
European Commission, lasting from 2007 to 2013, offered an opportunity to ap-
ply for the funding and to organize an Intensive Program (IP), which involved
short courses addressed to students of higher education from at least three dif-
ferent countries. Such projects could last from two to six weeks and focused on
any innovative topic that was not included in the standard curriculum and, thus,
enabled the participants to develop knowledge and skills beyond those covered
in the home institution.

With these goals in mind, in 2014, Carl von Ossietzky University of Olden-
burg, Germany, organized an IP entitled LETTA – Learning English through the Arts
for 59 student teachers from four European countries (Germany, Poland, Lithuania
and Turkey). The LETTA IP aimed to find possible ways of applying the Learning
Through the Arts (LTTA) education model in FL learning. LTTA was introduced in the
mid-1990s in Canada under the assumption that enriching general curricula with
art-related elements would support the acquisition of knowledge and improve the



Student teachers’ recollections of a short-term study abroad experience: Critical incident analysis

139

learning process. This claim has been supported by a body of empirical studies
which revealed a positive emotional, physical, cognitive and social impact of the
program (Catterall, 1998; Deasy, 2002; Elster, 2001; Pitman, 1998).

In essence, the participation of pre-service teachers from the four educa-
tional contexts in this mobility initiative intended to foster a deeper understand-
ing of European curricula and FL learner needs in different educational settings.
Additionally, it was hoped that a course based on an interdisciplinary approach
to language instruction would enable prospective FL teachers to develop strat-
egies to integrate content in a cross-curricular manner. Last but not least, to en-
rich international integration between individuals from different countries, the
IP encouraged extensive cross-cultural collaboration among pre-service teach-
ers, university staff and student teachers.

Every attempt was made to maintain a proper balance between theoreti-
cal foundations, research findings and classroom applications of the new ap-
proach and to this end the IP included lectures, tutorials, workshops, school vis-
its and a field trip to the local museum, coordinated by university staff, teacher
trainers, teachers and local artists. Apart from strictly academic objectives, the
IP involved a number of social initiatives and excursions that enabled the partic-
ipants to forge international contacts and sensitized them to cultural diversity.
In total, the student teachers participated in 20-30 contact hours per week,
which amounted to 3 ECTS (European Credit Transfer System).1

The teacher training course centered around three major milestones.2

With the aim to establish common ground between the students from different
countries of origin, the first milestone focused on the analysis of different ap-
proaches to foreign language teaching and national curricula for FL and arts
teaching in the respective countries. Additionally, student teachers visited local
schools to observe English and art-related classes, which enabled them to ex-
amine how German curricular guidelines were applied in school practice. The
second milestone was devoted to presenting theoretical foundations and dis-
cussing practical application of the LTTA model in FL teaching. In particular, it
was analyzed how different forms of arts, such as painting, music, creative writ-
ing, drama and graffiti can be introduced into the regular FL classroom at differ-
ent stages of education. Then, in international groups, the students were in-
volved in the process of adapting, designing and evaluating teaching resources
and lesson plans that included elements of different arts disciplines. The last

1 More information is available at http://ec.europa.eu/education/resources/european-credit-
transfer-accumulation-system_en
2 A detailed programme of the LETTA IP is available at the project website: http://englische-
fachdidaktik.com/Gehring2/content/our-program-location and in Pfinghsthorn and Czura
(2017, p. 127-128).
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milestone consisted in the final presentation, recapitulation and general evalu-
ation of the program and its teacher training objectives.

4. Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS)

Since the present study is based on the analysis of subjective interpretations of
critical incidents that happened during a teaching course abroad, it was antici-
pated that a significant portion of the incidents would make references to cross-
cultural issues. In this light, the DMIS model was selected to constitute a con-
ceptual model of analyzing the participants’ intercultural orientation. Devel-
oped by Bennett (1993, 2004) after years of observations, DMIS describes dif-
ferent ways individuals understand and react to cultural difference. According
to the model, the exposure to new cultures, languages and intercultural situa-
tions may bring about changes in the perception of cultural differences and ac-
celerate progress on a continuum of worldviews ranging from ethnocentric to
ethnorelative orientations. The former can be defined as “the experience of
one’s own culture as ‘central to reality’” (Bennett, 2004, p. 62), whereas being
ethnorelative means “being comfortable with many standards and customs and
to having an ability to adapt behavior and judgments to a variety of interper-
sonal settings” (Bennett, 1993, p. 26). Both ethnocentric and ethnorelative
stages are further divided into three subsequent categories.

