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The value of pre-departure orientation programs

For many years, educators have recognized the importance of preparation in allowing 
students to benefit fully from a study-abroad experience. The idea is that students who bring 
specific tools and realistic expectations to a program can get the most out of it while avoiding 
common pitfalls. This paper describes the development of a pre-departure orientation program 
for a short-term observation/study visit of Japanese nursing students to a university and 
hospital in Australia. First we will describe the overseas program itself. Then the bulk of the 
paper will discuss the pre-departure program, its components and format, as well as some 
obstacles that came up along the way. We will then look at the feedback we received from 
participants. Finally, we will discuss some possible adjustments to be made in future years.

Short-term programs around the world have been increasing dramatically in recent years 
(Kehl and Morris, 2008). Donnelly-Smith (2009) points out the particular importance of 
preparation in the context of a short-term study-abroad program. Yet, as Koskinen and 
Tossavainen (2004) point out, a study-abroad program is actually a three-step process, with an 
orientation phase, a study-abroad phase and a re-entry phase. Though this program did include 
all three phases, this paper looks at the orientation phase.

The nursing department Australia program

Since a pre-departure orientation must be aligned with the goals and requirements of the 
overseas program, first let us look at the study tour itself. 

Eighteen students participated in the ten-day study tour. The students were second- to 
fourth-year students from the Department of Nursing, Faculty of Health and Welfare, 
Prefectural University of Hiroshima. They were accompanied by a member of the nursing 
faculty from their home university, a co-author of this study, who served as chaperone, 
interpreter and guide. The members were self-selected as the program was not a requirement 
of their course of study. Students were able to participate at a reduced cost thanks to a grant 
from the Japan Student Services Organization (JASSO).

The program had multiple goals, which was reflected in the variety of activities participants 
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engaged in. Though the program contained an English-language study component, the main 
goal of the program was for the students to observe a different country’s nursing and medical 
systems directly. They toured the University of Canberra, as well as nursing laboratories, 
hospitals and other health facilities. In addition, they listened to lectures by Australian health 
professionals and gave presentations about Japan, Hiroshima, their university and the Japanese 
nursing system. They also had exchanges with Australian students and faculty. Finally, they 
had a brief English course and a homestay with an Australian family in Sydney.

Pre-departure orientation

With these multiple goals in mind, the coordinator of the program and the English teacher 
involved in international exchange programs, i.e., the two co-authors of this paper, faced a 
challenge. They had to find a way to get the students ready for the diverse aspects of the 
program in a limited time. First, the students needed the English skills to understand 
explanations of Australian medical facilities and procedures, to present themselves and the 
Japanese medical system, and finally to function in a homestay situation and everyday 
interactions on campus and on the street. Second, they needed to know enough about Japanese 
culture and nursing to explain it to Australians. Finally, they needed to know very basic 
information about Australia and its medical system so they wouldn’t be lost in lectures and 
discussions. All of this had to be covered in just a few sessions during the students’ summer 
break.

To tackle this large quantity of information to be absorbed, the instructors adopted a jigsaw 
approach. The eighteen students were divided into six groups of three, with each group 
responsible for researching certain areas of information and teaching them to the rest of the 
students. Each group in the jigsaw was responsible for two major assignments: a presentation 
on a given area of cultural or medical background and a mini-lesson on one subtopic of medical 
English.

The cultural and medical background topics consisted of four topics related to Japan and two 
related to Australia. Each group was to give a slide presentation on a different topic. Since the 
Japan topics were chosen to reflect what the students would likely have to talk about to their 
Australian counterparts, those presentations were done in English. This forced the students to 
research the language necessary to explain about Japan in English and gave them a chance to 
practice talking about the topics before they had to talk about them in Australia. The Australia 
topics, on the other hand, were included to give the students as much background knowledge 
about Australia as possible before they went over. As such, those presentations were done in 
Japanese. In the Japan presentations, students talked about Japan, Hiroshima, the Prefectural 
University of Hiroshima and nursing in Japan. There were two presentations on Australia, one 
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on Australian nursing and medicine, the other on general background knowledge about 
Australia, Canberra and Sydney.

For the medical English component, each group was to study two subtopics of medical 
English, such as hospital facilities and equipment, a nurse’s typical working day, asking a patient 
about symptoms, etc. From those two, the group would then choose one, make a short handout 
for the rest of the students and conduct a mini-lesson to teach the other students about that 
topic. The intended outcome was for a few people to be very well-versed in a certain area while 
everyone would have at least a smattering of knowledge about various areas. In choosing from 
the two topics and creating a handout, the students would be forced to look at a large quantity 
of information and discern what was most important for everyone to learn. This, it was hoped, 
would prod them to consider what to expect on the visit and to set priorities based on their 
perceived needs.

