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a b s t r a c t

This article reports a research project planned and organized by the School of Educational Studies of
Universiti Sains Malaysia to provide an international teaching practicum experience to six pre-service
teachers for six weeks in Maldives. Using qualitative data from an open-ended questionnaire and
reflective journals, the six pre-service teachers’ experience of professional development during their
international teaching practicum is examined, analysed and described. The findings show that the six
students experienced beneficial and meaningful professional development. Some challenges and limi-
tations of the international practicum are also highlighted. Based on this study, implications for teacher
education/training of TESOL/TESL teachers are suggested.

� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

In a multicultural context, teachers and learners have the op-
portunity to learn from and about each other, and understand the
different ideas and philosophies of diverse groups of individuals. By
doing so, teachers and learners are able to teach and learn in an
atmosphere that forges stronger relationships and facilitates better
understanding of other’s views, beliefs and cultures. This multi-
cultural context is propagated by ‘borderless education’, which is a
concept whereby the provision of education is not determined or
influenced by factors related to time, space and geography
(Middlehurst, 2006). In other words, education can be planned and
managed anywhere and anytime, especially with the aid of
technology.

The introduction of information communication technology
(ICT), especially the Internet, in the field of education has
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contributed to various initiatives related to the above borderless
education. For instance, it has allowed educational institutions to
initiate joint ventures and strategic alliances with external in-
stitutions that foster meaningful collaborations and networking
(see Bowman, Boyle, Greenstone, Herndon, & Valente, 2000;
Kabilan, Wan Fara & Mohamed Amin, 2011; Pawan, Paulus, Yalcin,
& Ching-Fen, 2003), encourage students’ learning experiences
(see Looi et al., 2009; Lund, Tate, & Hyde-Robertson, 1998),
empower teachers, contribute to overall school improvement, and
share good practices and initiatives that are generated by teachers
(Muijs & Harris, 2006). It is believed that institutional collabora-
tions and networking will eventually lead to teacher collaboration,
which is basically a critical element in the workplace condition that
encompass both the “cultural and political environments” that can
significantly contribute to pupils’ learning, teacher development
and school progress and improvement (Kelchtermans, 2006, p.
220). This notion of institutional collaborations leading to school
improvement is possible due to the exchanging and sharing of ideas
and practices between collaborating teachers. Discussions that
transpire during the sharing sessions are ideal for the teachers to
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gain new ideas, refine and reconstruct existing knowledge and
practices, and construct new knowledge and practices related to
teaching and learning. These ideas, knowledge and practices
contribute to school change and improvement, if practised and
monitored by the participating teachers.

In addition to the above benefits, the international acknowl-
edgement and recognition that an educational institution gains will
spur many institutions to initiate and develop collaboration and
networking with other international institutions. This motivation,
at most times, is guided and driven by the economic and political
objectives of a government that wishes to leave its mark in the
international setting and increase and strengthen its relationships
with other countries (Callan, 2000; Chan & Dimmock, 2008;
Luukkonen, Persson, & Sivertsen, 1992). For example, in Europe,
the European Commission (EC) sees “international collaboration at
all levels (as opposed to harmonisation or competition)” as a key
characteristic of European higher education, which should focus on
developing “greater political weight with increased impact on a
wider scale” (Keeling, 2006, p. 208) and therefore, become “the
most dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world” (Keeling,
2006, p. 217). This means that the political will and educational
policies of a country may become the determining factors that
encourage (or discourage) collaboration of institutions in an inter-
national context.

In the Malaysian context, human capital development is iden-
tified as a focal point of globalization and transformation that will
lead to the education of “a new generation of Malaysians who are
able to engage actively in the global world” (MOHE, 2007, p. 49).
The concept of human capital development as a component of
globalization has also been the emphasis of numerous higher
educational institutions around the world e Philippines (Symaco,
2011), Uganda (Bunoti, 2011), Australia (Hazelkorn, 2010) and
Finland (Kyro, 2006). It is extremely vital that students develop
global perspectives, and other related critical knowledge and skills,
which can be attained through increased student mobility and
exchange during their tertiary education, particularly in an inter-
nationalised curriculum (MOHE, 2007; Nilsson, 2003).

With the above initiatives and vision in mind, the School of
Educational Studies of Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) embarked
upon a research-cum-international teaching practicum project
with three secondary schools in Maldives, in collaboration with
Villa College (VC), a premier university in Maldives specializing in
the field of education. The aim of this initiative is to empower the
selected pre-service teachers with skills and knowledge that are
associated with learning, teaching and experiencing in the global-
ization era and in an international context.

The Literature underpins pre-service teachers’ professional
development as an important area that needs critical attention.
Professional development has the ability to move teachers towards
a more professional stance in their contributions and un-
derstandings as future practicing teachers (Sutherland, Howard, &
Markauskaite, 2010) and help them develop a sense of profes-
sional community (Sim, 2005). Through this research, the univer-
sity aims to identify the pre-service teachers’ professional
development experiences and find ways to further improve the
current practices of teaching practicum and thus, enhance the
teacher education programme. It has to be emphasized that the aim
of this study is not to examine skills and knowledge of the pre-
service teachers per se, but to identify and investigate profes-
sional development experiences that are beneficial to these future
English language teachers as a result of their international teaching
practicum. For the purpose of this paper, the concept ‘beneficial
professional development experiences’ is defined as pre-service
teachers’ perceived gains of professional development that are
extracted and derived from their experiences of teaching in the
Maldivian schools. These perceived gains of professional develop-
ment, based on the pre-service teachers’ experiences, are identified
using the pre-service teachers’ voices and views in accordancewith
the phenomenological-like nature of this study. Hence, the purpose
of this article is to identify, examine and describe the pre-service
teachers’ perceived gains of professional development during an
international teaching practicum. In order to fulfil this purpose, the
paper will: (1) identify research gaps through a review of existing
research on international practicum; (2) examine pre-service
teachers’ experiences of professional development using the
phenomenological research framework and; (3) describe the
perceived gains of professional development and its implications.

2. Literature review

Many colleges and universities in the United States, as well as in
other developed countries such as the United Kingdom, Canada and
Australia, have initiated and developed some form of study abroad
programmes (or internationalised curriculum) to enable their stu-
dents to receive an international learning experience and gain
relevant exposure (Thomas, 2006). These study abroad pro-
grammes, which have been initiated as early as in the 1970s, are
usually in the form of student exchange programmes, short study
programmes, teaching practicum, field experience, immersion
programmes or even brief placements and attachments. Research
indicates that such experiences are very beneficial to the students
in terms of enhancing their knowledge and skills, world views and
thus their cross-cultural effectiveness, coping with unfamiliar sur-
roundings, providing a global perspective and, increasing self-
reliance, self-confidence and personal well-being (see Carsello &
Creaser, 1976; Carlson & Widaman, 1988; Kambutu & Nganga,
2008; Kitsantas & Meyers, 2002; Kuh & Kauffman, 1984; Lee,
2009; Malewski & Phillion, 2009; McCabe, 1994; Nilsson, 2003;
Pence & Macgillivray; 2008; Rodriguez, 2011). The above new
knowledge and skills (as well as other benefits) that are gained
during international practicums lead to pre-service teachers’
increased professional competence (e.g. Barkhuizen & Feryok,
2006; Ward & Ward, 2003; Willard-Holt, 2001). These compe-
tencies are essential elements of professional development that a
teacher should possess and be able to translate into everyday
teaching and learning practices in the classroom settings for the
benefit of learning and development of students. Using the con-
ceptual change theory used byWilson (2001), Maynes, Allison, and
Julien-Schultz (2012) hypothesise that these competencies can be
linked to the changes in the pre-service teachers’ perspectives as a
direct result of their experiences in the international settings. This
significantly contributes to the pre-service teachers’ ‘personal and
professional paradigm shifts’ (Maynes et al., 2012, p. 72) and en-
hances their cognitive and affective competencies by: (1) reflecting
critically on their international experiences (2); integrating
knowledge learned from that experience with knowledge
possessed and (3); making decisions and taking actions on the in-
sights acquired from critical reflections (Brookfield, 1998). Using
Brookfield’s (1995) conceptualization of critical reflections may
explain the pre-service teachers’ practices and actions during their
international practicum. It is hoped that, during the international
practicum, Brookfield’s (1995) ideas will assit and lead the pre-
service teachers to:

