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From Here to There to Savoir-Faire 

Americans Studying Abroad: An Extended View of Goals, Motivation, and Outcomes 

 

Abstract 

 

I am just one of many Americans who has traveled abroad for study, bringing with me 

dreams, goals, and expectations that may or may not correspond to those of my family, teachers, 

or study abroad experts.  Study abroad has been a right of passage for select students since before 

World War I. From its inception to now, study abroad has seen a great transformation, but not 

entirely for the better.  

In the context of globalization, many educational institutions promote study abroad as a 

popular “must-do” aspect of an undergraduate’s educational career. It is considered to be the 

“ultimate learning experience” and is believed by many students, advisors, and faculty alike as 

the opportunity for students to “master” the language and culture that has eluded them so far and 

to transform themselves in global citizens. However, that image may be in need of revision after 

I consider multiple viewpoints in order to understand the current reality of study abroad.  

In this paper, I will examine the literature on study abroad written by scholars in the field 

alongside accounts of the experiences of Americans who have studied abroad. My goal is to 

relate the past to the present to the future by juxtaposing the history of Americans studying 

abroad. Ultimately, this paper will discover whether or not study abroad delivers on the promises 

associated with the experience: promises of language and culture learning that are found in 

program brochures, promises of discovery and adventure told by friends and family who studied 

abroad. However, is this hype justified or even realistic? 
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FROM HERE TO THERE TO SAVOIR-FAIRE 

AMERICANS STUDYING ABROAD: AN EXTENDED VIEW OF GOALS, 

MOTIVATION, AND OUTCOMES 
 

For the students who have been planning all along to study abroad, it is and might forever 

be the most anticipated event of their academic career. It has given American students the 

opportunity to travel from here, to there, to acquiring the savoir-faire of a foreign country and 

culture. Since its beginning, education overseas has opened the doors into a new world otherwise 

unattainable to students confined to the classroom. Study abroad promises these students 

unlimited access to authentic foreign language learning and ultimate proficiency after years of 

formal, and limited in scope, learning in classrooms where students are also surrounded by non-

native speakers. Even study abroad program brochures underscore that "the fastest way to 

become fluent in a language is to live in the host country with a family that has limited English 

skills" (Wilkinson, 1998, p. 23). Study abroad does have the potential of being the cultural and 

linguistic transformation students yearned for since the beginning of their foreign language 

studies. In the past, the study experience traditionally took place over a course of an academic 

year during the formally known “Junior Year Abroad.” Today, however, the time students spend 

overseas has drastically shortened; new variables have been added to what previously was the 

“typical” study abroad student; the attitude toward academics has relaxed; and study goals and 

motives have lost their importance. As a result, the characteristics that defined study abroad are 

not the same as they were when the concept of study abroad originated back before World War I. 

The increase in the number of American students studying abroad is congruent with the 

increase in the number of undergraduates enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities. Back in 

1975, there were less than one million students worldwide studying abroad whereas there were 



FROM HERE TO THERE TO SAVOIR-FAIRE 

 

4 

4.3 million students studying overseas in 2011 (OECD, 2011, p. 304). Among the American 

student population, there were a little over 270,000 students participating in a study abroad 

program during the 2010/2011 academic year as opposed to the approximate 50,000 American 

students abroad in 1985/1986 (Institute of International Education, 2001). Students are being told 

that study abroad will make them a more competitive job candidate, a global citizen, and even 

strengthen their national identity. The farther students travel from home, the more their 

experience “compels [them] to articulate their understanding of nationalism and even to evaluate 

or revise it” (Walton, 2010, p. xii). Students are told not to dwell on financial constraints, and 

instead view study abroad as a priceless experience. The government has even gotten involved in 

a study abroad initiative of its own to promote global awareness. In 2004, the Abraham Lincoln 

Study Abroad Program was put into action in order to encourage and increase the number of 

American college students studying abroad. As a goal, the Commission aims to send 1 million 

undergraduate students abroad annually by the year 2016-17 (Commission, 2005 p. ix) with the 

hope that these students will come back as international citizens and directly benefit both U.S. 

national security and economy. This goal represents more than 50 percent of the American 

college undergraduate population (Commission, 2005, p ix).  

My Study Abroad 

 

I was one of those students. Ever since high school, it had been in my future that I would 

be studying abroad in France during my college career. At first this was solely my mother’s 

dream based on all her overseas experience and time spent in France. However, as I progressed 

in my French studies and spent summers with my mom in France, my excitement to study abroad 

increased as I yearned to experience France independently. I began preparing and meeting with 

advisors an entire year and a half before my departure date and my application was turned in 
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long before the official due date. The time finally came and I was by myself on a plane across the 

Atlantic and headed for Strasbourg, France. During the spring semester of 2013, I spent six 

months studying abroad at the Ecole de Management, the business school of the Université de 

Strasbourg. My primary goal in study abroad was to complete the 4 remaining courses of my 

French major. Thus, I was enrolled in 10 courses, all taught in French. Six of my classes were 

designed specifically for the international students, while the other four courses were part of the 

regular curriculum for French students. I lived in a single room in the Université de Strasbourg 

student dormitory, just 15 minutes walking distance from school. Throughout the week, I 

focused on my course work as well as maintaining a blog documenting my experiences and 

perceptions of my time in France. I spent most weekends touring the city and getting to know all 

aspects of Strasbourg. On occasion, I would take day trips to neighboring cities via train to tour 

new parts of France.  

My overall study abroad experience was something entirely different from what I 

expected or what I was promised. I expected my courses to be more challenging and that the 

majority of my time would be devoted to insuring I learned as much as possible and did well in 

my classes. I eagerly anticipated cultural immersion and I prepared myself for an adventure. 

Based on my cousin’s study abroad experience in Australia three months earlier and the amount 

of excitement I received from everyone I told about my upcoming study abroad in France, I 

started imagining an experience that would give me fond memories for the rest of my life, the 

opportunity to discover a whole new side of myself, and a time to grow in both my academic 

abilities and cultural awareness. Since I had traveled, studied and lived in France many times 

before, my language goals were less defined than they might have been for a first-time study 

abroad student. I simply wished to maintain my French proficiency and to utilize my language 
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abilities as much as possible. I left home with these expectations and promises, yet when I 

returned six months later, the reality of what had been my time abroad in France was much 

different. While abroad, I found a large gap between how seriously I took my studies and the 

lack of seriousness with which my international peers approached theirs. The prevailing 

easygoing atmosphere did not meet my expectations at all. Before leaving for France, I believed 

I would have one of the most challenging semesters of my academic career, after all, I was going 

to be taking ten courses a week in French. There was a clear divide and I realized the goals I had 

set for myself were drastically different than those of the students around me. However, this 

motivated me all the more not to fall into what I perceived as the stereotype of the study abroad 

student.  However, I found myself isolated and lonely, as I ended up spending most of my time 

in my room because I was not able to make many friends. I found myself at a crossroads. Either I 

could ditch my desire to succeed academically while abroad and jump on the travel-bug 

bandwagon like the rest of my group of international peers, or stick to my goals and stay true to 

the importance I place in my schoolwork. I did not wish to travel long distances and explore 

Europe by myself, so my adventures stayed local and within a 30-mile radius of Strasbourg and I 

chose to focus on my studies. I have many good memories from my time studying abroad, but I 

also have regrets as to how I wished this experience had shaped itself. I was the same, 

academically driven person in France as I was back home and found myself lacking the social 

confidence and support that would have helped me immerse into my new surroundings.  

Being that my experience, neither academically nor socially, was like what I had been 

prepared for or even resembled the adventures my international peers were having in Strasbourg, 

I longed to learn more about what exactly motivated students to study abroad. Since it was not 

how I approached my study abroad opportunity, I wanted to understand why other students 
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would invest the time and money to travel overseas on an academic program, only to treat it like 

an extended holiday vacation. I sought to discover how other students prepared to go abroad. In 

this quest, I began by reading sources concerning the current demographics of the students 

studying overseas. This led me to research studies detailing student study abroad experiences. 

These studies then directed me to surveys study abroad researchers had conducted in order to 

gauge student motivations and priorities in their studies. Getting a firm understanding on the 

present, I then turned to the past to learn what study abroad used to be back when the concept 

originated. In analyzing the past and the present, I moved forward in attempts to pinpoint just 

what study abroad needed to be in the future in order to uphold its initial goals. 

From Here, to There, to Savoir-Faire 

 

Study abroad goals and motivations of students, advisors, professors and parents are what 

guided my examination of the past, present, and future. In the minds of many students and 

advisors alike, the chance to study overseas and fulfill course requirements is considered to be 

the ultimate learning experience—a combination of travel, language and cultural immersion. 

However, these pre-departure expectations may or may not necessarily be shared amongst all 

students, as they may have other ideas concerning just how their study abroad will unravel. 

Current literature and my experience suggest that the goals and motivations leading Americans 

to study abroad seem to be becoming increasingly more touristic in nature and less educational. 

Through the course of this paper, I will examine the history of study abroad, compare what is to 

what was and attempt to assess the future of study abroad based on what researchers’ believe it 

should be, as well as what I would have liked to see during my own study abroad experience. 

The juxtaposition between past and present will bring to light the former aspects of study abroad 

that may need to be reincorporated into modern day study abroad in order for study abroad to 
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continue into the future with its original intentions. The importance of this research stems from 

the fact that studying abroad has traditionally been reserved for a small elite. However, now in 

the context of globalization, many institutions are currently promoting study abroad as a popular 

/ “must-do” aspect of an undergraduate’s educational career. In this paper, I will attempt to 

identify what changes need to be made in order to justify the hype and rework study abroad into 

something more than what it has currently become. 
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THE PAST OF STUDY ABROAD 

The Who, Why and Why Not of Past Study Abroad 

 

Study abroad is not a novel concept. On the contrary, students have been traveling 

overseas for academics since before World War I. The term “Grand Tour,” denoted as great 

circuit, was first used in 1648 to describe a “tour of the principal cities and places of Europe” 

taken by young men as a completion to their education and a coming of age journey (Gore, 2005, 

p. 27). Europe became the primary destination due to the “role that European art and literature 

play[ed] in American culture and in the curriculum of American universities” (p. 39). The Grand 

Tour was educational and cultural in nature, but was also a time of leisure. The dynamic of travel 

to Europe transformed into one with more academic merit as time went on. For a limited time, 

education in Europe was considered superior to that in the U.S. and thus the most serious and 

studious students traveled overseas to learn more than what they could at home. However, even 

that notion of study abroad changed when there was less of a difference between European and 

American academics. Both Gore (2005) and Walton (2010) portray the history of study abroad 

starting in the late 1800s through the late 1900s, focusing particularly on the dynamics in France 

at the time. 