There were two other elements in the English portion of the program. Each student had to 
prepare a short self-introduction speech in English, and there was one conversation lesson 
conducted by the English teacher to prepare students for homestay situations.

In addition, of course, each session also contained a practical orientation from the nursing 
instructor explaining tickets, insurance, scheduling and other logistics.

It must be acknowledged that the program did not go exactly as planned. Originally there 
were five 90-minute sessions scheduled over the month of August to prepare for the September 
departure. The tight schedules of both students and teachers made scheduling tricky in the first 
place, and then, on top of that, not once but twice, sessions had to be rescheduled due to 
typhoons. As a result, the five sessions were reduced to four, with the last session being 
stretched ad hoc to nearly three hours. The medical English component was severely curtailed, 
and several students were absent for one or more parts of the orientation program.

Feedback after the program

After their return to Japan, participants were asked for their feedback on the program, including 
the pre-departure orientation. This section will focus on that portion of the survey results. 

Survey results indicated general satisfaction with the pre-departure element (See Table 1), 
but participants suggested various kinds of content they would like to see added (See Table 2). 
Some of the shortcomings may be attributed to the contracted schedule resulting from typhoons, 
but the additional content suggested seemed fairly consistent. 
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The chaperone, who also added a follow-up review of medical English during the visit, 
reported that the students seemed to understand the lectures by Australian faculty better 
thanks to having studied medical English.

Table 1 Student Appraisals of Different Elements of the Pre-Departure Program

English
self-introduction

Medical English Cultural presentations

It was good that we did it. 13 (72%) 16 (89%) 17 (94%)

It’s not necessary.  0 ( 0%)  2 (11%)  0 ( 0%)

It doesn’t matter either way.  5 (28%)  0 ( 0%)  1 ( 6%)

Table 2 Students’ Comments about the Pre-Departure Program (translated from the students’ Japanese)

What would you like to see included in the pre-departure program?

I’d like to have more English lessons.

I think it would be better to start the English study earlier and have more lessons.

I think it would help a little to practice ordering and buying things.

I would like to have more chance to learn about medical English.

Memorizing English vocabulary.

I would like to have more advanced specialized English vocabulary. (I already knew the organs, etc.)

Nothing in particular. I think it was extremely good.

Communicative English

A pronunciation lesson

Manners for a homestay in Australia

What did you think about the pre-departure program?

If you’re going to do it, I think you have to spend more time on it. Otherwise it’s pointless.

When I heard explanations of Australian medicine, it was easy to understand because I had studied 

it. And at the homestay, I looked back at the handouts I’d gotten over and over.

I think researching in groups and sharing it with everyone was very important.

I think the number and time of meetings was just right. But it was a little tough to meet for group 

work during summer vacation.

It was good that we were able to study even a little English before going because I was able to feel 

more comfortable when I went there. 

With the schedule changes and everything, attendance was low.

It was tough, but it was good to prepare and get that feeling that I was going to study abroad.
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Adaptations for future years

In response to the problems experienced due to bad weather, as well as to the comments of 
some of the students, in future years it seems advisable to start the program earlier. If the 
program started in July, while the regular term was in session, it is true that it would be an 
extra burden on students on top of their regular class schedules, but on the other hand it would be 
easier to find all the students on campus on a given day. Perhaps these earlier sessions could be 
devoted to less academically demanding topics, such as homestay language and everyday English. 
Then during their summer break the students could focus on the more research-driven portion 
of the orientation program. 

An added benefit of such an arrangement would be allowing more time to be devoted to 
medical English, an area which was somewhat neglected in this year’s abbreviated program. 
This would address a concern mentioned by some students in the feedback questionnaire.

Another wrinkle in organizing the program for future years is the planned expansion of the 
student population to include other departments. Next year occupational therapy students will 
be invited, and the tour curriculum adjusted to accommodate them. In the future other 
departments may be added as well. Naturally this would necessitate changes in the medical 
English portion of the program. The range of topics to be covered will increase, of course, but 
that in itself could provide an added advantage to the jigsaw aspect of the pre-departure study 
program.

Clearly the program will have to change as it grows, all the while adapting to practical 
conditions during the study tour itself.

Thanks to the fact that I had a chance to study some English beforehand, I was able to feel that I 

wanted to speak in English in Australia myself.

It was good that I was able to have my self-introduction and presentation carefully corrected.

It would have been better if we could have studied medical English together a little more.

Since we had studied about Australian medicine in Japan beforehand, we were able to understand 

what they were saying when they explained it to us.

I thought it would have been better if you had included practical English for everyday life.

It was good because the medical English really helped in the lessons and hospital visits.

Memorizing English vocabulary

I think it was good.

I think you should study the English you use in a supermarket or cafe before you go.
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