1. realize that teaching is embedded in ideologies;
2. see themselves as professionals who are constantly developing

and growing;
3. make the connection between their concerns as teachers, stu-

dents’ learning experiences and the overarching educational
process;
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4. create and manage a democratic learning environment for
students and themselves;

5. discover themselves as an authentic and relevant entity in the
international educational environment/settings and;

6. interpret and create knowledge and actions from their
experiences.

Critical reflections, in the context of international practicum and
professional development, include analysing, reconsidering and
questioning experiences of the pre-service teachers’ teaching in an
international setting (Murray & Kujundzic, 2005). These practices
of reflections are integral components of teachers’ learning and
development (Brookfield, 2009). In order to be meaningful and
valuable, this new learning in the international contexts ‘needs to
cause a restructuring of the existing understandings about working
in the cognitive structure in order to lead to changes of practice at
work’ (Moon, 1999, p. 179). The new learning may also provide the
opportunities for the pre-service teachers to ‘examine assumptions,
frame problems, and develop their pedagogical muscle’
(Hammerness, Darling-Hammond, & Shulman, 2002, p. 240) with
regards to the Maldivian schools’ contexts and classroom settings.

Apart from cognitive and affective competencies, in the 1980s
and onwards, researchers began to identify the international
teaching experience as a way of preparing teachers to understand
diversity (Mahan, 1985; Mahan. & Stachowski, 1990). As a result,
students who returned from study abroad programs were more
appreciative of different cultures, more mature and independent.
Sahin’s (2008) study of Turkish graduate students teaching in high
schools in the United States strengthened the student teachers’
beliefs about their own educational systems, and thus become
more optimistic and positive about Turkish educational system.
These findings, according to Cushner and Mahon (2002), mirror
the “increased cultural awareness and improved self-efficacy, as
well as professional development in terms of global mindedness”
(p. 44), which can be linked directly to international teaching
experiences.

Realistically, however, not all pre-service teachers can benefit
from the international teaching practicum and experiences due to
constraints and limitations such as financial capability, time and
demanding course requirements. In addition, there are also real
concerns that these international teaching experiences do not al-
ways achieve their pre-determined goals (Talburt, 2009); they may
also lead to negative trends and practices during the period. Mahan
and Stachowski (1990), for instance, found that the US teachers
placed in the United Kingdom were not well prepared in many
aspects, and therefore did not perform well enough during the
international stint. Sahin (2008) described how Turkish student
teachers faced organizational problems whereby they shouldered
many responsibilities, and their mentor teachers lacked commit-
ment and did not have a clear expectation of the entire programme.
Other problems and untoward experiences include unnecessary
parental pressure at school (Pence & Macgillivray, 2008), pre-
service teachers’ negative perceptions of curriculum of the host
school (Pence & Macgillivray, 2008), and pre-service teachers’
excess enthusiasm and idealism that may lead to a negative un-
derstanding of local culture (Willard-Holt, 2001). In terms of un-
derstanding local culture, though, this is usually the main critical
and desired outcome of an international experience. Malewski and
Phillion (2009) warned that this kind of experience “does not
invariably lead to shared cultural understandings or in-
terpretations” (p. 58). The culture of the host community and the
worldviews of the pre-service teachers may influence and pressure
each other negatively. In addition, as Otten (2000) questioned
earlier, “Do domestic students benefit from internationalisation?”
(p. 16)e a question that is very difficult to answer since researchers
tend to focus on the pre-service teachers, and not the host com-
munity i.e. surrounding community, teachers and learners.

The above review implies that more studies are needed to
ascertain and comprehend the nature, benefits and limitations of
an international teaching practicum for pre-service teachers,
particularly for their professional development and future en-
deavours. There are many studies (as highlighted above) that focus
on pre-service teachers who are trained in the developed/western/
English speaking countries, and who are sent to do their practicum
in developing countries or in countries whose learners do not speak
English as their first language, or even as a second language.
However, there is a scarcity of studies on the experiences of pre-
service English language teachers trained in Asian contexts or
contexts where English is not the primary or main language of
communication, who are sent to do their teaching practicum in a
foreign country.

The issue of language, in particular the English language, is
critical because in an international teaching practicum it is one of
the sociocultural elements that a pre-service teacher can utilize to
better relate to the local population in the host country (Malewski
& Phillion, 2009). It could also become a factor that poses a strong
challenge (Myles, Cheng, &Wang, 2006; Sahin, 2008) that distances
him/her from the mainstream host society (Trilokekar & Kukar,
2011). In terms of language and language learning, past studies
show that international teaching practicums contribute to pre-
service teachers’ improvement in language (Sahin, 2008), better
appreciation of language differences (Pence & Macgillivray, 2008),
and heightened language awareness and knowledge (Habron,
2007). Habron (2007) theorizes that these language gains during
international teaching practicums are possible as the pre-service
teachers are given the freedom to gain teaching experiences and
‘build on their language awareness without assessment pressure’
(p. 231). Also, as implied by various studies (eg. Csizér & Kormos,
2008; Dornyei & Csizér, 2005), when one is being engaged in
intercultural/multicultural contexts, he/she is driven to be moti-
vated and willing to learn and practice the language in context. In
addition, since the pre-service teachers will have taught in two
different environments, there will be improvement in terms of
language and language learning:

. two habitats, including two languages, two cultures, two sets
of customs, two sets of teacher and learner behaviours. That is,
existing teacher awareness from previous ‘at home’ experiences
form one layer of awareness, and the international experiences
form another layer superimposed on top create the possibility of
teachers becoming more aware of language, learning and other
educational issues (Habron, 2007, p. 231)

A literature review yields very few such documented studies in
the Asian contexts. The available ones are based in the context of
Hong Kong pre-service teacher education. A good example would
be Bodycott and Crew (2000) study of Hong Kong pre-service
teachers, who self-report socio-cultural, language and educational
gains as a result of their international teaching practicum experi-
ences in Australia and Canada. Second is Lee’s (2009) study, also of
Hong Kong pre-service teachers, who participate in a six-week
language immersion programme in Auckland, New Zealand. It is
reported that the pre-service teachers have gained a higher level of
appreciating cultural differences, greater sense of independence
and confidence, and a deep understanding of various pedagogical
skills. Though these international practicum experiences of Asian
pre-service teachers appear to be valuable, the lack of studies in the
Asian context means that these findings are still raw and cannot be
verified at this juncture. More studies are needed so that the re-
searchers can be conclusive in the interpretation of the data ob-
tained and confirm similar themes and patterns of behaviour and
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practices of Asian pre-service teachers during their international
practicum (Lee, 2009). Thus, the present study will also attempt to
fill the void or gap in literature in terms of pre-service teachers
from developing countries (especially Asian countries) and their
experiences of an international teaching practicum. Hence, this will
be a significant study that provides distinctive findings based on
the context and environment of the study, in which English is not
used as the main language of communication in the educational
systems (i.e., in both Malaysia and Maldives).