Out of World War I and French cultural diplomacy emerged what has come to be known 

as the junior year abroad. The Sorbonne in Paris established the “Cours de Civilisation” for 

American soldiers who wanted to stay in France, as well as a way to fill the void of absent 

French soldiers. These were the first courses offered to American students taking part in the then 

radical notion of study abroad. The curriculum focused on offering foreign students the ability to 

study France’s culture within the European university system, but was set up for students not 

interested in earning a degree. The concept of the junior year abroad was to offer greater 

supervision and assistance to American students who had been used to traveling overseas on 
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their own and fending for themselves. Even back then, study abroad was considered an 

advantage toward maintaining national security in the United States because the more Americans 

knew about the world, the more they could help protect it. This interest in national security 

helped persuaded the, at first hesitant, four-year American institutions in supporting the send-off 

of their students abroad. With the establishment of the Institute of International Education, study 

abroad was fully backed by the United States, as it saw study abroad as “essential for Americans 

to know of the difficulties and problems of other countries as for the people of other countries to 

know something about us, in order that international good-will may be realized” (Walton, 2010, 

p. 66). Other American supporters claimed that the United States could no longer remain in 

isolation and hoped for peaceful world ties as a result of international education. 

Past: Study Abroad Student Demographics 

 

The large majority of travelers coming to Europe before World War I were young men 

seeking to receive the professional leadership training that could not be found in the U.S. at the 

time. However, in the late 1800s, this trend among gender shifted as Americans began to see 

their institutions as better than what Europe could offer. As a result, the men were staying home, 

as the professional training no longer needed to be sought overseas, and more women began to 

take the men’s place in study abroad. Women from wealthy families “carried forward the genteel 

custom of the Grand Tour” (Gore, 2005, p. 36) and traveled to Europe to fulfill their cultural 

interests. During the “golden age of travel” between the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, 

students benefited from the technological advancements that shortened their journey overseas 

from three weeks to six days. During this time, the wealthy, upper class travelers were arriving in 

France to “cultivate the high arts and society” and the middle-class women sought “cultural 

enrichment” (Walton, 2010, p. 15). While leisure travel became more and more popular and 
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possible, there were still American graduate students from modest backgrounds going abroad to 

study. France was the center for advanced study in painting, sculpture, architecture, music and 

dance. During their time abroad, American students learned that the world was not limited to the 

United States and they returned home wanting to put European practices into American higher 

education. Thus, the general consensus was positive with regards to study abroad, but it was 

“more for the general cultural enhancement it provided than for the essential professional skills” 

(Walton, 2010, p. 25). 

Between 1923 and 1939, about 1,000 Americans females and only 200 American males 

studied abroad in France during their Junior Year Abroad. Since its inception, study abroad has 

been “supported [more] by private and costly women’s colleges than by coeducational 

institutions” (Gore, 2005, p. 41). Recent data also shows that 65 percent of all U.S. study abroad 

participants were female during that time (Gore, 2005, p. 42). The only time when the number of 

male participants was close to the number of female participants in study abroad was 

immediately following World War II when American war veterans were encouraged to study in 

Europe rather than flood the job market and create unemployment (Gore, 2005, p. 42). The fact 

that more women studied abroad before World War II led to the notion that “women’s search for 

education is not as serious as that of men” (Gore, 2005, pp. 43-44). Many women majored in the 

humanities because, unlike men who were pushed to choose “serious career-oriented degrees” 

such as science, business and pre-law, society urged women to pursue degrees that were 

cultivating and preparing them for marriage (Gore, 2005, p. 44). The degrees men enrolled in 

were less easily studied abroad than were the humanities. Walton supposes that American males, 

more than females, wished not to interrupt their studies and preferred to spend all four years of 

their undergraduate education at home in preparation of a career that did not involve foreign 
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language learning. In the 20
th

 century when many felt that “real men don’t speak French,” a sissy 

language, and that liberal arts majors were only culturally acceptable for women to earn (Gore, p. 

61). Also, women were more drawn to refined culture, the arts, fashion, cuisine, and shopping 

France had to offer.  

Past: Study Abroad Motivations and Goals 

 

The motivations and goals among the students studying abroad changed with the times. 

Between the colonial era and World War II, those traveling to Europe were American young 

people seeking professional training. Initially, the male students traveling overseas had one 

motivation: gain the additional training that could not be found at home, thus providing a 

competitive advantage back home in the working world. However, as time passed and the 

American higher education institutions revised its curricula, fewer students saw the need to travel 

to Europe and the motives of those still studying abroad became less and less academic in nature. 

American students abroad began to discover a “sense of personal and social liberation” as well as 

transformed identities (Walton, 2010, p. 14). Professional goals lost their importance and 

motives based more on culture and personal growth took center stage, as the number of women 

studying abroad grew. In the early nineteenth century, women’s colleges and universities were 

established “to enhance [females’] roles as spouses and helpmates” (Gore, 2005, p.48). There 

was a change in the curriculum in the late 1800s when colleges developed programs in 

humanistic studies and the social sciences. Thus, any learning women participated in was for 

their own sake and was not to fulfill any professional motives, as any advanced education would 

ultimately be a waste after they married and had children (Gore, p.64). Walton (2010) details one 

American girl’s experience studying abroad in France and quotes her as remarking that the 

American girls were “really over here to collect a wardrobe for début and maybe, incidentally, a 
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French count or marquis!” (Walton, p. 85). This girl continued her description of her American 

female peers to say that they did not look as though they had enough intelligence to even come 

out of the rain, but all the same they were representing the American girl abroad. During the 

years between the wars, study abroad in France and the rest of Europe became increasingly 

feminized.  

As Walton (2010) explains, being abroad meant students were falling in love with 

France, taking pride in being an American, and gaining a better understanding of European 

politics. Most significantly, American students were exposed to the realities of World War I that 

had not impacted the United States in the same manner or with the same magnitude. American 

students developed a greater grasp of the war and its impact, which they “gained from visits to 

the battlefields, annual Armistice Day observances in Paris, views of the damage to cities and 

buildings, and daily contacts with French people” (Walton, 2010, p. 77). Through a transnational 

viewpoint, the American students studying abroad returned home with a more hands-on 

understanding of the war and its consequences. Students noticed the effects the war had had on 

the French, from the scarred and wounded veterans to economic and social setbacks that cast a 

somber mood over the French people. All in all, Americans returned home for their final year of 

college with “a greater intellectual independence and a more mature attitude than one finds in the 

average homebred senior” (Walton, p. 80). American study abroad students adopted a greater 

ability to think for themselves, and following the French model, to take care of themselves. 

One of the most significant challenges for the Americans studying abroad in France at the 

time was their course work. The students felt “great anxiety over the exams that followed the 

language instruction” as well as the end-of-semester-exams (Walton, 2010, p. 73). The language 

exams consisted of six hours of writing plus an oral exam if the students passed the writing 
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portion. Many students reported back that they were working much harder in France than they 

had at their home institution and were discouraged when the results of their efforts were not as 

favorable as they had hoped. The difference the American students perceived between their 

professors in France and those back home, was the fact that the French professors assumed their 

students to be intelligent whereas the American professors acknowledged “any signs of 

intelligence… with a shout of glee” (p. 76). French professors, rather, focused on form and the 

students’ own thoughts given on the assignment. 

While in France, the American students were able to confront and see the limits to the 

stereotypes about the French they had brought with them overseas. At the same time, the 

American students battled the stereotypes the French had of Americans. The French believed all 

Americans to be from the “land of cowboys and Indians and of gangsters” (Walton, 2010, p. 71). 

However, this view comes directly from the American movies the French were watching in the 

early 1900s. Another stereotype of the American lifestyle, as described from a student’s host 

mother, was as follows: “all Americans smoke, eat no bread, drink milk, and get divorced and 

the young girls lead absolutely free and unhampered existences” (Walton, p. 71). Another French 

stereotype that angered one American girl in 1925 was even though she did not have enough 

money to do all that she wanted to in France, the French assumed all Americans as wealthy and 

as the French having suffered more economically after the war. However, three months later, the 

same student wrote again that she had been to quick to generalize and acknowledged the fact that 

not all French have the same opinion as her hosts who happened to be Royalists “who are much 

more depressed by the war and hard times” (Walton, p. 72).  
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Past: Research on Study Abroad Motivations and Goals 

 

Gore (2005) and Walton (2010) both anchor their research on select study abroad 

programs that established themselves as international academics were gaining recognition. Most 

noteworthy during this time, the University of Delaware, Sweet Briar College and Smith College 

were among the few to develop esteemed study abroad programs. At the University of Delaware, 

students studying abroad were held to the same, if stricter, academic standards than they received 

at home. Delaware’s programs  “instituted practices to ensure supervision… and to immerse 

students in several months of language training… prior to their enrollment in the specially 

designed Cours de Civilisation at the Sorbonne” (Gore, 2005, p. 83). At Smith College, the study 

abroad programs were intended for the “top-quality” students and those “ready to observe, and 

avid to learn and understand” (Gore, pp. 84-85). Smith College held their American study abroad 

students to the highest expectations: students were to “absorb the best of French life and culture, 

and give in return [their] interest and [their] friendship… [they] were not to criticize what [they] 

found there, [they] were not even to put into words any comparison of French ideas and customs 

with [their] own” (Walton, 2010, p. 69). The French program, in particular, through Smith 

College was designed for the American French majors to gain a “thorough knowledge of the 

French language, literature, and culture” (Walton, 2010, p. 68). The purpose of this French 

program for American students was intended to help them learn to speak French, coming from 

the U.S. where it was not primarily spoken. The Smith College students were in France to 

observe and study from the French viewpoint, as well as to uphold the name of Smith College. 

At Sweet Briar College, they did not simply just send their students abroad and hope for the best; 

their study abroad program involved “educational counseling while overseas, registration in 

regular courses at the foreign university as well as special courses for program participants, and 
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periodic tracking of student progress by the home institution” (Gore, 2005, p. 86). At each of 

these programs, the faculty served as invested supervisors in order to make sure their 

academically strong students remained serious about their course work while abroad. 