Denial of cultural deference, positioned as the most ethnocentric element
of DMIS, is characteristic of individuals who perceive their own culture as the
only “real one”, show no interest in learning about other systems, fail to notice
any cultural differences and hold rather simplistic views of how culture affects
their own and other people’s lives. When faced with a cultural difference, peo-
ple at denial make aggressive attempts to avoid or to eliminate it (Bennett 1993;
2004). The second stage of DMIS, referred to as defense against difference, as-
sumes a high degree of polarization between “us and them” and often involves
negative stereotyping. Being aware that cultural differences exist, individuals re-
gard their own culture as superior, whereas other cultures are believed to be of
lesser significance. A possible alternative to the defense orientation is the rever-
sal, which is typical of individuals who tend to regard the adopted culture as su-
perior and, at the same time, belittle the culture they come from (Bennett 1993,
2004). Finally, the last ethnocentric stage, minimization of cultural difference, con-
sists in a simplistic belief that all human beings are essentially the same and, for
this reason, knowledge of intercultural differences is not necessary to maintain
effective communication. Whereas individuals at the minimization stage are able
to notice rather basic intercultural differences, linked to traditions, eating habits
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or clothing, they fail to understand the importance of culture for such fundamen-
tal aspects of human life as values, beliefs and worldviews (Bennett 1993, 2004).

At acceptance, the first stage of the ethnorelative orientation, people un-
derstand that their own culture is one of many cultures in the world and, con-
sequently, one’s cultural identity affects everyday routines, behavior patterns,
principles and beliefs. However, the acknowledgement of cultural differences
does not necessarily mean approval – individuals may not be fond of certain
disparities between cultures, but they are able to accept them (Bennett 1993,
2004). The next stage, adaptation to cultural differences, assumes that “the ex-
perience of another culture yields perception and behavior appropriate to that
culture” (Bennett, 2004, p. 70). An individual is emphatic and open-minded
enough not to interpret a given situation from the perspective of their own cul-
tural context only. As careful observers, they are willing to adapt their behavior
to the interlocutor(s)  in a particular situation (Bennett 1993, 2004).  The most
advanced ethnorelative orientation is referred to as integration of cultural dif-
ference. At this stage, rather than being confined to one culture only, individuals
are bi- or even multicultural and can interpret a novel situation from a variety
of cultural perspectives. Their beliefs, behaviors and worldviews are representa-
tive of many cultures they have encountered in their lives. Despite being the
most ethnorelative stage, integration is not a prerequisite of successful cross-
cultural communication. In fact, the instructional programs that prepare partic-
ipants for international sojourns target at the stage of adaptation to cultural dif-
ference, which is believed sufficient in cross-cultural situations (Bennett, 2004).

5. Method

The aim of the study was to collect student teachers’ recollections of both pos-
itive and negative critical incidents that happened during the IP and analyze
their reactions and subjective opinions concerning the causes and effects of
those situations. Content analysis of the responses helped to find answers to
the following research questions:

1. Did the student teachers focus more often on positive or negative critical
incidents?

2. What aspects of the stay abroad did the student teachers recall in their
accounts of critical incidents?

3. Did the student teachers tend to exhibit ethnocentric or ethnorelative beliefs
and behaviors in their choice and interpretation of the critical incidents?
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5.1. Participants

The critical incidents were reported by 6 out of 14 Polish students who had par-
ticipated in the LETTA intensive program and agreed to take part in the interviews.
All respondents were female and studied English at a large university in Poland.
The sample consisted of both BA and MA students (with 3:3 ratio), who at the
time of the IP attended the Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) course
in order to receive nationally acknowledged qualifications to teach English. Re-
cruitment to the IP was conducted on a voluntary basis. The author of this article
took part in the LETTA IP as an instructor of one of the national groups.

5.2. Research methodology – CIT

The data in this study was collected by means of a critical incident technique
(CIT), which can be defined as:

a qualitative interview procedure which facilitates the investigation of significant oc-
currences (events, incidents, processes, or issues) identified by the respondent, the
way they are managed, and the outcomes in terms of perceived effects. The objective
is to gain understanding of the incident from the perspective of the individual, taking
into account cognitive, affective, and behavioral elements (Chell, 1998, p. 56).

CIT is a set of clearly defined procedures used in retrospective qualitative
research and aims to collect, analyze and categorize the observations of human
behavior (Flanagan, 1954). Tripp (1993, p. 3) underlines that “a critical incident
is an interpretation of the significance of the event”, which indicates that apart
from eliciting purely descriptive data, CIT also prompts the respondents to in-
terpret the situation, analyze their own reactions and provide a general evaluation
of the incident and its consequences. The added value of this elicitation technique
is that incidents are not imposed and, thus, the respondents are free to select any
situation they consider relevant to the context of the study. CIT was introduced
into social studies by John Flanagan (1954) and since then it has been used, for
instance, in service studies (Bitner, Booms & Tetreault, 1990; Gremler, 2004), hos-
pitality research (Callan, 1998) and general teacher education (Shapira-Lish-
chinsky, 2011). In recent years, CIT has also been applied in studies concerning
such aspects of second language teaching and learning as sociolinguistic compe-
tence (Kuchuk, 2012), intercultural competence (McAllister et al., 2006; McClure,
2007) and learners’ experiences of foreign language learning (Czura, 2017; Finch,
2010). As the range of topics indicates, CIT can be used to elicit qualitative data
that is focused on a specific aim or thematic detail, and the participants’ percep-
tions are analyzed on the basis of a concrete situation. It must be noted that CIT
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is understood here as a qualitative research procedure that can be used in a num-
ber of contexts and, thus, should not be limited to the application of critical inci-
dents as a pedagogical tool for triggering pre-/in-service teachers’ reflection on
their teaching practice (e.g., Farrell, 2008; Gabryś-Barker, 2012; Tripp, 1993).