3. Methods

3.1. Research background, setting & method

The international practicumwas carried out in Maldives, where
six pre-service teachers specializing in the Teaching of English to
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) were placed in three Maldi-
vian schools e School A, School B and School C e and each school
agreed to host two USM students for the international practicum.
The two male pre-service teachers were placed in an all-boys
school, whereas the remaining four females were assigned to two
all-female schools; two to each school. Each of themwas assigned a
mentor teacher (also known as an ‘expert teacher’ in the Maldivian
school system).

The practicum began in the second week of April and ended in
the third week of May 2011 (a total of 6 weeks of teaching). The six
pre-service teachers were asked to teach two English language
classes each (a total of 160 min of teaching per-week) in their
respective schools. All 6 pre-service teachers taught the Higher
Secondary Level 1 Classes (the pupils’ average age was 15 years).
(Note: The Maldivian schools used the International General Cer-
tificate of Secondary Education (IGCSE) as their syllabus for English
language teaching and learning). Apart from teaching, the pre-
service teachers were also required to carry out responsibilities
and official duties as other teachers are required to do in the Mal-
divian schools. During this period of six weeks, the mentors
observed their respective mentees at least three times, while the
supervisors from VC met and observed the pre-service teachers at
least once each during the six weeks and carried out discussions
with them after the observation sessions. However, the VC super-
visors maintained communication (via emails and mobile phones)
with the pre-service teachers on a weekly basis, at a minimum. The
mentors, on the other hand, were in touch with the six pre-service
teachers almost on a daily basis, with frequent face to facemeetings
and discussions. The USM research team (six lecturers) visited the
schools at the end of the teaching practicum (Week 5), whereby
each pre-service teacher was observed once during their lessons.
The USM research team held discussions, meetings and interviews
with the pre-service teachers, mentors, other teachers and the
principals of the schools. All these activities in Week 5 were done
with the main intention of gaining an understanding of the pre-
service teachers’ overall performance and experiences during
their international teaching practicum.

This is a descriptive qualitative study with phenomenological
undertones that is concerned with the examination of pre-service
teachers’ experiences during an international teaching practicum.
This method was chosen due to the nature of the study, whereby
personal knowledge and subjectivity of the pre-service teachers’
professional development during the international practicumwere
closely scrutinized using their own personal perspectives, voices
and interpretations (Lester, 1999). The purpose of this method was
to comprehend the perceived gains and benefits of an international
teaching practicum, as described by the pre-service teachers
(Groenewald, 2004) d ‘to provide a description of human experi-
ence as it is experienced by the person herself’ (Bentz & Shapiro,
1998, p. 96). In addition, this study examined the pre-service
teachers’ direct experiences during their international practicum;
they were taken at face value and were not influenced or deter-
mined by external elements (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2002).

3.2. Participants

The six pre-service TESOL teachers who participated in the in-
ternational teaching practicum were final year students, who had
completed their 4-year programme that included 120 units of
courses (i.e. 37 courses). The participants of the study were iden-
tified and selected from 36 pre-service teachers, who volunteered
to participate in the international teaching practicum. The 36 pre-
service teachers were interviewed by a panel of TESOL lecturers
and researchers. The interviews were conducted to identify and
determine their personalities, abilities, inter-personal skills and
commitment to teaching and learning. Several weeks after the
interview, they were required to complete a writing test that
focused mainly on their writing skills, argumentative writing,
reflective and thinking skills, and pedagogical knowledge. Based on
the interview and written test, 12 students were shortlisted, and
were required to conduct microteaching sessions, which were
observed and graded by the TESOL lecturers. In addition, abilities,
characteristics and personalities of the students were also consid-
ered, especially during the interviews, and these were taken into
account in the final assessment of the students’ performance in the
microteaching session. Based on these procedures, the top six
students (from the finalized 12 students) were selected e two
males. Prior to the international teaching practicum in Maldives,
the six pre-service teachers completed their local teaching prac-
ticum (10 weeks) in different schools in the Northern peninsular of
Malaysia. The main aim of the local practicum was to give some
teaching experience to the six students as they had never taught in
schools before. For the purposes of identification and data analysis
in this paper, the twomale teachers will be known as Teacher N and
Teacher F, whereas the female teachers will be known Teacher A,
Teacher E, Teacher S and Teacher Y.

3.3. Data collection methods and analysis

Open-ended questionnaires and reflective journals were used to
collect data in order to discern the teachers’ voices and experiences
as part of the phenomenological research process. Interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) of data could be used on written
data obtained from the above two data collection methods.
Czerniak and Schriver (1994), based on Bogdan and Biklen (1982)
and Tesch (1990), explained, “phenomenological researchers
could delineate all ‘meaning units’ through the text, code the units
that are relevant to the research questions, and cluster themes to
form descriptive conclusions” (p. 79). This research procedure im-
plies that data obtained from any appropriate form of written texts
would have phenomenological undertones. Previous studies with
similar phenomenological traces and nuances (including the types
of data collection methods) as in this study have been reported by
researchers from various fields (see Corey, Hammond, & Frazer,
2009; Czerniak & Schriver, 1994; Hellemans et al., 2011; Kimmel,
1989; Reardon & Grogan, 2011). Using these two methods of data
collection, the pre-service teachers reported their perceived gains
of professional development, which were derived from their ex-
periences of teaching in the Maldivian schools. Hence the profes-
sional development gains mentioned by the pre-service teachers in
this study, which are presented, discussed and concluded in this
paper, would refer to their perceived gains of professional devel-
opment derived from their experiences of teaching in the Maldi-
vian schools.
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The open-ended questionnaire was the main method in gath-
ering data to answer the research questions of the studyeWhat are
the pre-service teachers’ perceived gains in professional develop-
ment during an international teaching practicum? The students
were asked to directly respond to the question with concrete ex-
planations and examples based on their international teaching
practicum experiences in the Maldives. The open-ended ques-
tionnaire was given to the students a week after completing their
international teaching practicum in Maldives. They had ample time
to reflect on their “lived experience” of professional development
and its benefits when they were teaching in the Maldivian schools.
This time factor for reflection was the main reason why the ques-
tionnaire was used as a data collection method. Excerpts and data
derived from this method were identified by ‘OEQ’ (Open-ended
Questionnaire).

Entries from the students’ reflective journal were also used to
support the students’ responses to the research question. The
reflective journal was used as a data collection tool for this study
because it aided the pre-service teachers’ reflective processes and
documented their experiences of professional journey during the
international practicum (Gil-Garcia & Cintron, 2002). Before the
students left for Maldives, they were given training on how to
reflect on their practices and experiences (see Appendix 1). They
were required to make at least three (3) entries per-week during
their international practicum on any issue that they felt pertinent
to their professional development experiences, their perceived
gains of professional development, and their endeavours as a future
English language teacher. Excerpts and data derived from this
method were identified by ‘RJ’ (Reflective Journal). It has to be
mentioned here that since new teachers tend to work and think of
themselves and their actions in their classrooms, during their re-
flections pre-service teachers may focus more on their own
teaching and perhaps then slowly move on to a ‘thoughtful
consideration of their students’ learning’ (Hammerness et al., 2002,
p. 241). And thus, their reflections may not turn out to be as critical
as desired in this study but these reflective practices may be suf-
ficient to demonstrate their “ability to evaluate their practice, to
understand their students as learners, and to become strong, pur-
poseful, teachers who think about teaching in ways that reflect the
complexity and intellectual and emotional challenges of the work”
(Hammerness et al., 2002, p. 242).