Already, a significant change is demonstrated in the trends of study abroad between 

travel prior to World War II and into the late 20
th

 century. The dividing junction occurred after 

World War II when study abroad shifted from being academically and professionally motivated 

to becoming more focused on personal growth. Since World War II, study abroad programs 

sponsored by U.S. institutions of higher education have put, less and less, emphasis on 

academically oriented study while overseas. While colleges like Smith and Sweet Briar were 

paving the way for students to study abroad, the fact that these institutions were private liberal 

arts colleges for women only helped bolster the changing student demographics. Moving into the 

analysis of the most recent trends, we will be able to understand the origins of what can be seen 

in study abroad today. The next section on study abroad research today is organized in the same 

manner as that on study abroad in the past. Student demographics, travel motivations and goals, 

and language learning remain key aspects in uncovering the dynamics of study abroad. An inside 

look into the present of study abroad will show who is and who is not studying abroad, what 

motivates today’s students to study abroad, and what students are and are not learning. 

Examining the present of study abroad will allow a glimpse into what study abroad researchers 

believe study abroad is and is not accomplishing.  
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THE PRESENT OF STUDY ABROAD 
 

The shifts that took place in study abroad during the time before and after World War II 

can still be seen today. While the common characteristics of the students studying abroad before 

World War II were those of students coming to advance their education and career prospects, 

today’s study abroad students share similarities with the late 20
th

 century study abroad student: 

students seeking cultural awareness and personal growth. This section on the present reality of 

study abroad will show who is and who is not studying abroad; why students choose to and 

choose not to study abroad; case studies into the actual experience recent Americans students 

have had abroad; the dominant study abroad beliefs held by Americans, which may be the reason 

why study abroad has not been able to shake what some consider a poor reputation; and lastly a 

number of flaws believed to be present in study abroad.  

The Who, Why, and Why Not of Present-Day Study Abroad 

 

Looking to promoting and incentivizing the institution of study abroad, the Abraham 

Lincoln Study Abroad Program was established in 2004 to encourage and increase the number of 

American college students studying abroad. The program’s commission set a goal to send 1 

million students abroad annually by the year 2016-17 (Commission, 2005, p. viii). Based on its 

estimates and predictions, this goal was not seen as impossible and that number represented 

approximately half of all college graduates. The Commission believed it had both the students’ 

and the nation’s interests at heart when they established this program. According to the 

Commission, a study abroad experience is part of the evolution of American higher education 

and positions participants for success in the world. Students who study abroad come back able to 

communicate in a different language and they understand a new culture. However, the initiative 

behind the Lincoln Study Abroad program is not entirely centered on the student’s interests. 
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Sending students abroad is also a way for the United States to improve national security, or so 

the program claims.  

Although only 20 percent of Americans own a valid passport, the Lincoln Study Abroad 

Program is convinced it will not only be able to attract more students to study abroad, but also 

interest the returning students to fill position vacancies at the 65 American federal agencies that 

require foreign language proficiency (Commission, 2005, p. vi). The study abroad experience is 

claimed as giving the student a clear view and understanding of America’s place in the world. 

This understanding goes hand-in-hand with national security and domestic prosperity since being 

able to respond to security challenges and opportunities/perils facing America requires global 

literacy, which is not commonly found in the college graduate who has never stepped foot 

outside of the United States. Since the U.S. is separated from the rest of the world by two large 

oceans, it is easy for Americans to think of public issues as either “domestic” or “foreign” 

(Commission, p. 4). However, the distinction between these lines has, more recently, been 

blurred due to attacks on U.S. soil. Thus, the government has started to depend more heavily on 

American students who have studied abroad and know enough about foreign cultures to advance 

and protect American interests. 

Unfortunately, most Americans currently only speak English and only a reported 18 

percent of the population know how to speak another language other than English (Altschuler, 

2012). Similarly, the U.S. ranks second to last among nine countries in geographic knowledge. 

While the average American is unable to identify half the countries of Asia, the greater public 

does recognize the importance and value of studying abroad (Commission, 2005, p. 9). In order 

to promote language and cultural competency, the Commission encourages long-term studies 

abroad. Since money can be a barrier between students and studying abroad, the Lincoln 
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program also offers scholarships and fellowships to students based on merit and financial needs. 

Just like this generation is not intimidated by new technology, this generation’s students are not 

afraid of the world outside of American borders and are excited to study abroad. Despite the 

effort put forth by the Lincoln Study Abroad Program, scholarly findings paint a significantly 

different picture and the program’s goals and hopes may ultimately not be able to materialize 

Present: Study Abroad Student Demographics 

 

Before the Lincoln Study Abroad Program can even begin to see any influx in the 

number of study abroad participants and ultimately reach the goal of 1 million students abroad, it 

may need to reevaluate its goals based on the current student population who is, and who is not, 

studying abroad. Stroud (2010) acknowledges the fact that study abroad is a past and present 

occurrence, but in order for it to succeed into the future, colleges and universities need to 

understand certain student characteristics. Stroud conducted her own survey among first year 

students at University of Massachusetts-Amherst and compared her results with other national 

survey outcomes. The intention of this survey was to identify the characteristics of the students 

who intended to study abroad sometime during their college career and ultimately pinpoint who 

and who is not studying abroad. Those characteristics included parental income and education, 

student gender, race, major, attitudes they held toward other cultures and the distance of college 

from home. 

 After conducting the survey, Stroud discovered the characteristics that positively 

influence a student’s intentions to study abroad: 
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Table 1: Influential characteristics 

 

 

 The gender variable was the highest of all the variables, concluding that females are more than 2 

times more likely to study abroad than males. The variable of distance between school and home 

related to the fact that the farther away a student lived from school, the more likely traveling a 

great distance abroad would not be as much of a concern due to factors such as “independence, 

fewer familial obligations, the absence of a serious boyfriend/girlfriend at home, and the means 

to afford travel between home and school” (Stroud, p. 502). Although 42 percent of the 

American undergraduate university population is male, only 34 percent choose to study abroad. 

Stroud did not offer an explanation to this phenomenon (Stroud, p. 493).  

 Reasons why students do not study abroad can be linked to the following:  

Table 2: Reasons For Not Studying Abroad 

 

Concern about credit transfer 

Lack of faculty and campus support 

Lack of foreign language knowledge 

Cost 

 (Stroud, 2010, p. 495) 

 

However, it comes as a surprise that the cost of studying abroad did not rank high in determining 

whether or not the students Stroud surveyed studied abroad. Since majoring in engineering, 

architecture, medicine, or nursing have inflexible requirements, students in these majors are less 

Positive Influence Negative Influence 

Being female Planning to pursue a master's degree or 

higher 

Attending school more than 100 miles from 

home 

Living with family while attending school 

Expressing an interest in improving one's 

understanding of other cultures and countries 

Majoring in engineering and professional 

areas such as architecture and medicine 

(Stroud, 2010, p. 491) 
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likely to study abroad because doing so might throw them off track in their studies. The fact that 

students planning to pursue a master’s degree or higher are less likely to study abroad may be 

attributed to the fact that students who only plan to earn a bachelor’s degree recognize that a 

study abroad experience can set them apart to future employers, while a master’s degree already 

does that (Stroud, p. 501). As seen in Table 1, students living at home while attending university 

are less likely to study abroad due to factors that relate to family responsibilities. Stroud 

highlights one motivation among students to study abroad: employability. Due to positive press, 

students are aware that a study abroad experience gives them a competitive advantage in the 

“diverse and globally oriented job market” (Stroud, p. 503). For decades now, public perception 

of study abroad has considered it as an important and even necessary aspect of a student’s 

college career. Stroud believes that study abroad opportunities need to be open to more students 

in order to truly achieve democracy and diversity. Determining the students who are not studying 

abroad and why may be a crucial study in order to attempt to increase the number of students 

participating in study abroad. 

Present: Factors Contributing and/or Preventing Study Abroad 

 

  Continuing with study abroad student characteristics, Dessoff (2006) dedicates the focus 

of his article to the underrepresented student populations that are not studying abroad. Although 

universities and colleges across the U.S. are expanding their international study programs, the 

participants they do not see are as follows:  

Table 3: Students Not Studying Abroad 

 

Students seeking financial assistance 

Students from minority backgrounds 

Students with disabilities 

Other 

(Dessoff, 2006, pp. 2-8) 
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Dessoff mentions similar concerns and restrictions attributed to study abroad among students as 

Stroud concluded in her survey results, four years following this article. As Stroud (2010) found 

through surveys, females are more than two times more likely to study abroad than males. 

Dessoff presents similar data, but, unlike Stroud, offers a possible explanation to the 

phenomenon. The reason for the high participation rates among females can be linked to the fact 

that back in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, the customary practice was to send the daughters from 

affluent families to finishing school in other countries (Dessoff, p. 22). The goal of the finishing 

school was to learn another language and culture and prepare for social activities. This 

perception of study abroad is still dominant and some students and parents “dismiss study abroad 

as nothing more than ‘taking a few courses, doing a little shopping’” (Dessoff, p. 22). This 

conclusion falls in step with the past trends seen in study abroad in the previous section of this 

paper. Athletics and fraternities are also the cause for the decrease in male participation in study 

abroad. Fraternity brothers want to be home during the sports’ seasons and do not want to miss 

out on any social activities that would take place in their absence. However, with the 

introduction of non language-based study abroad programs in specifically China and Germany, 

more males than females are signing up since the language barrier has been taken away. Also, 

short term study abroad programs that last from a couple of weeks to only one semester are also 

starting to attract more males. 

 For students of ethnic and non-ethnic minority backgrounds, the obstacle to studying 

abroad is associated with financial concerns and other cultural barriers. To ethnic minority 

students, fear of being the victim to racism is a major concern among the students and their 

parents (Dessoff, 2006, p. 24). While study abroad is seen as normal to the non-minority 



FROM HERE TO THERE TO SAVOIR-FAIRE 

 

23 

students, minority students perceive it as “‘an elusive opportunity, utterly out of reach and even 

inappropriate to students from working-class or impoverished backgrounds” (Dessoff, p. 24). 

There is a major disparity between students of color and white students who are both enrolled in 

college and participating in studying abroad. While minority students are underrepresented in 

study abroad, white students are overrepresented (Sweeny, 2013, p.1). The following statistics 

demonstrate these representations: 

Table 4: Study Abroad Participation Based On Race During 2010/2011 

 

Race College Enrollment 

Study Abroad 

Participation 

African American 14.50% 4.80% 

Latino/Latina 13.00% 6.90% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 6.00% 7.90% 

White 77.80% 60.50% 

(Sweeny, 2013, p. 1) 

 

 Study abroad may be deemed “frivolous” or a “luxury” in the minds of the students who 

struggle just attending college, working numerous jobs and financially supporting their family. 

