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Summary of Doctoral Dissertation

This dissertation investigates the impact of short-term residence abroad (RA) without
formal study on L2 development in pre-adolescent learners. It explores: (1) how well
pre-adolescents can narrate a story in an L2 after one month’s residence abroad, and (2)
how early learners must start to learn an L2 to benefit from a RA experience.

Fifty-five Japanese junior high school students (aged 12—14), who engaged in a
one-month RA program in the United States or Canada, participated in this study. They
were asked to tell in English the story in Mayer’s (1969) wordless picture book, Frog,
where are you?, immediately before and after their experience abroad. The participants’
narrative performances were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively.

Scores were obtained on the narrative data based on analyses of linguistic aspects
(the total number and mean length of utterances, lexical and syntactic complexity) as well
as story structure (plot elements). The quantitative analyses based on these scores reveal
clear benefits of short-term residence abroad for increasing narrative ability at both the
story structure and linguistic structure levels. The participants generally became able to
describe more plot elements, producing more utterances and using a greater variety of
vocabulary in their post-abroad narratives than in their pre-abroad ones.

The participants were divided into three groups according to whether they
received High, Middle or Low scores in their post-story narratives to examine the changes
in the ways they narrate the story in English before and after their stay abroad.
Improvements were more drastic for the participants in the High and Middle groups than
for those in the Low group (who generally scored lower in both story structure and
linguistic structure measures in the pre-abroad sessions), indicating that learners may need
a certain threshold level of proficiency for noticeable improvement in a RA context.

The qualitative analyses illustrated different patterns of development between the
participants in the three groups. That is, while the participants generally became better at
producing a narrative after being abroad, the High-group participants tended to construct a
structurally and linguistically more complex story than the participants in the other two
groups in the post-abroad sessions. Specifically, they became able to produce more
elaborated descriptions not only by recounting the temporal and causal relations between
the events but also by expressing the inferred feelings of the characters of the story.
Linguistically, the High-group participants started to compose grammatically complex

sentences more frequently than the participants in the other two groups in their post-abroad



narratives. However, not much change could be found in the participants’ morphosyntactic
accuracy (e.g., inaccurate use of articles, verbs, and tense morphemes) after being abroad.
With regard to the second aim of this study, it was found that the participants who
began learning English before age 5 tended to benefit more from their short experience
abroad based on correlations between their narrative scores and when they started learning
English. This suggests that the actual starting age of L2 learning may also contribute to L2
gains in a short-term RA context. Due to the small number of participants who were
recruited from a unique RA program organized by an English language institution in Japan,
the findings cannot be widely generalized. Nevertheless, the conclusion from this study
remains that participating in a homestay for one month abroad without any formal study
can enhance pre-adolescent learners’ oral narrative development in a target language,
especially for children who begin learning their L2 before age 5. To gain more-in-depth and
generalizable knowledge about age and L2 gains in short-term language immersion, more
studies of learners with different starting ages and different RA programs are needed in the

future.

Evaluation Summary

The final meeting to evaluate the dissertation submitted by Ms. Moe KANO was held
online in Zoom between 8:50AM and 10:33AM on May 16, 2022. Ms. Kano began by
doing a 20-minute presentation to a committee comprised of Professors Quay (Chair), Fujii
and Lee about her dissertation, which was open to the public. A 10-minute Q & A session
after the presentation allowed for questions from the public before the final closed session

with the committee.

After careful review of the dissertation, all committee members agreed on the high caliber
of the research contribution, presentation and meticulous work done by Ms. Kano. Ms.
Kano impressed us with her research and writing skills, her ability to integrate skillfully
previous literature into the discussion of her own findings and her facility in incorporating
seamlessly the comments made during her Final Draft Evaluation, so that we only had
minor suggestions for improving her work after this oral defense. Therefore, the Committee

approved unanimously that Ms. Kano is very worthy to receive the doctoral degree.

Hardly any studies exist on the effectiveness of naturalistic short-term language immersion

_6_



abroad on early L2 development in children. Most of the available literature have focused
on university students who received formal instruction in target languages while living
abroad. This dissertation contributes to further knowledge about how young children can
learn second languages implicitly, and the role of naturalistic (as opposed to instructional)
conditions while at home and abroad on their L2 development. This study focuses on
narrative ability before and after a one-month residence abroad and analyzed L2 oral
fluency, complexity and accuracy. Although it was found that young children can learn their
second language in the same way as their first, that is, implicitly, in naturalistic immersion
settings, a certain level of L2 proficiency is required for them to benefit from their
experience abroad. High and middle scorers could elaborate (increase complexity) and
produce more fluent narratives than low scorers after one month of language immersion. In
addition, those who started learning the L2 before age 5 demonstrated greater
improvements in the narrative task after one month abroad. While one month of language
immersion was enough to help high scorers to start producing evaluative devices missing
from their pre-abroad narratives, one month was not enough for any of the children to
master morphosyntactic items not found in their L1, Japanese (e.g., articles and verb tense
inflections) or vocabulary not used in daily life. It was found, moreover, that four weeks
abroad may not be enough intensive exposure for older starters with low L2 proficiencies.
These results have valuable implications. The earlier children can start learning a second
language naturally or implicitly, the more their L2 abilities can increase in later naturalistic
language immersion. When parents cannot provide L2 exposure at home, the solution may
be to enroll children in language institutions that simulate naturalistic L1 acquisition (by
providing enjoyable activities rather than formal instruction) in their L2 educational
approach. This early exposure serves to increase the linguistic benefits of spending even a

short time abroad on the L2 communication skills of preadolescent children.

The Committee acknowledges and recognizes Ms. Kano’s outstanding efforts and research
ability and offers her our sincere congratulations for the successful completion of her

doctoral dissertation.
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