Data obtained from the two methods were analysed using
thematic analysis, whereby the patterns and themes within the
data were identified, analysed and reported by minimal organiza-
tion but with rich description of data that were then used to
interpret various aspects of the pre-service teachers’ professional
development. (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The themes for this research
were identified via a 5-stage process e (i) becoming familiar with
the data; (ii) generating initial codes; (iii) searching for themes; (iv)
reviewing themes, and (v) defining and naming themes. Through
this process, the final themes captured all elements of professional
development of the pre-service teachers, and represented some
level of patterned response or meaning within the pre-service
teachers’ professional development experiences in the interna-
tional teaching practicum (Braun & Clarke, 2006). See Appendix 2
for an example of the data analysis process.

4. Findings

There are five main benefits of the international teaching
practicum for the pre-service teachers’ professional development,
as shown by their perceived gains of professional development
extracted and derived from their experiences of teaching in the
Maldivian schools. However, their experiences are not entirely
positive, as some challenges and limitations of the international
practicum are also highlighted by the pre-service teachers. From
the general observation of the data, it has to be stressed here that
not all the benefits mentioned could be attributed solely to the
teachers’ experiences in the international teaching practicum but
the benefits could also be gained during the local teaching
practicum.

4.1. Confidence in speaking and communication

The teachers indicate that they are now more confident,
particularly in speaking and using the English language to
communicate. According to Teacher Y, during her teaching prac-
ticum in Malaysia, she has ‘limited chance to use English’ for
communication because she feels it is awkward to use English as ‘it
is not the culture’ to do so. However, the experience in Maldives is
totally different e she feels more confident in speaking because in
the Maldivian school the English language is the only language that
she can use as ‘a medium to communicate’. Teacher Y clarifies,

Most teachers are foreigners from India, Sri Lanka and some are
local people (Maldivian). Since, all have different languages; we
used English as medium of communication. I also need to use
English with my students. Even I have difficulty to fully express
myself in second language (at first), but I feel more confident to
use it in public (now). My receptive skills in this language have
also improved (Teacher Y, OEQ)

Teacher E concurs with Teacher Y in this respect e ‘If I spoke in
Bahasa Malaysia, the students would not understand me’ and this
context of language use has ‘forced (me) to speak in English only’
and as such, ‘(My) English proficiency level had increased in a way’
as ‘I am not afraid to talk to the students’ (Teacher E, RJ). Teacher E
feels this is because she is exposed to the classroom situation and
her teaching practices helped her a lot in gaining the confidence to
speak in English (OEQ). The other two teachers agree that the
context has ‘forced’ them to use English more for a wider purpose
and more frequently and as such, they are able to practice the
language in a more meaningful context, which subsequently instils
more confidence in them to speak:

In Maldives, we didn’t use our own language, so English became
our first language. Day by day I gained my confidence to speak
evenwhen I made mistakes. I met a lot of difference people and
able to gain confidence from the people and the environment
(Teacher F, OEQ)

But, when I did the international practicum, I had no excuse to
use Bahasa Malaysia during the lesson with the students. I also
had to talk in English with the staff and other teachers since we
cannot understand each other’s language. Gradually, I began to
be more confident in speaking and less cautious on making
grammatical mistake while speaking. I gained my confidence in
speaking because I practiced and conversed a lot in the language
since I had no choice but to do so (Teacher S, RJ).

Nevertheless, for Teacher N, though the context does ‘force’ him
to speak in English, it actually addresses his difficulty of teaching a
group of students ‘of considerably different culture and practices’
and therefore, he becomes ‘hesitant and insecure in speaking to the
students at first’, but as time progresses, he is soon ‘able to deliver
successful lessons with good self-confidence’ (Teacher N, OEQ).

4.2. Teaching confidence & skills

The participants also report that their experiences of the inter-
national teaching practicum have increased their skills and confi-
dence level in teaching. Teacher E emphasises her confidence level
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has improved because she experienced a teaching practicum in
Maldives where she has to ‘plan out (her) lessons well although
there were constraints and limitations along the way’ (Teacher E,
OEQ). Teacher Y also agrees that she has improved in ‘planning the
lesson and content of teaching’ (Teacher Y, OEQ). This has a lot to do
with the way the lessons are planned and taught in Maldivian
schools. Teacher E explains,

I managed to plan my lessons using my own creativity to make
the lessons more interesting. Even though the lessons are
handout-based, I managed to incorporate some elements of
games and activities, so that the students will be anticipated to
learn better in the lessons.I sawmyself improving in preparing
and planning my lessons. My confidence level had increased
(Teacher E, RJ)

Teacher S laments that she has problems in managing her time
in the classroom as she is unable to finish her lessons in time or
“finish up earlier from what we have planned”. However, during
her international teaching practicum, Teacher S is able to overcome
her time management problem and she is ‘able to finish up every
each of my lessons in timewith the guidance of mymentor teacher’
(Teacher S, OEQ). During her first few lessons, she struggles with
the timing, inwhich ‘most of the time, I’mnot able to domy closure’
(Teacher S, RJ). Her mentor notices her weakness and guides her to
become ‘more time conscious’ and ‘avoid dragging time during
discussion unless there’s still more time left’ (Teacher S, RJ).

Teacher S also explains the kind of mentorship that she has
received,

I had a chance to sit with my mentor during marking students’
book. I marked summary writing and also continuous writing.
She explained to me in detail on delegation of marks for sum-
mary and the impression marking for continuous writing. Other
than guiding me through marking students’ work, in terms of
correcting their mistakes and giving marks; she had also
remindedme that it is very crucial that the teacher need towrite
remarks at the end of the essay. She asked me to write what I
feel about the essay, what I like or dislike about it and what are
the things that can be improved (Teacher N, RJ)

Teacher Yalso acknowledges that hermentor guides her tomark
the students’ book and exam papers. ‘I learn how to use symbol in
marking students’ essay from the guideline’ where as in Malaysia,
she ‘marked the students work based on (her) understanding of the
subject matter’ (Teacher Y, OQE). Teacher A claims the international
teaching practicum has presented her with the opportunity tomeet
different people and teach in a new context that has made her feel
like she is ‘able to teach in any context’ confidently (Teacher A,
OEQ). She concludes,

Teaching inMalaysia nurturedmy self-confidence as I started off
as a teacher for the first time. Teaching in Maldives further
strengthenedmy confidence and brought me to a higher level of
confidence (Teacher A, RJ)

Teacher A mentions that she underwent a harrowing teaching
experience in Malaysia but teaching in the Maldivian educational
system gave her another opportunity to express herself as a teacher
and educate her learners passionately.