Although critical incidents may be collected by way of group interviews, writ-
ten surveys or observations, most studies employ individual interviews as they al-
low more individualized and in-depth analysis of each significant account. During
an interview the respondents tell a story of a selected experience, whereas the
interviewer may ask additional questions concerning the incident. Before data col-
lection, researchers need to explicitly define what a critical incident is in the con-
text of the study since, as Gremler (2004) observed, using a generic definition may
not fully embrace the research objective. Additionally, it is advised to provide cri-
teria each story needs to meet to be treated as a critical incident in further analysis
(Gremler, 2004). Similar to any other qualitative research technique, the process
of categorizing critical incidents may be either based on a selected theoretical
model or developed in the process of inductive interpretation (Strauss, 1993).

5.3. Data collection

Critical incidents were collected by the author during individual interviews (five
face-to-face and one on Skype). The interviews took place when all the academic
classes taught by the researcher and attended by the respondents were com-
pleted, that is approximately one year after the LETTA program. Due to the time
that elapsed between the IP and the interview, the participants were given the
instructions a few days before the interview session. They were instructed to
recall at least three either positive or negative situations during the LETTA
course that they considered to have been particularly important, puzzling or in-
teresting. The choice of critical incidents was not restricted in any way – it could
involve any person and take place in any location, both in academic and social
situations as long as it happened during the two weeks they spent abroad. Dur-
ing the interviews, in order to gain more in-depth understanding of the respond-
ents’ reaction to as well as personal interpretation of each incident, a few addi-
tional questions were asked, for instance “Why do you consider this incident as
particularly positive/negative?”, “How did you react?”, “Why do you think it hap-
pened?”, “Would you change anything if you were given an opportunity?”. On
average, each interview lasted approximately 15 minutes. The obtained data
were recorded, transcribed and content analyzed by the author. The relevant
fragments of the interviews were translated into English, and the respondents’
names were replaced with pseudonyms.
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6. Results

For the purposes of the study, an event recalled by the respondents was identi-
fied as a critical incident only when it: (1) referred to a concrete, easily identifi-
able situation; (2) could be interpreted as either positive or negative; and (3) of-
fered sufficient detail for content analysis. Any responses that failed to meet these
three conditions were discarded from further analysis. In total, the respondents
provided 25 accounts; however, since two accounts offered a general evaluation
of the intensive program and one lacked sufficient detail, these three accounts
were not identified as critical incidents. Table 1 provides a numerical summary of
the recalled incidents. It appears that student teachers placed more emphasis on
positive situations and the incidents can be divided into two general categories:
(1) incidents in cross-cultural situations, which included all incidents in which the
respondents mentioned people or objects coming from other cultures; and (2)
incidents that involved other Polish participants. The majority of the critical inci-
dents focused on situations involving individuals from different national and cul-
tural backgrounds, for instance other IP participants, local organizers, school
teachers and pupils, passers-by, librarians and service workers in both academic
and social situations. Five out of 22 incidents pertained to the interactions within
the Polish group, touching on such issues as group cohesion, cooperation and pur-
suit of common objectives. The presentation of the qualitative analysis will start
with the incidents involving cross-cultural situations, and then the incident within
the Polish group will be attended to. Due to space limitations, only selected, yet
representative, fragments of the interviews will be presented.

Table 1 Categories of critical incidents reported in the study
CATEGORIES OF CRITICAL INCIDENTS POSITIVE

INCIDENTS
NEGATIVE

INCIDENTS
TOTAL

Incidents involving cross-cultural situations: 10 7 17

interactions with other national groups
interactions with local people
reactions to a German university

4
3
3

5
2
0

Incidents within the Polish group 3 2 5

Total 13 9 22

6.1. Incidents involving cross-cultural situations

Within this category, three further subcategories of critical incidents were identi-
fied: accounts (1) involving interactions with other participants of the workshop,
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(2) referring to interactions with local people outside the university, and (3) fo-
cused on student teachers’ reactions to the host institution.

In the category of critical incidents focused on interactions with other na-
tional groups the negative incidents prevailed. The most serious problem indi-
cated by four respondents referred to the limited contact with students from
one of the countries. It appeared that except for during the classes and collabo-
rative tasks, that group was not willing to socialize beyond their own circle.

I was so sad. (…) This training trip was supposed to bring us closer to other cultures,
other countries and then it appeared that one group was difficult to get through to.
Unlike students from [two other countries] [Mona].

I  am not  saying  that  everyone (…)  I  do  not  know whether  it  is  a  stereotype  or  my
subjective impression. But there was no reaction to ‘Hi!’ (…) I do not know them as a
nation so maybe they are like this. I don’t want to judge them. It’s hard to say from
this perspective [Natalie].