Subsequently, minority students begin to develop a mentality known as the “not for people like 

me” syndrome (Sweeney, p. 3). The challenge, Dessoff presents, is to change people’s mindset 

into understanding that study abroad is “normal, generally beneficial, and certainly worth the 

extra effort and cost” (p. 24). Linked to minorities and to Stroud’s findings, students attending 

community colleges are also less likely to participate in study abroad. The fact that “about half of 

all minority undergraduate students in the U.S. attend a community college” (Dessoff, p. 25), as 

well as that study abroad programs at community colleges are often underfunded and 

understaffed, may help explain these differences in participation patterns. 

 As Stroud (2010) also mentioned, Dessoff explains why students with disabilities are not 

more present in study abroad programs. The apprehensions students with disabilities have are 
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mostly physical disability concerns. Traveling to the unknown, a student in a wheelchair, for 

example, may not know the degree of accessibility their study location offers. However, many 

obstacles students with disabilities fear are not problems in reality. Once again, Dessoff and 

Stroud align when stating that the students less likely to study abroad are those with restrictive 

academic majors. For example, Dessoff highlights the engineering students who must follow a 

strict four-year program. However, more and more universities are recognizing the “pace of 

globalization and the nature of business and technology in engineering” (Dessoff, p. 26) and 

programs are starting to incorporate a year abroad as part of the engineering curriculum. After 

uncovering the characteristics of the students who do and do not study abroad, and why, the next 

step is understanding the influential factors that move a student to study abroad other than 

student characteristics. 

Salisbury (2009) focuses on determining what influences a student’s choice to study 

abroad in order to help prove credible the Lincoln Commission’s argument that study abroad is 

the “next step in the evolution of American higher education (Salisbury, p. 121). With greater 

pressure from the government, studying abroad is attempting to become more commonplace than 

it had been just in 2005. The consensus is that study abroad provides the student with “more 

favorable attitudes toward other culture… stronger intercultural communication skills… 

improved personal and professional self image… better foreign language skills… [an improved] 

ability to handle ambiguity… and overall maturity” (Salisbury, p. 120). However, while study 

abroad participation has increased significantly since 1995, that participation has not grown in 

congruence with the increase in university enrollment or the diversity among the students 

enrolled. There are a handful of reasons why a student may choose not to study abroad as 

reported by researchers, but there are actually no “hard data” that proves these reasons are indeed 
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why students do not travel abroad. The reason why there is nothing concrete is due to the 

complexity of a student’s decision-making process (Salisbury, p. 121).  

 In order to understand how a student’s decision process works, it is necessary to know 

how they decide to enroll and attend college. A large factor in the decision to attend college is 

based on financial capital and how much the student is able to pay to go abroad. Other factors 

include cultural and social capital with regards to cultural knowledge and the student’s access to 

information, respectively. These factors may not be limited to a student’s decision to go to 

college, but may help explain their decisions while they are enrolled in college as well. 

Salisbury’s research suggests that, “[t]he process of deciding whether or not to study abroad is 

virtually identical to the process described by college choice theory” (Salisbury, 2009, p. 123). 

There are three stages that make up the student’s decision process to study abroad: developing 

the intent to study abroad, researching the ideal study abroad program, and selecting the study 

abroad destination. Replace “study abroad” with “college” and the three stages of the decision 

are the same. Choosing to study abroad also has to do with the student’s capital. Students decide 

to study abroad based on “affordability, cultural accessibility, intellectual and professional 

applicability, and curricular viability” (Salisbury, p. 124). Each of those decisions then 

corresponds to the student’s budget for both basic program and the extracurricular activities, 

future goals, academic ability, and the ease with which a student feels about living abroad. 

However, the initial decision to even consider study abroad is based on a student’s habitus, 

which factors into whether or not study abroad is even an option. Based on one’s habitus, the 

student may not have been brought up in an environment that sees study abroad as either 

plausible or preferred (Salisbury, p. 124). 
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In 2006, the Wabash National Study on Liberal Arts Education (WNSLAE), referenced 

by Salisbury (2009), surveyed more than 2,000 full-time first-year college students attending 19 

different institutions to determine the impact of a liberal arts education. The results of WNSLAE 

showed that the socioeconomic status of a student’s family “is positively related to intent to 

study abroad” (Salisbury, p. 133). Although students coming from low-income backgrounds are 

eligible for federal financial aid, they are less likely to study abroad. With this information, 

WNSLAE concluded that finances are not the primary concern when deciding whether or not to 

study abroad, but they do contribute to the likelihood that a student will study abroad or not. The 

amount and extent to which a student plans out their study abroad experience prior to departure 

is related to the level of education their parents have received. The higher the level of a parent's 

education is, the more likely a student is to study abroad. As is widely known, there is a gap 

between the number of female and male participants. The WNSLAE revealed that males are 8 

percent less likely than females to intend to study abroad. Social and cultural capital factors also 

have a direct influence on study abroad intention. The amount of “pre-college capital” a student 

possesses determines whether or not a student plans to study abroad. The higher the interest level 

a student maintains in reading and writing, as well as the higher the level of desire to interact 

with people of diverse backgrounds, the more likely the student will choose to study abroad 

(Salisbury, p. 135). The type of institution plays a major role in whether or not the student 

decides to study abroad. Students at liberal arts colleges are 29 percent more likely to participate 

in study abroad than students at community colleges. New to previous studies, this survey found 

“now statistically significant differences in intentions between students in arts and humanities 

majors and students in business, education, or science, technology, engineering and math” 

(Salisbury, p. 135).  
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Table 5: Impact Of A Liberal Arts Education 

 

Students Most Likely to Study Abroad Students Least Likely to Study Abroad 

Having parents with high education levels 
Coming from low-income backgrounds, 

eligible for financial aid 

Possessing high interest in reading and 

writing 
Attending a community college 

Being more open to diverse ideas and 

people 

Having a college major with curricular 

restrictions 

Attending a liberal arts college 

 

 

(Salisbury, 2009, pp. 113-135) 

 

The WNSLAE brings to light new factors that impact a student’s decision process to 

study abroad. There is a strong correlation between “socioeconomic status, social and cultural 

capital accumulated before college, and social and cultural capital gained during the freshman 

year” that plays into the study abroad decision (Salisbury, 2009, p. 137). Students with low to 

average socioeconomic status and low pre-college capital were 50 percent less likely to study 

abroad, while students with high socioeconomic status, pre-college capital, and first-year capital 

were 85 percent more likely to study abroad (Salisbury, p. 137). However, financial concerns are 

not the final deciding factor to study abroad and thus providing increased monetary assistance 

should not be the primary focus when attempting to raise student participation in study abroad. 

As Salisbury suggests, “If students don’t intend to study abroad, they are not likely to ever 

investigate whether financial assistance exists” (Salisbury, p. 137). The interest level for 

studying abroad among students in different majors does not vary significantly, but the curricular 

restrictions are the cause for the disproportionate amount of foreign languages/fine 

arts/humanities majors to business/science/technology majors studying abroad.  
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Present: Study Abroad Motivations and Goals 

 

Nyaupane (2011) studied the motivations behind what moves students to study abroad. 

Nyaupane takes an in depth look at the choice of destination a student makes before studying 

abroad based on a variety of factors. A study abroad destination is chosen based on factors that 

rely on motivation and attitude formation. By better understanding why a student is choosing a 

certain study abroad program destination, academic advisors will be able to better fulfill the 

needs of the students. The article begins with facts concerning the academic merit of study 

abroad. Between 77 percent and 90 percent of American parents believed in the importance of 

having their children learn a foreign language, study abroad, and go to a college that will allow 

them to engage with international students (Nyaupane, 2011, p. 206). However, in the students’ 

minds, the choice to study abroad is not always related to academics. In many cases, the short-

term study abroad programs allow students to combine their parents’ wishes with their desire to 

travel independently. 

The student choses a study abroad destination based on motivation, image and attitude. A 

student’s motivation can be broken up into four categories:  

Table 6: Destination Decision 

Study Abroad Destination Choice 

Factors 

Motivation Cross-cultural experience 

 

Academics 

 

Future careers 

 

Family Heritage 

Image Media influence 

 

Social group 

Attitude Past travel experience 

 

Contact 

 

Acquaintances 

(Nyaupane, 2011, p. 213) 
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These motivations are a reflection of the norms and values held by the students’ reference group. 

The image the media casts toward a particular destination plays a large part in forming a 

student’s attitude toward that location. That image is social in nature and appeals to a student’s 

certain social group. Students are more likely to choose a destination if they believe it will 

benefit their social status and social ties. Social ties include “close friends who live in a foreign 

country” (Nyaupane, 2011, p. 213) and play a significant role into why a student would choose 

to study in a particular location. Attitude is formed through past travel experience, contact and 

acquaintances. When a student has previously had a positive experience, they tend to develop a 

positive attitude toward that location and are thus more inclined to choose the same destination 

in the future. The longer a student is in a certain location, as well if they have family or friends 

living there, are strong factors in destination choice. 

 A student’s motivation can also be broken into four other categories:  

Table 7: Student Motivation 

 

International travel 

A means of escape 

Academics 

Social factors 

(Nyaupane, 2011, p. 211) 

 

Drawing from survey data, Nyaupane found that the highest ranked international motivator was 

socially/culturally learning more about the host country; the highest ranked escape motivator was 

getting away from a stressful situation; the highest ranked academic motivator was to earn 6 

academic credits; and lastly, the highest ranked social motivator was being able to show off the 

study abroad experience to friends and family (Nyaupane, 2011, p. 212). However, out of these 

four motivators, social motivation factors rank first after academic and social ties motivations as 

the most significant predictor in a student’s destination choice. Social motivation is outer-
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directed and cognition-based, while motivations related to international travel, escape and 

academics are inner-directed and satisfy emotional needs. Since choosing a specific destination 

fulfills outer needs and values, it makes sense that social motivation is most dominant in the 

decision. Studying abroad, in general, fulfills international travel, escape, and academic 

motivations and thus those play less of a role in destination choice and more of a role in the 

actual decision to study abroad. With a strong understanding of just who and who is not studying 

abroad, and why and why not, it is also necessary to have a strong understanding on the attitudes 

the students possess prior to studying abroad. 

Present: Study Abroad Attitudes 

 

The research into student study abroad characteristics is not always simply based on 

numbers and percentages. Instead, this research can take the form of observations concerning the 

reality of the current college students’ disposition, attitude and how they approach study abroad. 