The thing is that it (international practicum) gave me back the
confidence that I lost; the passion for teaching that I absolutely
lost in Malaysia e the passion, the notion and belief that I can
change things. For example, in the first week, I taught ‘You and
Your Community’, a topic on the environment. I toldmygirls how
muchenvironmentmeans tomeandmyviewsand ideasof taking
care of our environment. I led by example by showing them some
pictures andwhat could be done. I told them that they can go out
and do something about their environment. It’s just themere fact
that I could inspire them made me so happy beyond words
becausea fewdays latermygirls came tomeandsaid that theyare
planning for a beach cleanup in another island. (Teacher A, RJ)

Teacher S (OEQ) claims she is a very confident teacher after the
teaching practicum in Malaysia and in Maldives, as she has expe-
rienced different sets of levels and students and is ‘more comfort-
able’ and confident to teach any level of students since she
experienced ‘numerous trials and errors when planning activities
for the students’ (OEQ). As for Teacher E, teaching inMaldives was a
real challenge but it presented her with opportunities to improve
herself as a teacher, and to keep pursuing her professional devel-
opment beyond the international practicum:

The international practicum had really taught me to be able to
teach the students more effectively as I experienced different
approaches when it comes to teaching. Even after Maldives, I
still think that I need to buck up and learn more, so that I will be
a good English teacher in future.there were a lot of problems
and struggles that I had to face when teaching the students in
Maldives. A lot of doubts and dilemma were lingering in my
mind. However, I believe that throughout my six weeks in
Maldives, I had learnt to be stronger and my confidence level
had increased to a certain extent. (Teacher E, OEQ)

4.3. Interpersonal skills

For Teacher F, Teacher E and Teacher N, the international
teaching practicum has provided them the setting and opportunity
to practice and enhance their interpersonal skills. Teacher E em-
phasises that she practiced her interpersonal skills, particularly her
interaction skills. This is possible due to the obvious reason of
frequent interactions with teachers, staff and students of different
races, culture and identity (OEQ). Teacher E clarifies in detail,

Interacting with people was a hard thing for me to do, especially
when it came to interacting with foreign people. This was
because I was scared that I was not competent enough to
interact with them. When I first arrived at School A, I needed to
discuss with my master teacher about the approaches that I
needed to use to teach the students, on what I needed to teach,
and a lot of school related stuff. It tookme awhile to interact a lot
with my master teacher as she is a quiet lady. Anyway, I tried
many ways to make her feel comfortable to talk with me about
other stuff, which is related to the students.

Teacher F too states that the international teaching experience
has improved his way of interacting with other people, especially
those of different levels e ‘teachers, head of departments, deputy
principals and principal’ (Teacher F, OEQ). Teacher N feels that
interaction in such context is beneficial and represents a new
learning experience for him that is very cultural,

While we may be used to interacting with people of diverse
races in Malaysia, to interact with Maldivians require a totally
different understanding of their practice to interact properly. As
this is a new experience (interacting with Maldivians), it is a
beneficial experience in sharing knowledge and each other’s
cultural stories with one another (Teacher N, RJ)

Teacher A also finds interaction, especially with the Maldivian
teachers, a useful experience as it has ‘enlightened (her) the in-
sights of English teaching’ whereby the good relationship estab-
lished with teachers has facilitated the learning of ‘many things
such as how to teach and evaluate students’ work efficiently’
(Teacher A, RJ). As for Teacher Y, interactions with Maldivian
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teachers, who ‘are expatriate who come from India, Sri Lanka, and
Pakistan’ encourage and help her ‘to share and exchange teaching
ideas’ (Teacher Y, OEQ). According to Teacher Y, ‘the teachers are
very friendly and helpful. We always talk to each other and discuss
on the problem that we face in the classroom teaching. Since
teachers are from different countries, we have different perspec-
tives on how to solve problems’

4.4. New world views of education and culture

Teacher Y is explicit in defining the international practicum as
an experience that has ‘broaden my views on educational issue and
(be) more open to global educational issues’. In addition, the
experience has allowed her ‘to experience other educational sys-
tems.(and) give new insights of educational practices’ (Teacher Y,
OEQ). She clarifies,

In Maldives, I experience teaching English based on IGSCE syl-
labus. It is exam oriented and most of the lesson focus on pre-
paring students with examination. I get to know how the
teachers conduct their lesson and prepare the lesson together.
Lesson is conducted in more interesting way in Malaysia. The
lesson is more on communicative approach to enhance stu-
dents’ confidence to communicate in English (Teacher Y, RJ)

The other teachers appear to have similar views as Teacher Y e

the comparing of educational systems and contexts and, reification
of new global educational views,

Having taught in two different settings, it is only normal that I
will compare the differences between them. I came to appre-
ciate the curriculum and syllabus in Malaysia even more now. It
made me think that the curriculum here (in Malaysia) is, in a
way, more ideal and suitable for effective learning of the English
language (Teacher N, RJ)

In Maldives, we were exposed to the new syllabus, which was
totally different from Malaysia. I also learned how the syllabus
was taught and implemented in the classroom to make the
lesson successful (Teacher F, OEJ)

We get to understand Maldives’ education system (for example,
no punishment, different scheme of work, curriculum, etc). In
addition, it also helps in everyday learning such as learning how
to travel between places, the practices there and attempts to
understand and interact in Dhivehi (though it was a big failure,
it was enjoyable) (Teacher S, OEQ).

It appears that the Malaysian pre-service teachers, in general,
prefer the Malaysian syllabus and the way English is taught and
learned. However, some of them are not in favour of the Malaysian
syllabus and approaches to teaching and learning, and acknowl-
edge that some elements of the Maldivian system and approaches
to English language teaching are much more effective. For
example, Teacher A, finds the IGCSE syllabus ‘really interesting and
it not only stimulated the students’ thinking but also my very own
thinking’ (Teacher A, OEQ). This is because, the themes and the
worksheets used are interesting (such as ‘You and Your Commu-
nity’ and ‘Entertainment’) and these give ‘a vast exposure to the
students and teachers’. On the contrary, she does not find the
Malaysian syllabus interesting ‘(at least not as interesting as the
syllabus used in Maldives)’ and she has the opinion that the syl-
labus used in Malaysia (form 3, English especially) is ‘very dry’.
Perhaps the syllabus should take into consideration what is cur-
rent and what would capture the students’ interest the most’
(Teacher A, RJ). Teacher A further accentuates her views on the
issues of syllabus and the way English is taught in Maldives and
Malaysia,
.when the girls were involved in drama, I was one of the
teachers who was training them ‘Othello’.I had to read up the
synopsis and watch the movie together with the students and it
led them into the characters and at the same time, I was
thinking, how many times do we do these Shakespeare plays in
Malaysia? Do we revive them in Malaysian schools? We had
‘Sonnet 18’ in the syllabus previously but it is no longer studied.
And now it makes me reflect upon our system and their system,
especially in terms of the standard of English in Malaysia. I feel
like our standard is dropping. Just look at our graphic novel e
where is the value of literature exactly? The way literature is
taught in Malaysian schools only encourages spoon-feeding and
“vomiting” out information. When are the Malaysian students
going to start thinking for themselves? And when I do a reflec-
tion, I can see that we are lacking in that sense (Teacher A, RJ).

Teacher N also appreciates the fact that the Maldivian educa-
tional system gives more ‘freedom’ to teachers to choose ‘which
ever handouts we like’ and then are given ‘more freedom in terms
of planning and executing lessons’ (Teacher N, OEQ).

4.5. Adapting to new working cultures

As an ongoing professional development experience, the six
pre-service teachers have to learn to adjust to new working cul-
tures and conditions. They also have to adapt to the new working
cultures as practiced in the Maldivian schools. For instance, Teacher
Y gives an example of adapting to a networking culture,

I learn to plan proper lesson through coordination meeting in
Maldives. Every Tuesday, all teachers in Grade 8 gather to
discuss the lesson to be taught by the next week. All teachers are
given the opportunity to suggest their material or just follow the
materials prepared by the coordinator teacher. As new teacher, I
learn how to plan proper English lesson that cover various
language content and enhance all four language skills.