The utterances above indicate that in their interpretations of those critical inci-
dents the respondents voiced rather conciliatory and level-headed opinions,
void of culture-specific generalizations and stereotyping. Only one student, Eva,
half-jokingly, made a fairly biased and stereotypical comment about the situa-
tion “well, the girls had very strong characters, and later I realized that their
prime minister is a woman”.

Another incident appeared critical to Eva, who was puzzled by close con-
tact one of the instructors had with her students:

What surprised me was her contact with her students. It was... er... a bit too much. As if she
didn’t keep the distance between herself and her group. It might be because I come from a
different culture, in which it is not entirely possible. I do not know how to explain it.

Here, the student tried to understand the disturbing incident she observed. At first
she attempted to justify this by referring to typical student-teacher relationship in
her own culture, only to conclude that she was not able to find a definite answer.

Another negative situation was recalled by Katharine who was surprised
when, while working in groups, one student tried to impose her opinion on others:

I was a bit shocked at that situation as she really wanted, at all costs, to force her idea
on us even though, objectively speaking, it wasn’t better than ours. (…) I told her that
we were working in a group so we need to cooperate somehow, and we need to
decide by a majority.

Even though during the interview Katharine mentioned the girl’s nationality, this
aspect did not seem to be important in the interpretation of the incident – what
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mattered was the inappropriateness of that girl’s behavior against universally
accepted values and norms.

In contrast, Dena recalled an example of active and effective cooperation
she experienced while working in international groups:

it was the first time I had experienced such team spirit. For instance, at the university
or in other situations never had the collaboration been so fruitful. And there were no
conflicts. Someone came up with an idea and another person was able to use it to
dream up something even better. I’d love to have another opportunity to work with
such a great team. And we were put together into groups at random! [Dena]

It is worth underlining here that Dena did not mention the team members’ na-
tionality – it appears that for her the most important aspect was the high quality
of work, not the country of origin.

The remaining respondents also appreciated friendliness and amiability of
one of the national groups. Mona, for instance, was moved by the farewell the
Polish group received from nearly all the students from that group (“When we
were about to leave, [they] appeared out of nowhere and said that they simply
had to say goodbye. It was so nice!”). Such openness prompted the respondents
to draw intercultural comparisons and, at the same time, analyze their own cul-
tural identity. It is visible in Natalie’s declaration: “[they] are generally more open
to everyone (...) and we, the Poles, well, it’s obvious we are less open”.

The critical incidents involving interactions with local people embraced
three positive and two negative situations that happened outside the university
and did not involve other participants of the IP. One person was positively sur-
prised when she received an involuntary help from a stranger in the street,
whereas Eva referred to meeting German teachers and students:

The pupils were so open. (…) All teachers were very nice and even apologized to us
for not speaking Polish, and we apologized to them for not speaking German. I was
so surprised that anyone can apologize for such a thing!

Dena, on the other hand, recalled a school visit during which the teacher she
observed disclosed some personal information about one of the students to them to
explain his behavior. When asked to interpret the teacher’s behavior, she said, “For
me, it was a broad generalization, as if she wanted to avoid the problem”. This re-
sponse implies that the situation was astonishing for the student not because it re-
sulted from an intercultural difference or misunderstanding, but because she judged
the teacher’s reaction in that particular situation as inappropriate and unprofessional.
It suggests that Dena interpreted the teacher’s behavior from a culture-general per-
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spective (cf. Gudykunst & Hammer, 1984), which allowed her to build an understand-
ing of the situation without resorting to culture-specific labels and national stereo-
types.

Yet another student was surprised when she had nearly been knocked
down by a cyclist on a cycling lane on their day trip to the Netherlands:

He didn’t apologize as if it had been my own fault. But later I heard that it is typical of the
Dutch – they think they always have right of way when cycling so you need to look out for
them. They never look out for you. (…) It was a hard landing <laughter> [Natalie].

Even though at first the cyclist’s behavior was astonishing and prompted a neg-
ative evaluation, later Natalie tried to find an explanation for this unexpected
event. Once the student became aware of the cultural difference, she recalled
the incident as a humorous event and concluded the story with laughter.

It also seems natural that university student teachers paid attention to sim-
ilarities and differences between their own and the German university they vis-
ited. In her accounts of positive critical incidents, Kathrine indicated two aspects
of studying in Germany she found appealing – she valued the openness of other
students in the university canteen (“it was natural to sit down next to strangers
and the students were very friendly, asked us questions”) and the library visits
(“the librarians were really nice and helpful. And it was a bit different from what
we have at home, well, in depends on a situation, but some librarians are, to put
it mildly, less supportive”). Erin, having expected the organizers to have a very ac-
ademic, serious and theoretical approach to classes, was surprised with the rather
informal character of the opening meeting and the warm welcome they received.

6.2. Critical incidents within the Polish group

The last broad category of critical incidents is linked to the Polish group and
touches upon such aspects as intragroup interactions, a sense of belonging and
group responsibility. Since most of the students appeared to be goal-oriented
and approached the assigned tasks with professionalism and commitment, the
fact that some students failed to contribute to the final outcome was recognized
by two respondents as a negative critical incident:

It was irritating that some of us didn’t come to the meetings. I thought it was clear
that we had come there to work towards a common goal, that we should support
each other, to finish the presentation and make a good impression [Erin].