Continuing on in the quest to find out just which students are studying abroad, another researcher 

has identified the common characteristics of the American study abroad student. Ogden’s (2008) 

article introduces a unique title for today’s study abroad student. Relating them to the colonialists 

that traveled to foreign countries, lived in luxury attended to by servants, and observed the host 

culture from their verandas, modern study abroad students are not unlike the colonialists of the 

early twentieth century. The colonial student is part of the elite and demands for amenities and 

conveniences abroad similar to those they would find at home. However, Ogden points out that 

study abroad programs should not bend to every whim of the colonial student and compromise 

the program so that the student is completely comfortable and unchallenged abroad. 

In today’s society, American university students have become customers. They want 

amenities and services such as personal attention, special treatment, customized offers to fit their 
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needs and wants, and easy access to the things they desire most. Not meeting their expectations 

can have serious consequences for universities as it competes for increased student enrollment 

and retention. Study abroad programs find that they must cater to those same student customers 

who demand luxury with complete disregard for the host country’s cultural norms and demand 

feasibility. The colonial students are not unlike the early colonial travelers; they want to travel to 

a new world to find excitement and have the experience of a lifetime, they want to find 

something that will make them competitive in the eyes of employers, and they want all of this 

while staying on the veranda and receiving academic credit. Study abroad is seen as a 

commodity to the colonial student, one that can be bought and owned (Ogden, 2008). 

The colonial students choose not to study abroad for longer than 8 weeks and thus, are 

never able to identify or feel an attachment to their host community. The places they choose to 

study abroad come to serve as the “home base from which students make frequent sightseeing 

forays into other parts of the country” (Ogden, 2008, p. 38). The colonial students take full 

advantage of their privileged title as a short-term guest and choose not to see the importance in 

forging relationships with the locals or exploring the host community or culture. The colonial 

students prefer to stay together in order to maintain a bubble around them that contains 

everything familiar from home. The colonial students may interact with their host peers, but 

solely on their terms since they do not possess the necessary social skills. They choose to take 

courses in English because that is what they are most familiar with and those courses have been 

tailored specifically to their needs of “US-style inflationary grading, [and] discussion-based 

classes” (Ogden, p. 38). The colonial students may take courses with their host peers, but only if 

they know ahead of time that the professor is “American friendly.” 
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Study abroad has become no different than when the colonists came, transposing the life 

they had brought with them and this is all because U.S. study abroad programs allow it. 

Programs put student demands as the utmost priority while integration into the host country takes 

a backseat. Programs are designed in such a way that students do not experience any discomfort 

while abroad and instead experience the host culture from a distance. This does not only happen 

pre-departure. When the host university holds orientation welcome sessions for all the 

international students, the students bond with each other and do not see it necessary to socialize 

with the locals. Class fieldtrips may seem like the ideal way to facilitate integration and allow the 

students to experience the host culture. However, those fieldtrips are organized in such a way 

that “the students are being told where to go, how long to go for, where to eat, how long to visit 

the toilet” (Ogden, 2008, p. 41) that the only culture they are seeing is through the camera 

viewfinder. 

The colonial students may find their new surroundings threatening and retreat to their 

comfortable bubble when any challenge arises. They choose programs that offer the familiarity 

of home, but with the promise of novelty and adventure. However, the students benefit most 

from study abroad when they feel empowered enough to step outside their comfort zone and 

experience the host culture first hand, on their own. Unfortunately, students do not expect to 

experience difficulties. Thus they are unprepared when challenges present themselves and they 

retreat to the veranda to serve as observers rather than participants. When they become solely the 

observers, they are more inclined to stereotype the host culture whenever presented with a 

cultural difference they cannot explain. After establishing this base in pinpointing the specific 

features of the American student and study abroad, it is crucial to continue on in making sense of 

these characteristics through first-hand experience from the students’ perspectives. 
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Present: Study Abroad Research 

 

 While the research previously examined helped build the foundation in understanding 

student demographics and demonstrating trends among study abroad, it has some limitations. 

The research examined next, on the other hand, provides support and evidence to any claims 

made previously. With the following studies, we are able to observe the actual effects of present-

day study abroad: 

Present: Motivations and Goals 

 

Allen (2009) and Kinginger (2008), both mention the fact that language proficiency is 

neither dramatic nor an immediate result of study abroad. Instead, more revealing studies with 

regards to a student’s study abroad success focus on the student’s motives and goals prior to 

departure, similar to Nyaupane’s (2011) research and findings. Allen makes the argument that 

the learning context is not what generates language learning, but students engaging in language 

learning activities develop said context. Allen’s argument is proven through case studies of two 

American, college juniors studying in Nantes, France, during a six-month period. They were part 

of a “sheltered” program with other American students, taking three French courses focused on 

language as well as culture, and lived with French family hosts. By establishing the motives and 

goals of these two students, tracking their progress throughout their stay, and following up post-

trip, Allen demonstrates the importance of the types of motives and goals in relation to language 

proficiency and success.   

The first student, Molly, had started studying French in high school and continued upon 

entering college. Her motive for spending six months on a study abroad program in France was 

linguistically oriented: the development of conversational French and oral confidence. Her long-

term dream was to become fluent in speaking French and considered herself to already be a 
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“French dork”. She considered full immersion was the key to acquiring fluency and that it was 

necessary for her to experience French outside of the classroom or within the university. Upon 

arriving in France, she continued working toward her initial goal as well as establishing 4 new 

goals just by the second week. Molly set more goals even when a certain experience might have 

discouraged her from continuing to move forward in her goals. By the end, she evaluated her 

goals as her “biggest challenge and accomplishment” and she thought her French as well as her 

cultural knowledge had greatly progressed.  

The second student, Rachel, had very different results even though she was on the same 

study abroad program as Molly. Rachel’s goals and motives for studying abroad were short-term 

and career-focused. She decided to participate in the program based on the motives that it would 

allow her to finish her French minor one semester earlier and she knew language proficiency 

would look good on her resume and to future employers. Learning about the culture and history 

was more important to Rachel than learning the language. However, she did acknowledge that 

improving her spoken French would be the most important professionally. Rachel’s goals during 

her stay were to “travel a lot” and experience the culture, to improve her speaking skills, accent 

and pronunciation. Upon her arrival in France, she did encounter difficulties, but did not revise 

or create new goals. Rachel lost all linguistic motivation after encountering ongoing 

communication difficulties. This being the case, she focused on travel. By the completion of the 

program, Rachel concluded that traveling around France was her greatest reward and equipped 

her for future travel. She also stated that her initial goals were unrealistic and she still had 

difficulty communicating in French. 

 These two studies illustrate that although the two girls shared similar backgrounds and 

study abroad circumstances, their initial goals and motivations played a key role in the success 
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they perceived their stay to be. Their goals and motives were what drove them to how they 

engaged in language learning. Molly had higher level cognitive motives associated with social 

learning, while Rachel had lower level cognitive motives associated with learning just to obtain 

one specific result (advancing her French minor in this case). Allen (2009) concludes with her 

opinion on how to improve the study abroad programs based on differing student motives and 

goals. Allen suggests curricular intervention in order to help participants in “learning as fully as 

possible.” Participants need to learn how to study outside the classroom and their motivations 

need to be researched. However, Allen does acknowledge the fact that any mediation would be 

required at different amounts, as each student is not the same. 

 In Isabelli-García’s case study, (as cited in Kinginger (2008, p. 6), the motives behind 

study abroad for two students had a great impact on the result of their foreign stay in Argentina. 

The first student, Stan, possessed “high integrative motivation maintained through development 

of a social network including Argentine friends” (Kinginger, p. 6). At the conclusion of Stan’s 

study abroad, he had achieved an advanced level oral proficiency and accuracy. On the other side 

of the spectrum, Jennifer, who was on the same program as Stan, had an instrumental motivation 

similar to Rachel’s in Allen’s study (2009). Jennifer solely wanted to study abroad in order to 

advance her language skills that she would devote to her future career in agriculture. At the end 

of her stay, Jennifer had not found a connection between herself and Argentine culture nor the 

Argentinians she had met. As a result, Jennifer’s isolation reflected the decrease in linguistic 

motivation she initially displayed. Theses two studies present the notion and importance of 

motivation behind the success of a student’s study abroad, but also introduce the idea of 

language proficiency and its relation with motivation and its role in study abroad outcome. 
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Present: Language Proficiency 

 

Throughout the mid 1990s, foreign language professionals fully supported their belief 

that study abroad was the opportune experience to master a foreign language. The highest level 

of foreign language proficiency cannot be attained in the classroom. However, current trends in 

the development in a student’s study abroad adventure “may put some of the foreign language 

profession’s assumptions about it in question” (Allen, 2010, p. 27). Study abroad has become 

less complete immersion and more time for the student to spend with their American peers, 

speaking English. Even native speakers choose to simplify their speech with foreign study 

abroad students in order to ease their understanding. Studies have also found that women have 

more difficulty engaging in social networks that would be most beneficial in their language 

learning. This figure is concerning due to the fact that women “represent almost two-thirds of 

Americans studying abroad” (Allen, p. 28). Thus, language learning is not evenly distributed 

among study abroad students, even if they are studying with the same program. Another trend in 

study abroad relates to the fact that, where it used to be the traditional “Junior Year Abroad” for 

foreign language majors, less than 5 percent of American study abroad students are choosing to 

go overseas for an entire year. The average study abroad now lasts no more than eight weeks 

during the summer and attracts participants from a range of different majors.  

There has not been an overall agreement in favor or disfavor of short-term study abroad 

since the eight-week duration has helped some students reach greater language proficiency while 

it has hindered that of others. There have also been studies done proving, as well as disproving, 

that short-term study abroad programs increase students’ motivation to continue their foreign 

language study. Allen attempts to understand the evolution of a student’s motivation and goals 

during a 6-week study abroad program. As displayed earlier in Isabelli García’s case studies (as 
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cited in Kinginger, 2008, p. 6), there are two notions of motivation: integrative or instrumental 

motives. Integrative motivation is the desire to adopt the cultural behaviors of the target language 

community while instrumental motivation is the “emphasis on the practical value of language 

learning” (Allen, 2010, p. 29). Over the past couple of decades, motivation research has evolved 

to incorporate cognitive (internal) and contextual (external) notions of motivation. In order to 

understand motivation specific to foreign language learners, activity theory has been used to 

explain the relation between need and motives that make up a student’s motivation. Both goals 

and motives can be “unstable as they are modified, postponed, and even abandoned” (Allen, p. 

31).  