Teacher F gives a similar account of the working cultures and
environment in his school that are ’totally different from Malaysia’
that require cooperation between teachers, and ’work together as
one department. They will have the meeting every week to make
sure the lesson in that week run smoothly’ (Teacher F, OEQ).
Teacher A’s views are very similar to Teachers Y and F but she fa-
vours the working culture in Maldives. ’I personally believe that in
Maldives (particularly in the school that I had taught) the teachers
are provided the space, time and room for improvement’ (Teacher
A, OEQ). She explains further,

The teachers in Maldives get to focus on their expert subject and
do not have to teach subjects which are not related to their
studies and they are not burdened with paper work like that of a
teacher in Malaysia. This allows the teachers to focus on their
only subject and this gives them more space and time to
improve themselves and introduce better methods of teaching.
Teachers in Malaysia are burdened with administration work
that sometimes, they cannot even focus in their teaching. The
teachers are burdened with paper work that robs their teaching
time too (Teacher A, RJ).
5. Discussions

5.1. Confidence in speaking and communication

It appears that the international teaching practicum stint has
enhanced the pre-service teachers’ awareness of aspects of lan-
guage and language teaching-learning (Freed, 2005; Harbon, 2007),
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in which there are influences of culture and society of the host
nation. Wright and Bolitho (1993) suggest that such awareness is
valuable and can enhance pre-service teachers’ confidence and
thinking skills, andmould their attitudes and values. Lee (2009) too
finds that international experience has turned reluctant novice
Hong Kong teachers into ‘confident, lively, proactive communica-
tors in English’ (p. 1098). The pre-service teachers’ language
development and awareness, as Habron (2007) points out, can be
linked to their experiences in the international practicum and the
meaningful social and formal contexts in Maldives that were pre-
sented to them in the form of teaching (working) and reflection.
These meaningful contexts encompass purposeful use of the En-
glish language for authentic communication in teaching and
learning in the Maldivian schools, and the authentic communica-
tion in the local communities outside school in the Maldivian so-
ciety. Spolsky (1989) explains that although the society and the
relevant social factors may not have direct impact on language
learning, the various elements in communities and society (such as
daily chores, engagements and interactions, and important national
events) can have “strong and traceable indirect effects” on the pre-
service teachers’ language development and learning (p. 14).
Wright and Bolitho (1993) too regard social elements as critical
elements that can help raise the pre-service teachers’ awareness of
language and language learning. They also argue that the more
interactive the pre-service teachers become, “the greater the pos-
sibilities for developing professional dialogue” (p. 301).

Similar to Brookfield’s (1995) conceptualization of teachers’
practices of critical reflections, the six pre-service teachers are able
to see themselves as professionals who have becomemore aware of
their language development and their increased confidence level in
using the English language during and after the international
teaching practicum. This is an indication that when teachers are
given meaningful professional development opportunities and
experiences, they are able to perceive and function as professionals
who can continuously develop and grow.

5.2. Teaching confidence & skills

From the perspectives of Bandura (1977 & 1997), the six pre-
service teachers, in one way or another, have gained professional
development experiences through the process of observational
learning in the Maldivian school environment, whereby the mentor
teachers and the system in place in the schools are the perfect
influential models for the pre-service teachers to follow and
emulate. This observational learning has assisted the pre-service
teachers to internalize new learning and experiences by: (1) care-
fully identifying the ones that are meaningful and discarding ones
that do not contribute to their professional development (Drage,
2010); (2) associating and learning from the different kinds of stu-
dents and contexts, especially the ones that are not familiar to them
(i.e. the Maldivian context) (Kennedy, 1999) and; (3) negotiating
between their experiences in Malaysia andMaldives and borrowing
the best from both educational systems (Beynon, Ilieva, & Dichupa,
2004; Cruickshank, 2004; Moin, Breitkopf, & Schwartz, 2011).

Through the observational learning, the pre-service teachers
have been cautious, taking into account other factors before
deciding whether or not to emulate the models entirely or to be
selective. In other words, they have been practicing vicarious rein-
forcement. This practice of vicarious reinforcement has brought
about confidence in their teaching skills as they have more or less
closely identifiedwith themodels and thus, created stronger impact
on their efficacy, i.e. their self teaching confidence (Hoy, 2000).

It has to be made clear that the pedagogical practices (such as
lesson planning, time management and teaching materials) in the
Maldivian schools are totally different from the pedagogical
practices practiced and managed in the Malaysian educational
system, especially in terms of the issues highlighted by the pre-
service teachers. The Educational system in Malaysia is central-
ized, with many of the schools (especially the government-funded
schools) religiously adhere to the curriculum and syllabus. As
Malaysian students who studied in Malaysia, as well as pre-service
teachers who were trained in the Malaysian context, all six pre-
service teachers have no learning or teaching experience outside
the Malaysian educational system. Teaching in the Maldivian
schools was an eye-opener and a new learning (and teaching)
experience for all of them. According to Beynon et al. (2004) their
experiences with different systemsmay help them become familiar
with a variety of classroom practices, develop the pre-service
teachers’ diverse identities, and provide opportunities for them to
“develop new dimensions of teaching identities” (p. 442). These are
further enhanced by the mentorship and support given by the
expert teachers (and other fellow teachers), whereby the pre-
service teachers are able to access various forms of resources and
pedagogical perspectives, and practices in this community of
practice of teachers. In such engagements during the international
practicum, the pre-service teachers’ competencies are developed
and enhanced through ‘the knowledgeability of engagement; oc-
casions for applying skills, devising solutions, andmaking decisions
(and); problems that engage energy, creativity and inventiveness’
(Wenger, 1998, p. 238). Thus, it can be postulated that the pre-
service teachers’ experiences and engagement (during interna-
tional practicum) in different pedagogical practices in different
educational environments with different students can be a key
factor in developing and establishing skills and confidence in
themselves. The pre-service teachers are able to interpret and
create knowledge and actions from their experiences of teaching in
both the Malaysian and Maldivian schools (Brookfield, 1995). Their
experiences in different educational contexts have been rich and
thus, delineate meaningful practices that they feel are effective and
successful for a particular educational situation. In fact, some of the
pre-service teachers believe that the international teaching prac-
ticum is a powerful experience that have rejuvenated their passion
for teaching and learning, apart from skills and confidence.

5.3. Interpersonal skills

From the perspective of interpersonal skills, the findings
exemplify howa community of practice engages itself in the pursuit
of knowledge through interaction between members of the com-
munity. The community of practice (Wenger,1998) characterises, as
well as clarifies learning in today’s teaching and learning contexts
that transcend geographical boundaries and lead to globalization. It
is through the interaction and engagement in the community that
members (in this case, the pre-service teachers) create, share and
evaluate tools, standards, generic learning designs and other as-
pects of learning to deepen knowledge on specific issues and skills
(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). This
borderless learning, through the engagement of members of an
international community in Maldives, is attained through the cre-
ation and management of a democratic learning environment for
and by the pre-service teachers (Brookfield, 1995). The democratic
learning environment is predominantly characterized by the
frequent interactions with teachers, staff and students of different
races, cultures and identities that have enriched the pre-service
teachers’ practices and experiences of their interpersonal skills.
The forging of egalitarian-type relationships between the pre-
service teachers and the school communities are identifiable by
their: (1) mutual respect for each other; (2) learning from each
other; (3) understanding of each others’ cultures and; (4) adapta-
tion to different educational perspectives and beliefs. These four
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elements have somewhat contributed to the development of the
pre-service teachers e personally and professionally.