The respondents’ willingness to work towards common goals and to make a good
impression was expressed also in other accounts of critical incidents.
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Although the recruitment to the IP was voluntary and the respondents did
not belong to one student group in the home institution, their recollections suggest
that during this two-week stay in Germany they developed a sense of community
and appreciated the bond they had with each other: “There was a great moment
when some of us had lunch together. It was a moment when we really felt that
we were a tight-knit group” [Natalie].

7. Discussion

To recapitulate, the results show that student teachers recalled more examples of
positive incidents, most of which happened in contact situations with representa-
tives of other countries. Some critical incidents took place within the Polish group
and concerned mainly group coherence and a sense of group responsibility. Having
answered the first two research questions, the reference to the last one, “Did the
student teachers tend to exhibit ethnocentric or ethnorelative beliefs and behav-
iors in their choice and interpretation of the critical incidents?”, is in order.

Despite offering generally level-headed opinions, one student, Eva, on a
few occasions inserted rather judgmental and culture-biased comments in her
accounts (e.g., “in the city, or I’d rather call it a small town <smirk>”, “we asked
a lady, in a scarf, you know”), which situates her in a transitional orientation
between minimization and acceptance. It is clear that most of the interviewed
student teachers exhibit a worldview characteristic of the acceptance stage –
they appear to be aware of intercultural differences and understand that their
own cultural context affects different aspects of their lives. Whereas at ethno-
centric stages individuals tend to assume a hierarchical view of culture, in which
one’s own culture is perceived as superior, the participants of the study treat
other cultures with respect and hold a realistic view of their homeland. Being
aware of some deficiencies and inadequacies encountered on a daily basis, they
did not undervalue their country of origin. The participants’ willingness to inte-
grate with the co-national group and work towards common goals went hand in
hand with their openness to other cultures, curiosity about novelty and interest
in students from other national groups. The respondents also appreciated infor-
mal multicultural evenings, during which they gained new knowledge about
food, drink and traditions typical of other countries. As Mona’s earlier comment
suggests, she was fully aware that one of the objectives of the LETTA IP was to
forge international contacts and gain intercultural skills.

The choice and interpretations of some critical incidents are indicative of
the adaptation stage – the student teachers seemed to adapt easily to the
course timetable, everyday routines and life on the campus of a German univer-
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sity. Irrespective of the configuration of group members’ nationalities, they re-
mained respectful to others and displayed goal-oriented and conciliatory atti-
tudes. Cases of unacceptable behaviors were usually analyzed from the perspec-
tive of “general culture”, which involves cultural norms that are universal and
applicable in a wide range of contexts. However, the very same respondents
tended to point out to other participants using national labels (e.g., a Turkish
girl, German teachers), and even though no disregard or bias were implied, such
behavior is symptomatic of their attachment to national/cultural categorization
and, therefore, the most advanced orientation of the DMIS model did not take
place in these situations.

Out of 6 student teachers only Dena exhibited some characteristics of the
integration stage. In her example of exceptionally inspiring group work, she did not
pay attention to cultural or national differences between the participants – the
main focus was placed on the quality of work and the collaborative spirit she expe-
rienced. Similarly, in her evaluation of the German teacher, she condemned the in-
appropriate and unprofessional behavior, whereas no reference was made to the
teacher’s nationality. It might have stemmed from Dena’s intercultural experience
as she had spent a semester in an English-speaking country as an Erasmus student
and even today stays in regular contact with individuals from other cultures. To con-
clude, the accounts and interpretations of both positive and negative critical situa-
tions indicate that the respondents display predominantly ethnorelative attitudes,
situated for the most part at the acceptance and adaptation stages of DMIS.

These results stand in contrast to some previous findings on mobility expe-
riences in other contexts. Jackson (2011) revealed that although university stu-
dents became more interculturally sensitive and displayed deeper understanding
of cultural differences after a few-week sojourn in England, self-reports prepared
on return to the home institution suggested that some participants remained in
the ethnocentric phase, and their opinions represented the defense and minimi-
zation stages on the DMIS scale. Additionally, as a result of the international ex-
perience, some students adopted a critical stance towards Hong Kong, which, un-
like before the sojourn, was viewed as inferior in comparison to England.