Allen studied six students participating in a six-week study abroad program in Nantes, 

France. It was an “island” type study abroad program in the sense that the students, although in 

France, were taught by American professors from their home institution as well as one French 

professor. Allen utilized questionnaires, interviews and blogs to conduct her research. For four of 

the students, their goals to study abroad included attaining language fluency in order to use 

French in “academic, professional, or personal ways” (Allen, 2010, p. 33). The remaining two 

students had pragmatic goals, namely they were studying French to enhance their future career 

prospects. For these two students, their desire to study abroad was directly linked to the fact that 

they would be able to complete their French minor more quickly. The goals the six students set 

for their time abroad in particular, however, contained no specificity and were focused on 

improving or working on “some aspect of their French capacities, most frequently oral 

conversational abilities” (Allen, p. 35). In general, the goals were unfocused, but were even more 

so for the two students who were not motivated by linguistic reasons to study abroad.  
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The students studying abroad to gain language proficiency did not like the fact that their 

peer group insisted on communicating in English and thus they purposefully distanced 

themselves from the group and sought people who would speak French with them. Other 

students appreciated the dynamics of their peer group and were gratefully comforted that their 

peers were able to give them confidence and emotional support. In terms of living with their host 

families, half of the students challenged themselves to make the effort to get to know their hosts. 

However, not all students made such an effort. The students who felt as though the host families 

were responsible for catering to the students’ linguistic needs were disappointed when their hosts 

facilitated no such thing on top of their busy schedules.  

The most important aspect of this study was to determine whether or not the students’ 

motivations to learn a foreign language increased at the conclusion of their short-term study 

abroad. The study found that “participants initially motivated to engage in language learning and 

to participate in [study abroad] for linguistic reasons did develop more motivation to continue 

studying or using French” (Allen, 2010, p. 42). However, those students studying abroad simply 

to advance their college career were not motivated by their short-term study abroad to continue 

any further with their language learning. The main reason behind the fact that the linguistically 

oriented students saw a continuation in their motivation to learn French was because they made 

the effort to push themselves out of their comfort zone while in France and were delighted with 

the results. The study revealed,  “the choice to study abroad was seen as either a critical step in 

achieving linguistic goals or a means of traveling and learning about culture” (Allen, p. 44). 

There is no such thing as low or high motivation since students are compelled by differing 

motives. The students who took the responsibility to set goals for themselves and follow through 
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with those goals were the students who reported having more linguistic success and increased 

motivation to continue their language learning. 

Kinginger (2008) presented a study completed by Lewin in which the language learning 

of the study abroad program was seen as the by-product of the experience and more so of an 

“experience aimed at fostering a more general coming-of-age” (Kinginger, p.7). The students in 

Lewin’s study survived their time abroad in France by avoiding any informal language 

encounters that placed the students in unfamiliar and difficult situations. This was demonstrated 

through the experience the students experienced during lunchtime at a French cafeteria. First, the 

students did not read through the menu posted outside the cafeteria and preceded directly to the 

food line.  When the cafeteria workers asked the students what they wanted for lunch, the 

students were set aback by the unfamiliar vocabulary and the pressure of the fast-paced 

environment. Rather than using this experience as a language learning opportunity, the students 

changed their approach altogether and found ways to buy food throughout the day “that they 

could keep in their dorm rooms so they would not need to come back to the cafeteria” 

(Kinginger, p. 8). In this case, the students not only chose not to improve their informal language 

experiences by returning to the French cafeteria, but they also opted to pay more money on 

meals since the cafeteria offered the most economical food options. This example provides 

further evidence that when language acquisition is a by-product of study abroad, students do not 

make significant linguistic progress and instead shy away from any opportunities that would 

improve their abilities. This case also ties in with the following notion of language learning 

opportunities outside the classroom.   
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Present: Missed Opportunities Outside the Classroom 

 Allen and Dupuy (2013) draw upon the research of other study abroad experts in order to 

demonstrate how students act during study abroad when they are not in the formal learning 

environment of the classroom. According to Kaplan’s research in 1989, students on a short-term 

abroad program in France did not make use of the resources surrounding them outside of the 

classroom. Linguistic tools such as “reading fiction or going to the theater or movies” and dinner 

table conversation (Allen & Dupuy, p. 476) were ignored by the students and instead replaced 

with media. Kaplan (1989) concluded that since the students showed a preference toward the 

media devices that could be engaged in on an individual level, students were not actively seeking 

the benefits of face-to-face interactions with the local, foreign culture. According to research 

done by Miller and Ginsberg in 1995, students abroad placed less value on language experiences 

that instead of taught them something the language itself, was simply an exercise in listening 

(Allen & Dupuy, p. 476). This valuation constrained the students’ linguistic development and 

prevented them from further enriching their experience. In another study conducted by Kline in 

1998, students were confronted by the fact that the foreign language texts and journals 

recommended to them by their professors were not what their local hosts families were reading 

and thus the students were not able to draw about those resources as a means of conversation 

(Allen & Dupuy, p. 476).  The accumulation of these studies demonstrates the difference in value 

study abroad students place in their in and out-of-classroom activities. The goal of these 

discoveries is threefold: students must understand and realize that the “advantages of 

communicating in more than one language… is far from automatic,” a large part of the study 

abroad experience is dependent of the student maximizing the benefits they are handed abroad, 
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as well as the understanding that study abroad students need to be prepared before departure on 

exactly how to maximize their experience (Allen & Dupuy, p. 477). 

Present: Issues With Study Abroad 

 

Lastly, study abroad seems to be receiving a bad reputation, but not without just cause. 

The following opinions convey the negative sides of study abroad as well as provide the 

suggestions necessary to build study abroad back up. Although written in 1987, Day makes 

similar conclusions to students’ motivation to study abroad and a program’s validity as today’s 

authors do. Like many others, Day begins his editorial by acknowledging the benefits of summer 

study abroad programs as a means to enhance the prestige of the program’s institution, 

promoting student recruitment, appealing to the faculty escorts, and allowing students to 

experience another life and practice their foreign language skills. However, those advantages are 

quickly followed by the drawbacks. The short length of a summer study abroad often gives 

students a superficial view of the host culture, not enough time to thoroughly practice the host 

country's language, a vacation atmosphere amongst fellow American peers, and a perception of 

the host country and its people through the lens of a vacation mentality. The problems facing the 

program organizers is that they find students to be less motivated when studying abroad than 

they originally thought or expected. For the student, the main goal while abroad is to get that 

memorable experience that so many attribute to living abroad. Day puts it simply, “programs 

abroad will only accomplish what they demand of students” (Day, 1987, p. 261). 

 An enhanced cultural awareness while studying abroad is thought of as a given when it 

comes to studying abroad. However, a common mistake is that language proficiency is as well. 

Increased language proficiency is not achieved through the osmosis of eating and drinking like a 

local. Unfortunately, many students study abroad and do not realize the amount of effort that is 
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actually required to develop language proficiency Even in 1987, the trend seen in study abroad 

was the fact that students not necessarily majoring in the host language wanted to travel abroad. 

When the student’s primary goal to study abroad is not centered on improving language abilities, 

the motivations to pursue language proficiency are even lower or nonexistent. In 1987, this was 

reinforced by the fact that “proficiency in the language of the host country is not required for 

most study programs today” (Day, 1987, p. 262). As mentioned by Feinberg (2002) and Ogden 

(2008), Day also mentions the personal growth aspect of the study abroad program. The personal 

growth list ranges from increased self-confidence to appreciation in one’s abilities and self 

worth, resulting in study abroad as the opportunity for students to find themselves away from 

home. 

 Even before Feinberg and Moseley (2012) advocated for increased academic rigor within 

study abroad, as will be seen later, Day stressed the fact that study abroad programs could not 

rely on simply being in a different culture as substantial learning alone. A summer study abroad 

program should maintain clear academic objectives, academic content that is equal to that 

offered on the home campus, as well as the use and careful planning of the host country to round 

out the unique study experience. Day provides the example of when he was given the task of 

teaching French to American study abroad students in Paris for six weeks. The first time, he 

relied too heavily on the textbook and found that cramming two semesters of French into six 

weeks with sole reliance on the textbook was inefficient and did not make good use of context. 

The second time, Day threw out the textbook and instead used local resources such as 

newspapers, movies and plays as resources to teach the students. The students learned French 

through keeping a journal of the common expressions they came across in their activities.  
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Day continues by stating that if sightseeing is the students’ goal, they would be better 

served and their money saved if they did not enroll in a study abroad program. However, when 

surveyed as to why they were participating in a study abroad, the majority of students answered 

with “add new dimension to schooling” or “improve foreign language” (Day, 1987, p. 262). 

Unfortunately, the results may be misleading. Although only 5 percent of the students answered 

“have fun” as their primary study abroad goal, most students may not have chosen that response, 

even if it were true, because is was not the noble choice. Ideally, Day believes, a study abroad 

program would not offer students academic credit. Through eliminating only academic 

motivations toward study abroad, the students are forced to construct goals that are centered on 

immersion and being in the host country. However, Day realizes that this may indeed be 

unrealistic in the college study abroad programs. Motivation is often difficult to measure because 

it cannot be assumed that “from the mere fact that students have enrolled in such a program that 

they have a high level of…motivation” (Day, 1987, p. 264). Students may be motivated by the 

fact that they are traveling to an exotic place they have never experience before. In this case, 

only a superficial view of the host culture may be exactly what they are seeking and that 

exoticness could be ruined with knowledge and the ability to communicate with their hosts. 

More current research portrays similar beliefs behind the flaws of study abroad. Feinberg 

(2002) and Moseley (2012), share similar opinions on the current institution of study abroad: an 

opportunity students take to mean as a vacation or a break from school and a time solely for 

personal development. While Feinberg analyzes the flaws, Moseley uses himself as the example 

to set the study abroad experience on the path toward redemption. Although Feinberg 

acknowledges the fact that study abroad is supposedly helping interconnect the world and teach 

students the nuances of cultural differences, he stresses the fact that students care less about the 
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culture of their study abroad location and more about themselves on an adventure of self-

discovery. Feinberg argues that thanks to American media and advertisements, study abroad 

students develop a preconceived notion of the culture and inhabitants of wherever they are to 

study, long before departure. The ads we have created paint the picture that America is the center 

of the world and all outsiders are peering in with intrigue and waiting for us to make the next 

move. A study abroad location becomes less of a place to broaden the student’s horizons and 

more of a place for their American identity to take root. As a result, students ignore and avoid 

any interaction with the host population and instead chalk up their experience as personal 

growth. That personal growth comes with stories of bad behavior and participating in extreme 

sports. The stories students bring back about the “new world” they experience for an extended 

period of time is actually the world they already knew, “the imaginary world of globalized, 

postmodern capitalism where everything is already known” (Feinberg 2002). Feinberg is not 

optimistic that study abroad programs will be able to prevent students from adopting this 

perception of the world. However, he does suggest altering the pre- and post-travel student 

orientation sessions to focus less on personal development and more on teaching students to 

question what they see and how they tell their travel stories. 