5.4. New world views of education and culture

Since the pre-service teachers are exposed to new world views,
ideas and perspectives of education that are different from their
own, they are able to discern the different educational philosophies
that underline the way teachers teach and they way students learn
in Malaysia and Maldives. The comparisons and some of their ex-
periences and understanding of the various philosophies enrich
their knowledge, which in turn may have contributed to their own
learning, development and growth as a future English language
teacher. Though Teekens (2000) postulates that “different value
system may deeply upset notions of personal and professional
identity” (p. 33) in the international field experience, the pre-
service teachers in this study appear to thrive upon their experi-
ences of the different educational systems (with different ideolo-
gies and philosophies) by becoming aware of the advantages and
disadvantages of both systems and how the distinct systems can be
influential for the respective educational settings (Beynon et al.,
2004; Cruickshank, 2004). It is likely that the pre-service teachers
are well-prepared, and are able to acclimatize to the local culture,
syllabus and conditions very quickly. Hence, they are able to build
the foundations to enrich their repertoire of teaching methods that
are derived from different cultural contexts with different educa-
tional values and systems. This means that the international
teaching experience has given the pre-service teachers some real-
ization that teaching is unique, and is embedded within the ide-
ologies and philosophies of the respective educational contexts.
Therefore, they are able to make the connection between their
concerns as teachers, their students’ learning experiences and the
overarching educational process in Maldives (Brookfield, 1995) by
interpreting, reifying and practicing the educational philosophies
and ideologies in the form of appropriate teaching methods and
techniques.

5.5. Adapting to new working cultures

Literature shows that a school’s workplace conditions can exert
great influence on teachers’ professional development (see
Anderson & Kanuka, 1997; Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000). The
working culture and conditions in Maldives have allowed the
teachers to channel their energy and focus on teaching and
learning. This has, in some, way shaped and contributed to their
professional development journey as they are engaged in mean-
ingful activities that are beneficial. On the contrary, the working
culture and conditions in Malaysia are different, whereby most
teachers are ‘reluctantly forced’ to place way toomuch emphasis on
examinations (Normazidah, Koo, & Hazita, 2012; Pandian, 2002).
They tend to work within a rigid and limited time frame in order to
complete the syllabus (Pandian, 2002). Whether they like it or not,
they have to ignore their development as a professional as more
focus has to be allocated to the summative performance of stu-
dents. Kabilan and Khan (2012) explicates,

.in Malaysia, the main form of assessment is a national ex-
amination that requires learners to sit for at least 10e12 sub-
jects; for each subject, learners have to register for at least 2e3
examination papers e usually in the shape of written test, oral
examination and laboratory experiments. Hence, a 17-year old
secondary learner in Malaysia may need to sit for 20e36 ex-
amination papers in a space of 45 days! The abilities of these
learners aremeasured in terms of howmany ‘A’ grades that they
are able to obtain. Schools with the highest number of learners
with straight ‘A’ grades for all the subjects are considered as
high performing schools. As such, there is an overwhelming
amount of pressure on both the teachers and the students to
perform. Hence, the schools prepare their learners according to
the assessment format and structure of the national examina-
tion (p. 1008).

The six teachers faced a situation, which Clement and
Vandenberghe (2000) describe as “challenges for professional
development” without actually having to “abandon their auton-
omy” (p. 98) e in other words, the working conditions in Maldives
presented the teachers with the opportunity to challenge them-
selves in order to improve as an English language teacher without
abandoning or ignoring their teaching philosophies, beliefs and
notions. Rather than breaking their motivation, the challenging
working conditions and new working culture become the driving
forces for the pre-service teachers to learn and adapt to the new
working environment, simultaneously strengthening their existing
beliefs about teaching and learning. This is previously affirmed by
Opfer, Pedder, and Lavicza (2010), who, based on national data of
teachers’ professional development in England, theorize and
conclude that apart from individual influences, teachers’ learning
can also be influenced by organisational conditions such as working
conditions and cultures, working environment and institutional
policies.

Teaching in the Maldivian schools require the six pre-service
teachers to collaborate with teachers from diverse international
backgrounds and work together as a unit. Hence, the pre-service
teachers, including their experiences of teaching in Maldives, can
be considered as authentic and relevant in the international
educational environment/setting (Brookfield, 1995). Teaching in an
international educational environment/setting such as Maldives
represents a “genuine academic collaboration across borders” that
contributes to authentic learning and development of the pre-
service teachers (Volet, 2003, p. 8). The pre-service teachers
would not have experienced international collaboration and
authentic learning if they had not taught in Maldives.
6. Implications and conclusion

As mentioned earlier, some themes that emerge from this study
can also be attributed to the pre-service teachers’ experiences
during the local practicum. However, several themes can only be
explained by their experiences during international practicum. For
example, the pre-service teachers have gained understanding of
new world views of education and culture from teaching English in
Maldives. They have garnered the understanding and the ability to
adapt to new working cultures and the different approaches to
teaching and learning that are used in the Maldivian school system.
This is due to the nature of learning in the international context,
which is a ‘continuous negotiation of meaning accentuated by
language and inter-cultural factors’, and how well the pre-service
teachers are able to ‘establish rapport and understanding among
the school community’ (Myles et al., 2006, p. 243). The data indicate
that close relationships and mutual understanding with the expert
teachers and other teachers are integral to successful bonding of
the pre-service teachers and host teachers and their quick self-
adjustment to the working environment of the school. This
directly leads to their growth and development in terms of adapt-
ing to working cultures.

Teaching in Maldives has developed the pre-service teachers’
knowledge, skills and cultural competencies that include teaching
contents to diverse learners, affirming diversity in classrooms, and
knowing the cultures of school and its students and teachers
(Ladson-Billings, 2001; in Achinstein & Athanases, 2005). In
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addition, engaging with Maldivian students created challenges for
the Malaysian pre-service teachers in the classroom. The engage-
ments played a key role in developing their ‘professional skills in
teaching in a diverse classroom’ and ‘the ability to deal more
effectively with international students and new expectations’
(Hamza, 2010, p. 57). As personal growth is interrelated and
intertwined with professional development (Hamza, 2010), any
growth would also mean meaningful and relevant professional
development of the pre-service teachers. With these new capabil-
ities and personal growth, the pre-service teachers have developed
into teachers who are able to make systematic judgments and
evaluations of educational systems. Driven by a meaningful pro-
fessional development experiences in Maldives, their un-
derstandings of the different educational systems are sharpened
and enhanced in terms of their practices of teaching and learning.