The friction observed in the group of Polish students offers yet another
valuable insight into this international experience. Bodycott and Crew (2000)
state that when abroad, co-national student groups typically offer each other
support on personal, social and academic levels; however, in some situations an
intragroup conflict may occur and lead to a rift and even segregation of some of
the group members (Bodycott, 2015). In the present study, the students drifted
apart as a result of a “relationship” conflict (cf. Jehn, 1995), which stemmed
from differences  in  perceiving  the  objectives  of  the  program,  the  level  of  en-
gagement and their sense of responsibility.
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It is important to underline that both positive and negative cross-cultural
encounters affect one’s intercultural development and, as Tang and Choi (2004,
p. 61) emphasize, “an important aspect of this ‘meaning’ is the dissonance gener-
ated in cross-cultural experiences”; therefore, it can be assumed that experiences
reported in the negative critical incidents involving individuals from other cultures
may turn valuable and promote future intercultural and, indirectly, professional de-
velopment. The subject literature points to a close relationship between teachers’
international experience and their ability to implement intercultural teaching in
their work (Byram, 1991; Göbel & Helmke, 2010; Göbel & Hesse, 2008). However,
we cannot assume that a study abroad experience will automatically translate into
student teachers’ ability to develop IC in prospective learners. A study on student
teachers in the same institution (Czura, 2016) evidences that although future teach-
ers were able to provide definitions of IC that were consonant with the definitions
available in the literature (Bennet & Bennet, 2004; Byram, 1997), they lacked prac-
tical skills necessary to develop this construct in practice. It shows that to turn a
study abroad period into a truly education experience with a long-lasting profes-
sional impact, teacher training modules need to include both theoretical and prac-
tical aspects of developing interculturality in the language classroom.

In closing, it is worth analyzing the applicability of CIT in studies on a short-
term international experience. The incidents selected and described by the partici-
pants of the present study generated a wealth of valuable qualitative data on their
stay in Germany, and it can be concluded that CIT appeared to be a useful data elic-
itation technique. What is of utmost importance is that the pre-teachers’ narratives
were not limited to descriptive accounts of the incidents only – they additionally
contained evaluation of the situations on the behavioral, affective and cognitive lev-
els. Flanagan (1954, p. 327) underlines that the observations obtained by way of CIT
“facilitate solving practical problems”; therefore, it is time to analyze the possible
implications of the findings. Since the author and the students had shared their re-
flections on the IP experience on a few occasions during the IP, most of the reported
incidents that related to the classes and school visits did not come as a surprise.
However, it was impossible to observe situations that happened in group work and
social situations. It appears that casual conversations and the group instructors’ in-
terim attempts to solve ongoing problems did not suffice to alleviate the emerging
conflicts and there is a need for more formalized support sessions at different stages
of a stay abroad period. This observation points to the need for some improvements
in the study abroad program. On the one hand, it may be advisable to redefine the
role of the instructors to empower them to solve ongoing conflicts; on the other,
within-group and between-group interaction can be improved by establishing more
precise assessment criteria and more systematic elicitation of outcomes.
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8. Conclusions

The present qualitative research study is limited by a relatively small sample,
which makes it impossible to form any wide-ranging generalizations about mobility
experiences of pre-service teachers in Poland. Still, the results of this study are
indicative of the fact that observations and research findings reported in other
settings may not be readily applicable in the Polish context. Unlike in other ed-
ucational systems (Jackson, 2008, 2011; Lee, 2009; Tanaka, 2007), in the present
study, the participants of the international program exhibited high levels of in-
tercultural sensitivity and did not report any instances of communicative prob-
lems resulting from insufficient language competence. The predominantly eth-
norelative orientation, however, did not prevent the students from experiencing
culture bumps and intercultural problems, which evidences the need for sup-
port programs at different stages of mobility. Decisions about the scope and
content of such support programs should be adjusted to the educational context
and in this particular case, a more formalized support during the stay abroad
period would be of assistance. It is clear that the success of a mobility experi-
ence depends on a number of idiosyncratic factors, some of which may be diffi-
cult to predict; nevertheless, taking into account the benefits they bring on pro-
fessional, personal and intercultural levels, mobility programs should be seen as
a valuable component of teacher education.



Anna Czura

152

References

Ateşkan, A. (2016). Pre-service teachers’ cultural and teaching experiences abroad.
Journal of Education for Teaching, 42(2), 135-148. doi: 10.1080/02607476.20
16.1144634

Barkhuizen, G., & Feryok, A. (2006). Pre-service teachers’ perceptions of a short
term international experience programme. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher
Education, 34(1), 115-134.

Behrnd, V., & Porzelt, S. (2012). Intercultural competence and training outcomes
of students with experiences abroad. International Journal of Intercultural
Relations, 36(2), 213-223. doi: 10.1016/j.ijintrel.2011.04.005

Bennett, M. (1993). Towards ethnorelativism: A developmental model of inter-
cultural sensitivity. In R. M. Paige (Ed.), Education for the intercultural ex-
perience (pp. 21-71). Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press.

Bennett, M. (2004). Becoming interculturally competent. In J. Wurzel (Ed.), To-
ward multiculturalism: A reader in multicultural education (2nd ed.) (pp.
62-77). Newton, MA: Intercultural Resource.

Bennett, J. M., & Bennett, M. J. (2004). Developing intercultural sensitivity: An inte-
grative approach to global and domestic diversity. In D. Landis, J. Bennett &
M. Bennett (Eds.), Handbook of intercultural training (3rd ed.) (pp. 147-165).
Thousand Oaks: Sage.

Berg, V., Michael, J. C.-L., & Paige, R. M. (2009). The Georgetown consortium project:
Interventions for student learning abroad. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Jour-
nal of Study Abroad, 18, 1-75. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ883690

Bitner, M., Booms, B., & Tetreault, M. (1990). The service encounter: Diagnosing
favorable and unfavorable incidents. Journal of Marketing, 54, 71-84.