 Moseley (2012) does not deny study abroad can be a powerful experience for students, 

but frankly he thinks students take advantage of the experience in order to relax and get away 

from the stress of the normal course load in the United States. Not only the students, but also 

faculty and college administrators do not take the educational aspect of study abroad as seriously 

as they should. As a professor himself, he makes a point of structuring his study abroad programs 

with the equal amounts of academic rigor, as his classes would be at home. However, he has 

received resistance from students claiming the workload was too much and did not allow them to 
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travel and interact with the local population. To him, the successful study abroad experience is a 

combination of expanding one’s cultural understanding and knowing enough background 

information about a place in order to really understand what one is seeing. He is the odd man out 

in his approach to the study abroad program and states that the reality is that the study-abroad 

experiences “can be orchestrated quite poorly, potentially leaving students with a highly 

superficial, if not deeply flawed, understanding of another area of the world.” Another reality is 

the fact that hiring qualified professors and administrators to develop a quality study abroad 

program is costly, but Moseley concludes with saying that if American colleges and universities 

are “unwilling to compromise quality and provide education on the cheap at home, then a 

semester abroad should be no different” (Moseley). 

Present: Attitudes 

 

In order to understand first-hand the issues within present-day study abroad, the 

following studies provide substantial evidence. Wilkinson (1998) followed and documented the 

experience of four college students during a summer’s study abroad program in France in order 

to demonstrate the study abroad process, rather than the product. Taken directly from the 

international program brochure and the university where she was conducting her research, "the 

fastest way to become fluent in a language is to live in the host country with a family that has 

limited English skills" (Wilkinson, p. 23). Wilkinson presents her arguments as to why this 

perception of study abroad may be misleading. 

 Over the course of the four weeks, Wilkinson notes that these students have difficulty 

leaving the classroom, instructional setting and immersing themselves into French life. This is 

because they do not know how to communicate outside of the classroom. In more than one case, 

the students attempted to converse with their host family, but became discouraged and jumped to 
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conclusions when they perceived the conversation to have failed. During each conversation, the 

students would ask a question that would require no more than an answer of a few sentences. 

Their French host would answer and the student would proceed with asking another question. 

This type of “student response” conversation is what is typically practiced in the classroom and 

thus how the students had learned to speak French. However, these conversations ended quickly 

and the students came up with their own conclusions as to why. These students felt that their 

hosts did not actually what to talk with them since they did not ask the students any questions. 

They felt it was the responsibility of the French to carry the conversation since, after all, it is 

their native language. They also felt as though their hosts thought of them as stupid and as 

children. As a result, the students perceptions that their host's “reactions were condescending 

ultimately contributed to her decision to avoid re turning home in the evenings until after she 

thought her family would be in bed” (Wilkinson, 1998, p. 27).  

Also contrary to the pamphlets, study abroad immersion does not always live up to its 

promise of helping the student achieve oral proficiency. According to the study abroad pamphlet, 

the students Wilkinson surveyed should have had achieved oral proficiency and cultural 

understanding. However, as seen from the students’ perspectives, this was far from the case. 

Their classroom teaching left the students unaware of how to handle unexpected problems and 

resulted in them shutting down. Without a cultural understanding, the student runs into 

difficulties and establishes (or confirms pre-established) stereotypes of the French culture. 

  In another example that clearly showcases how determinant a student’s attitude is of 

their study abroad experience, Kinginger presents a case study about an American studying in 

Paris, France. The student, Beatrice, arrived in France with all the qualifications of an excellent 

student on paper and one that would succeed linguistically. However, her attitude proved to be 
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her downfall. Upon her arrival, Beatrice “began to condemn the ambivalence of her classmates 

toward language learning, noting that, with few exceptions, they appeared to devote little effort 

to this aspect of their sojourn in Paris” (Kinginger, 2008, p. 69). Outside of the classroom, 

Beatrice’s language learning opportunities were limited because she would not go out at night 

due to her perception of her neighborhood as a “hazardous ghetto” (Kinginger, p. 69). Beatrice 

also ran into language difficulties and was discouraged by the humiliation she felt from her 

attempts to communicate. However, as her stay progressed, Beatrice grew more optimistic of her 

linguistic progress when she accepted the realization that language acquisition does not simply 

happen, but requires times and patience and work. Unfortunately, throughout her stay the 

relations between Beatrice and her host family declined to the point where she was ready to leave 

her host family. While Beatrice believed she came to France “with a pretty good attitude” 

(Kinginger, p. 72) and showed more determination that her study abroad classmates, “her 

approach to language learning evolved only in the sense that she developed a greater 

appreciation of the time and effort necessary for satisfactory achievement” (Kinginger, p. 72). 

This case study ties together the relationship between students’ attitudes they bring with them 

into study abroad and their linguistic achievements. Students’ attitudes also relate with their 

perceptions in general and, as will be shown in the following, perceptions have a major impact 

on the students’ experience abroad.  

Present: Study Abroad Perceptions 

 

Research shows us facts and figures, application shows us real experience, but popular 

opinion shows us the biases behind the institution of study abroad. Through the following 

research, Gore (2005) details the dominant beliefs held by Americans that just may explain why 

study abroad has not seen the kind of success the Lincoln Study Abroad Program had hoped for.  
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Today, international study is connoted as being the “travel experiences of the young and 

wealthy, intended to broaden their cultural horizons, but often suggesting leisurely, desultory, 

elitist, unintellectual, and unprofessional aims” (Gore, 2005, p. 28). Although there are examples 

of study abroad that contradict this negativity, they are obscured by the generalized idea of 

international education, which ultimately becomes the dominant belief. Since the dominant belief 

about study abroad attaches itself to the culture seekers, study abroad is thus seen as interrupting 

the serious education that takes place on the home campus. The irony here is that instead of 

changing the primary opinions, “American colleges and universities are adding cultural 

entertainment features into their study abroad programs in order to attract more students” (Gore, 

p. 31). In doing so, study abroad is more and more perceived as an experience to “gain social 

standing and enjoy private pleasure” than an educational endeavor (Gore, p. 32).  

Gore makes the connection between the belief of women’s frivolous studies at home and 

it’s impact on study abroad. In a New York Times article, the author wrote that study abroad has 

“become nothing less than an expectation among the upper-middle-class teenagers, like braces 

and a car” (Gore, 2005, p. 50). Acknowledging this sense on entitlement, even college study 

abroad programs advertise specifically to the white and the wealthy rather than to each and every 

student because they already know who is most likely to enroll in study abroad. The belief that 

study abroad is for the wealthy stems from the fact that the majority of students cite cost as a 

reason preventing them from studying abroad as well as saying that study abroad is for those 

“with funds to spare” (Gore, p. 51). There is some truth behind the student’s monetary concerns 

since the elite from private institutions are able to afford the costs of travel and living expenses 

that are paid for out of pocket since work-study is unavailable overseas. Although there have 

been numerous instances where students studying abroad have not been from the typical wealthy 
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backgrounds, “chance circumstances can attach particular characterizations to an event or action” 

(Gore, p. 50). As time has progressed, study abroad programs have expanded and have 

developed in both private and public universities and increased efforts have been made to allow 

students to use scholarships and financial aid to help finance their study abroad. However, 

despite these developments, “the belief remains that it is wealthy women from wealthy 

institutions who study abroad” (Gore, p. 58). 

Gore continues on and focuses on the dominant belief that study abroad offers a 

nonprofessional course of study inferior to American education. The beliefs about study abroad 

have grown so negatively that some see it as “an avenue devoid of useful professional training 

and as the weak stepchild within a rigorous higher education system” (Gore, 2005, p. 59). The 

belief that study abroad is nonprofessional, is brought on by the belief that liberal arts studies, the 

field of the majority of study abroad students, is pursued by those not serious in their education. 

Moving past the liberal arts aspect of study abroad, Gore presents another argument for why 

study abroad is seen as having an academically weak curriculum. A major problem within study 

abroad is that the academic expectations are significantly lowered once the student steps off the 

home campus and goes overseas, there is “little academic word…even less in the way of prior 

required language preparation, host cultural contact often restricted (literally) to pragmatic mini-

conversations with waiters, post office workers, and train conductors” (Gore, p. 62). Not only do 

study abroad programs set students up for an effortless experience, but the lack of support for 

study abroad by faculty and employers does not encourage students to travel overseas. There are 

few employers that specifically recruit students who have studied abroad, yet another reason for 

many to believe that study abroad programs are unprofessional in nature. 
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Ever since Europe was not seen as the center of academia for young men to become 

leaders, America adopted a sense of academic ethnocentrism and feels no need to import 

knowledge from another source” (Gore, 2005, p. 66). American faculty members have a strong 

belief that little educational value could possibly happen outside of their own campus and 

certainly not outside of the classroom and overseas. However, as Gore argues, 

“internationalization is only possible when faculty support it” (Gore, p. 66). Without institutional 

support, study abroad will be unable to get rid of the negative image many have seen with 

regards to studying overseas. Another major reason for the lack of institutional support comes 

from the fact that the study abroad program staff is not respected by their colleagues. The 

faculty, in this particular case in the French department, believes juniors participating in a Junior 

Year Abroad are unprepared for the “highly independent study methods… [are] distracted by the 

adjustment to a new environment, [and] they appear to do less ‘academic’ work than their friends 

back home” (Gore, p. 70). This combined with the fact that without a Ph.D., study abroad 

program staff and the work they do are devalued and untrusted by their colleagues who have a 

higher status and are higher on the pay scale. Gore concludes the chapter by reiterating that study 

abroad is marginalized when American institutions believe the studies they offer are far superior 

to anything offered abroad. Although these beliefs may or may not be entirely true, “power is 

endowed by dominant beliefs” (Gore, p. 78). 

Present-day study abroad shows few similarities with study abroad prior to World War II. 