In terms of professional development of English language
teachers, we cannot take for granted that pre-service language
teachers will become teachers with excellent language and
communication skills. The teachers in this study have become
confident users of English as they ‘are forced’ to speak in English in
theMaldivian schools. Suchfindings are not evident during the local
teachingpracticum inMalaysian schools since frequently,Malaysian
pre-service teachers tend to communicate using theMalay language
evenduringEnglish language classroomsandwhen interactingwith
other English language teachers. This particular finding of the pre-
sent study is distinctive if compared with similar studies that have
been carried out by institutions based in the US, Canada or Australia
(or other countries where English is spoken as the first language).
Findings from such studies (for example,Malewski & Phillion, 2009;
Rodriguez, 2011) mostly indicate the values of an international
teaching practicum in broadening the pre-service teachers’ global
perspectives, enhancing their ability to be able to adapt to different
cultural settings in relation to teaching, and strengthening their self-
confidence and beliefs in their approaches and practices of teaching
and learning. However, for the Malaysian pre-service teachers, in
addition to the above mentioned gains, their international teaching
practicum have contributed to the pre-service teachers’ authentic
communication using the English language. The international
practicum has served as an informal on-going professional devel-
opment session on speaking and communication that increased
their confidence level due to the daily practices with the Maldivian
students, teachers and local communities. The daily practices have
contributed to the construction and reconstruction of their knowl-
edge of the language, and improved their communication skills and
overall language abilities. Theoretically, the pre-service teachers are
“engaged in producing meaningful utterances” and, through these
productions, are able to “explore the meanings of words in practice
and develop an increasing ability to negotiate these meanings pro-
ductively” (Wenger, 1998, p. 203). In addition, the pre-service
teachers have developed into much more successful and confident
users of the English language because in theMaldivian context they
were afforded the freedom (Habron, 2007) to focus on the “experi-
ence of meaning” compared with the Malaysian context, in which
they were more focused on the “mechanics of learning” (Wenger,
1998, p. 266)

The international teaching practicum has useful implications for
pre-service teachers’ professional development and teacher edu-
cation, especially when this study is based on pre-service teachers
who are trained outside the Western contexts, where English is not
the main language of communication. First, it is vital that future
English language teachers are provided an informal, on-going and
comprehensive experience of professional development in
communication using English. In those professional development
activities, practical and theoretical elements of public speaking and
effective presentation skills should be based on constructivism,
which basically encourages construction and reconstruction of
ones’ knowledge in the language (Swain & Lapkin, 1998), which
according toWertsch (1991), then leads to ‘linguistic change among
and within individuals during joint activity’ (p. 39). Also crucial is
the provision of an environment or atmosphere that facilitates pre-
service teachers’ authentic use of the English language for inter-
action and communication purposes.

The second implication is that perhaps there should be two
teaching practicum sessions during a pre-service teacher’s educa-
tion programme. According to the six teachers, their experiences in
the local practicum (1st practicum) are beneficial and act as an
impetus for them to do better in the international teaching prac-
ticum (the 2nd practicum). The second practicum gives the teachers
the opportunity to enrich their teaching and learning experiences as
well as provide them the opportunity and platform to rectify the
mistakes they made during their first practicum. The second
teaching practicum is ‘an excellent opportunity for pre-service
teachers to experiment and test their knowledge and skills.and
their personal educational philosophies and theories’ (Kabilan, &
Raja Ida, 2008, p. 87) that are developed during theirfirst practicum.

During the international teaching practicum, the pre-service
teachers are able to fall back on their experiences and reflect on
their experiences (Kabilan, 2007) teaching in Malaysian schools to
find solutions to the problems that they faced in Maldives. The in-
ternational practicum experiences have made the pre-service
teachers to be more aware of the different working conditions and
cultures, as well as diverse teaching and learning philosophies, cul-
tures and practices. In addition, the international experience has
opened up more learning opportunities and has provided them the
space for reinforcing effective practices that they have constructed
during the first practicum. It has also supported the pre-service
teachers in re-constructing knowledge and practices based on
failed or ineffective practices during their first practicum, and has
contributed to the pre-service teachers’ meaningful professional
development experiences, to some extent. This is possible because
teachers’ personal practical knowledge and experiences influence
and characterize the way teachers respond and react to educational
realities, perspectives and changes (Amobi, 2003; Pitsoe & Maila,
2012; Smith & Southerland, 2007), and the “eventualities of the
future todealwith the challengesof thepresent” (Amobi, 2003, p.25).

It would be impossible to give an international teaching expe-
rience to all students, but we can bring the international experi-
ences to the local contexts. This can be done by placing international
students and teachers as visiting teachers/scholars and fellows in
the faculties, and thus organize learning and non-academic activ-
ities that would engage themwithin a community of practice i.e. of
both teachers/lecturers and students. Another way is to engage
learners within an online community of learners through online
engagements; learners who are from different contexts, back-
grounds, cultures and values participate in meaningful activities so
that they will get an ‘international experience,’ virtually. In this
respect, the use of social networking sites would engage individuals
with different educational and life experiences (from different
countries) in the virtual space to accommodate the cultural condi-
tions of these diverse individuals (Zhang & Kenny, 2010).

Another implication is providers of teacher education pro-
gramme, especially the teaching practicum component, should
seriously consider infusing learning elements and tasks that
emphasise the following practices and values: (i) mutual respect for
each other (learners, other teachers, administrators etc); (ii)
learning from each other; (iii) understanding each others’ cultures,
beliefs, philosophies and ideologies and; (iv) adapting to different
educational perspectives and beliefs. The current study indicates
that the pre-service teachers show signs of maturity e personally
and professionally e as a result of the above practices during their
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international practicum. Understandably, during the local prac-
ticum, the pre-service teachers did not report the above four
practices and values, as they are well-versed with the local culture
and community, educational system and philosophies, and how the
school community functions in Malaysia. Initiating academic and
social based projects, specific learning tasks, and community
engagement initiatives that augment the four practices/values
during teaching practicum, especially, will encourage pre-service
teachers to learn and refine related, appropriate and meaningful
knowledge and skills. Such projects, tasks and initiatives ought to
be modelled and practiced during teacher education so that pro-
spective teachers will be able to use these skills in their future
classrooms and future endeavours as teachers.

The pre-service teachers lament that the international teaching
practicum was too brief. According to Teacher N,

In a way, it didn’t feel like we did enough. We might be able to
do and learn and lot more with more time. I think most of us
spent a considerable amount of time trying to get to things, and
just whenwewere getting familiar with things, wewere aweek
or two away from home. It felt a bit sudden and empty, like
nothing much was done in Maldives (Teacher N, OEQ).

For future research, a longer international teaching practicum
should be organized i.e. between 10 and 12 weeks so that the pre-
service teachers would have ample time to selfeevaluate their
overall performance more effectively and accurately, as well as
gauge their students’ learning. Also, research should examine how
well theywould strive in the environment where English is the first
language, with different cultural values, practices and elements.
Another international teaching practicum perhaps should also be
carried out in a country that badly require educational assistance, or
even inawar-torn country; these are the countries thatwill certainly
offer different kinds of professional development experiences and
challenges from the ones that the pre-service teachers experienced
in Maldives.

The international teaching practicum is different (from the local
teaching practicum) but a significant experience for the six pre-
service teachers. As a group, some of their experiences are similar
to each other (see the themes), but as individuals, the international
teaching practicum have made an impact on their personal lived
experience as a professional. For example, Teacher A is rejuvenated
and claims to have regained her passion for teaching and being a
teacher, whereas Teacher Y feels that she now has a broad view of
education. Teacher F’s concluding remarks below encapsulate the
pre-service teachers’ overall professional development experiences
in Maldives,

I learned many new things and gained new experiences that I
can’t get in Malaysia. With the environment, new syllabus, new
ways of teaching, I learned how the students accept outside
people as a teacher.(it was) a priceless experience that I
wouldn’t get in Malaysia” (Teacher F, OEQ).

Supplementary data

Supplementary data related to this article can be found at http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2013.07.013.
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