Bodycott, P. (2015). Intragroup conflict during study abroad. Journal of Interna-
tional Students, 5(3), 244-259.

Bodycott, P., & Crew, V. (2000). Living the language: The value of short-term over-
seas English language immersion programs. The Language Teacher, 24(9),
27-33. Retrieved from http://www.jalt-publications.org/old_tlt/articles/
2000/09/bodycott

Byram, M. (1991). Teaching culture and language: Towards an integrated model.
In D. Buttjes & M. Byram (Eds.), Mediating languages and cultures: To-
wards an intercultural theory of foreign language education (pp. 17-30).
Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.

Byram, M. (Ed.). (1994). Culture and language learning in higher education.
Clevedon, Avon: Multilingual Matters.

Byram, M. (1997). Teaching and assessing intercultural communicative compe-
tence. Bristol, PA: Multilingual Matters Ltd.



Student teachers’ recollections of a short-term study abroad experience: Critical incident analysis

153

Callan, R. J. (1998). The critical incident technique in hospitality research: An
illustration from the UK lodge sector. Tourism Management, 19, 93-98.

Catterall, J. (1998). Does experience in the arts boost academic achievement?
Art Education, 51(3), 6-11.

Chell, E. (1998). Critical incident technique. In G. Symon & C. Cassell (Eds.), Qualitative
methods and analysis in organizational research (pp. 51-72). London: Sage.

Czura, A. (2016). Major field of study and student teachers’ views on intercul-
tural communicative competence. Language and Intercultural Communi-
cation, 16(1), 83-96. doi: 10.1080/14708477.2015.1113753

Czura, A. (2017, in press) Adolescent learner perceptions of foreign language
assessment: Critical incident analysis. Glottodidactica. An International
Journal of Applied Linguistics, 44(2).

Czura, A., & Pfingsthorn, J. (2016). The influence of a short-term international
intensive programme on student teachers’ perception of their future pro-
fession. Anglica Wratislaviensia 54, 35-49.

Deasy, R. J. (2002). Critical Links: Learning in the arts and student academic and
social development. Washington, DC: Arts Education Partnership.

Egli Cuenat, M., Brogan, K., Cole, J., Czura, A., Muller, C., Szczepańska, A., Bleich-
enbacher, L., Höchle Meier, K., & Wolfer, B. (2015). Plurilingual and inter-
cultural learning through mobility: Practical resources for teachers and
teacher trainers. Strasbourg: Council of Europe.

Elster, A. (2001). Learning through the arts: Program goals, features, and pilot re-
sults. International Journal of Education and the Arts, 2(7). Retrieved from
http://www.ijea.org/v2n7/

Evans, M., Alano, C., & Wong, J. (2001). Does a short language course in an im-
mersion setting help teachers to gain in communicative competence? In
P. Bodycott & V. Crew (Eds.), Language and cultural immersion-perspec-
tives on short term study and residence abroad (pp. 91-100). Hong Kong:
The Hong Kong Institute of Education.

Farrell, T. S. C. (2008). Critical incidents in ELT initial teacher training, ELT Journal,
62(1), 3-10.

Finch, A. (2010). Critical incidents and language learning: Sensitivity to initial
conditions. System, 38(3), 422-431.

Flanagan, J. C. (1954). The critical incident technique. Psychological Bulletin,
51(4): 327-358.

Gabryś-Barker, D. (2012). Reflectivity in pre-service teacher education. A survey
of theory and practice. Katowice: University of Silesia Press.

Göbel, K., & Helmke, A. (2010). Intercultural learning in English as foreign lan-
guage instruction: The importance of teachers’ intercultural experience



Anna Czura

154

and the usefulness of precise instructional directives. Teaching and
Teacher Education, 26(8), 1571-1582. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2010.05.008

Göbel, K., & Hesse, H.-G. (2008). Vermittlung interkultureller Kompetenzen im
Englischunterricht. In DESI-Konsortium. (Ed.), Unterricht und Kompetenz-
erwerb in Deutsch und Englisch (pp. 398-410). Weinheim: Beltz.

Gremler, D. D. (2004). The Critical Incident Technique in service research. Journal of
Service Research, 7(1), 65-89. doi.org/10.1177/1094670504266138

Gudykunst,  W. B.,  & Hammer, M. R.  (1984).  Dimensions of intercultural  effec-
tiveness: Culture specific or culture general? International Journal of In-
tercultural Relations, 8(1), 1-10. doi:10.1016/0147-1767(84)90003-8

Hepple, E. (2012). Questioning pedagogies: Hong Kong pre-service teachers’ di-
alogic reflections on a transnational school experience. Journal of Educa-
tion for Teaching: International Research and Pedagogy, 38(3), 309-322.

Jackson, J. (2008). Globalization, internationalization, and short-term stays
abroad. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 32(4), 349-358.
doi:10.1016/j.ijintrel.2008.04.004

Jackson, J. (2011). Host language proficiency, intercultural sensitivity, and study
abroad. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 21, 167-
189. Retrieved from files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ991091.pdf

Jehn, K. A. (1995). A multi-method examination of the benefits and detriments
of intragroup conflict. Administrative Science Quarterly, 40, 256-82.

Kuchuk, A. (2012). Politeness in intercultural communication: Some insights into
the pragmatics of English as an international language. Unpublished doc-
toral dissertation, University of Arizona, Tucson.

Lee, C. S., Therriault, D. J., & Linderholm, T. (2012). On the cognitive benefits of
cultural experience: Exploring the link between studying abroad and cre-
ative thinking. Journal of Applied Cognitive Psychology, 26(5), 768-778.

Lee, J. F. K. (2009). ESL student teachers’ perceptions of a short-term overseas im-
mersion programme. Teaching and Teacher Education, 25(8). doi: 10.1016/
j.tate.2009.03.004

Llanes, À., & Muñoz, C. (2009). A short stay abroad: Does it make a difference? Sys-
tem, 37(3), 353-365. doi:10.1016/j.system.2009.03.001

Martinsen, R. (2011). Predicting changes in cultural sensitivity among students
of Spanish during short-term study abroad. Hispania, 94(1), 121-141.

McAllister, L., Whiteford, G., Hill, B., Thomas, N. & Fitzgerald, M. (2006). Refec-
tion in intercultural learning: Examining the international experience
through a critical incident approach. Reflective Practice, 7(3), 367-381.

McClure, J. W. (2007). International graduates’ cross-cultural adjustment: experi-
ences, coping strategies, and suggested programmatic responses. Teaching
in Higher Education, 12(2), 199-217. doi:10.1080/13562510701191976



Student teachers’ recollections of a short-term study abroad experience: Critical incident analysis

155

Milby, T. M., Rhodes, J. A., & Scott, M. R. (2015). Innovative study abroad mod-
els: Advancing teacher education in curricular development. In J. A Rhodes
& T. Milby (Eds.), Advancing teacher education and curriculum development
through study abroad programs (pp. 22-35). IGI Global. doi: 10.4018/978-1
-4666-9672-3.ch002

Myers, E., Jr. (1997). Some benefits of an education abroad program for elemen-
tary pre-service teachers. Education, 117, 579-583.

Pfingsthorn, J. & Czura, A. (2017). Student teachers’ intrinsic motivation during
a short-term teacher training course abroad. Language, Culture and Cur-
riculum, 30(2), 107-128, doi: 10.1080/07908318.2016.1251942

Pitman, W. (1998). Learning the arts in an age of uncertainty. Toronto: Arts Ed-
ucation Council of Ontario.

Pray, L., & Marx, S. (2010). ESL teacher education abroad and at home: A cau-
tionary tale. The Teacher Educator, 45(3), 216-229.

Regan, V., Howard, M., & Lemée, I. (2009) The acquisition of sociolinguistic com-
petence in a study abroad context. Bristol/Toronto: Multilingual Matters.

Shapira-Lishchinsky, O. (2011). Teachers’ critical incidents: Ethical dilemmas in teach-
ing practice. Teaching and Teacher Education, 27(3), 648-656. doi:10.1016/
j.tate.2010.11.003

Strauss, B. (1993). Using the critical incident technique in measuring and managing
service quality. In E. E. Scheuing & W. F. Christopher (Eds.), The service quality
handbook (pp. 408-427). New York: American Management Association.

Sutherland, M. L. (2011). English Language Study Abroad Program: An Investi-
gation of Hong Kong pre-service teachers’ experiences of a language im-
mersion program. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Queensland Univer-
sity of Technology, Brisbane, Australia.

Szczepaniak-Kozak, A. (2014). Languaging sojourner’s experience: Narrative ac-
counts of learning a second language abroad. In H. Lankiewicz & E. Wąsikie-
wicz-Firlej (Eds.), Languaging experiences: Learning and teaching revisited
(pp. 130-156). Newcastle upon Thyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

Tanaka, K. (2007). Japanese students’ contact with English outside the classroom
during study abroad. New Zealand Studies in Applied Linguistics, 13, 36-54.

Tang, S. Y. F., & Choi, P. L. (2004). The development of personal, intercultural and pro-
fessional competence in international field experience in initial teacher educa-
tion. Asia Pacific Education Review, 5(1), 50-63. doi.org/10.1007/BF03026279

Thomas, P. G. (2006). Pre-service practicum teaching in central Asia: a positive ex-
perience for both worlds. Journal of Social Studies Research, 30(1), 21-25.

Trent, H., Gao, X. & Gu, M. (Eds.). (2014). Language teacher education in a multilingual
context: Experiences from Hong Kong. Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer.



Anna Czura

156

Tripp, D. (1993). Critical incidents in teaching: Developing professional judg-
ment. New York: Routledge.

Tsai, Y. (2012). The effects of intercultural learning on English learning motivation
among students studying abroad. New Horizons in Education, 60(1), 23-34.

Yang, C.  C.  R.  (2011).  Pre-service English teachers’  perceptions of an overseas
field experience Program. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 36(3),
92-104. doi: 10.14221/ajte.2011v36n3.4