Unfortunately, study abroad is not able to cater to every American college student for a variety 

of reasons and that just might be one of the reasons why the current institution of study abroad 

seems to be in a downward spiral. No matter how many goals the Lincoln Study Abroad 

Program sets to reach the arbitrary number of 1 million students abroad, it will have to face the 
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fact that study abroad is catering to a select population of American college students, battling 

against the dominant beliefs American hold of study abroad, and crumbling under the flaws of 

the current institution of study abroad. However, improvements can be made to today’s study 

abroad. While offering their less-than-positive views concerning study abroad, these researchers 

also provide possible solutions to get study abroad back on track. A look into what the future 

holds for study abroad will bring to light the changes that are necessary in order to bring study 

abroad back from its vacation and regaining a more positive and academically valid reputation.  
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THE FUTURE OF STUDY ABROAD 
 

 Unfortunately, the academic rigor of study abroad has seen a general decrease since its 

inception. As portrayed in the previous “Present” section, study abroad professionals are less and 

less optimistic when it comes to the academic merit of students’ journeys overseas. However, 

although their optimism may be waning, several study abroad researchers (Engle, 1995; Woolf, 

2007; Vande Berg, 2007; Paige, Cohen, Kappler, Chi, and Lassegard, 2002). Paige et. al, (2002) 

have recently made proposals on how study abroad could help students better fulfill language 

and culture goals. Current researchers are focusing on the level of seriousness study abroad 

academics hold and the levels of engagement study abroad advisors take in their students’ 

overseas experience. While arguably there may be little academic merit in the study abroad of 

today and the typical advisors may only provide the minimum support for their students, there is 

no lack of solutions.  

Future Outlook: Academics Abroad 

 

The fact that study abroad is in dire need of a facelift is hardly a new concept. In 1995, 

Engle recognized the unfortunate reality of study abroad. Engle begins his article that focuses on 

the critical attention needed for study abroad by first acknowledging the benefits of study abroad. 

Those benefits, widely known by college faculty and administration, are what help students 

break away from the isolated and “artificially secure” home campuses in order to come in 

contact with the world around them. Study abroad allows students to conceptualize the 

differences and divides between their home and internationally. There is a certain exclusivity to 

study abroad and the entire process can be perceived as misunderstood, underfunded and deemed 

as “junkets” when the study abroad advisors travel to inspect a program abroad. Even though 

mission statements are attached to study abroad, the faculty knows little about the study 
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opportunities and the students knew even less. When a student does pursue study abroad, the 

hurdles that follow often discourage them.  

 Those responsible for granting students credit for being abroad consider it to be 

“frivolous—a kind of glorified, credit-bearing vacation” (Engle, 1995) and Engle admits that this 

may be close to the truth. Many college administrators do not trust the quality of the academics 

abroad and are thus not too enthusiastic to give transfer credit. Similar to arguments expressed by 

Feinberg (2002) and Moseley (2012) in the “Present” section, Engle does not believe study 

abroad programs to be academically rigorous and he states that the guilty party is the U.S. 

academic community. The U.S. academic community has grown accustomed to simply ignoring 

what happens abroad and education abroad is not held to the same standards. With this, Engle 

calls for policy makers to recognize study abroad for what it is as a “vital part of contemporary 

higher education” (Engle, 1995) and reform the current study abroad programs. Examination and 

change among international education is a long time coming when the reality is that students 

travel abroad only to stay with their American peers and take courses specifically designed for 

just them.  

 Since students choose to stay together and take courses they are familiar with, the most 

important aspect of study abroad has become “experience abroad.” However, similar to what 

Vande Berg (2007) concluded, the experience abroad where minds open, tastes change and new 

interests develop is expected to simply happen haphazardly. The students go abroad and the 

advisors at home sit back and hope for the best. The first order of business in reforming study 

abroad is to put a stop to the lack of academic rigor and reverse the reality that students abroad 

study less than they do at home. When students are given the option of pass-fail with regard to 

their courses abroad, they are also given the impression that they are not really in college and, 
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thus, do not have to take their studies as seriously. In actuality, academic rigor is what “gives 

perspective and meaning to everyday foreign experience” (Engle, 1995). Engle suggests that 

colleges need to stop their study abroad students from becoming tourists and, instead, motivate 

them to take their course work seriously through granting letter grades. 

 Next, Engle believes that programs need to take a larger role in arranging for their 

students to interact with the host culture and breaking away from their American peers. This 

would be achieved by requiring students to live with a host family, join a team or club, or 

perform community service. Granted, these would require more from the study abroad program 

coordinators and a larger budget, but Engle states, “if we are serious about making [study 

abroad] more than vacations-for-credit, that might be a small price to pay” (Engle, 1995). Lastly, 

Engle tackles the issue of making study abroad available for more than just the elite who can 

afford to travel. To the administrators, granting financial aid for students studying abroad 

presents a headache of paperwork and follow-up. As a result, financial aid is often not an option 

for students wanting to participate in study abroad, but not able to pay out-of-pocket to do so. 

Until financial aid can be used to study abroad, Engle argues that the program will continue to be 

selective and “vaguely supported but fundamentally ignored” (Engle, 1995). 

Future Outlook: Study Abroad Programs 

 

Woolf (2007) believes that the administrative management of study abroad has improved 

over the years. However, his belief is qualified when he also states that the educational 

dimension of study abroad has not followed the same development (Woolf, p. 496). This is in 

part due to commonly held myths revolving around study abroad. The two myths Woolf focuses 

on setting straight are in regards to immersion and integration and nontraditional study locations. 

By understanding the realities of these myths, Woolf hopes to open our eyes and change the 
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agenda of study abroad to one that is more serious. The ideal study abroad program is one that 

fully integrates the students into their host culture. However, Woolf states that this is often times 

unrealistic. The students need help translating their linguistic and cultural experiences in order to 

achieve full integration. Even with this type of mediation, integration can still remain 

unattainable due to the fact that “proximity alone does not necessarily create intimacy” (Woolf, 

p. 498). A student may make friends and conceive their host culture, but they are not immersed 

nor integrated just by being there. Woolf supports U.S. students sticking together when they are 

abroad. Operating as a group, the students learn through social interaction, intellectual exchange, 

and understand more about being American than they would at home. The independent program 

that keeps the American students together as a group is actually a better model for immersion. 

The curriculum can be tailored to the students’ needs (vs. the limits of the host curriculum) and 

experiential learning that goes beyond the classroom can help them understand the culture. 

Woolf suggests that in order for a student to achieve integration into their host country, they need 

to adopt the persona of the “participant observer.” The student should participate, as well as 

maintain a level of distance in order to properly analyze the culture. A total immersion does not 

help a student understand the full effect of cultural differences and does not give the students 

enough space. 

The second myth is in regards to the initiative created by the Abraham Lincoln Study 

Abroad program to encourage study in nontraditional locations. Woolf views this type of study 

abroad as touristic in nature and as largely serving a political interest. The Abraham Lincoln 

program initially promoted such study in 2005 as a way to expand borders and as a necessity for 

national security. Woolf’s description of studying in nontraditional locations is one of a “kind of 

voyeurism in which privileged young Americans go to observe relative poverty in a developing 
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country” (Woolf, 2007, p. 504). Since the majority of students study French, German, Spanish or 

Italian as their second language and university curriculum still emphasizes Western European 

history, few students have interest in studying abroad in places outside of Western Europe. In 

fact, roughly 30 percent of American students studied abroad in Spain, France, Italy and 

Germany between 2011 and 2012 (Institute of International Education, 2012). However, students 

not interested in the language agenda associated with study abroad are traveling to more exotic 

locations around the world. Countries that may appeal to a student’s more adventurous agenda, 

such as the tropics of South America, hosted a combined total of 10 percent of American 

students studying abroad between 2011 and 2012 (Institute of International Education, 2012). 

While that may seem like a small percentage at first glance, destinations in South America make 

up 7 of the 25 leading destinations for American study abroad students during 2011 and 2012. In 

terms of national security being used to encourage study in nontraditional locations, this political 

interest is coming from one perspective and does not focus on the mutual benefits that is a study 

abroad program. Woolf argues that universities in nontraditional locations do not have the 

capacities to host a large number of American students due to the lack of infrastructure, funding, 

as well as being unable to meet the high, and at times unrealistic, expectations of the American 

exchange student. 

Future Outlook: Study Abroad University Administration 

 

In order for the study abroad experience to evolve from the notions held during the 19
th

 

and 20
th

 centuries, Vande Berg describes a necessary shift from the Junior Year Abroad mindset 

to a Student Learning way of thinking. Vande Berg relates previous study abroad travelers to the 

privileged, elite, young Americans traveling to “Europe in search of Cultural Enrichment” found 

in the luxurious villas and museums of Florence, London, and Paris (Vande Berg, 2007, p. 393). 
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The elite would spend a year on their “Grand Tour” and then return to the same lifestyle at home 

in the U.S. A century later, the demographic of students studying abroad had changed, but they 

were still not getting the most out of their international experience. This is where the necessity of 

study abroad professionals comes into play. 

 Although study abroad was no longer reserved solely for the elite, American students 

were going abroad without establishing precise goals to achieve during their stay. The belief was 

that by simply being abroad, the student would “in some mysterious way learn through exposure 

to, through contact with, another culture” and language (Vande Berg, 2007, p. 393). Faculty and 

advisors at home did little to intervene in the students’ learning abroad and thought the student 

would succeed abroad since they performed well at their home institution. However, left to their 

own devices, students abroad had little support or structure and were simply expected to return 

after their experience abroad with improved language ability and a once in a lifetime experience 

just by living abroad for a short period of time. Luckily, the approach taken toward American 

students studying abroad has changed. Like numerous other studies have concluded, the students 

studying abroad today are more diversified and increasingly come from the nontraditional fields 

of study. 

 Vande Berg, the vice president of academic affairs and chief academic officer at the 

Council on International Educational Exchange, goes on to explain that study abroad programs 

that are well designed are those with the students in mind. These programs understand that the 

study abroad experience goes beyond life at the university and is actually beneficial in teaching 

students the skills they will need to use after graduation. Contrary to before, the role of study 

abroad professionals still continues after the student leaves the United States. Study abroad 

professionals are now becoming interventionists in order for students to learn as effectively as 
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possible while abroad. There are students who are able to succeed on their own, but those are the 

students that possess the necessary language proficiency, they “creatively seek out opportunities 

to engage with local culture” all by themselves, they are able to adapt to the challenges of living 

abroad, and are self-sufficient learners (Vande Berg, 2007, p. 394). However, there are few 

American study abroad students who actually meet this description. Instead, today’s students 

often lack the curiosity and interest to engage themselves in their new culture. 

Future Outlook: Setting Study Abroad Goals 

 

 When left to their own devices, American students can be unreflective and unaware of 

their new surroundings, they may actively avoid coming into contact with the locals (as also 

found in studies carried out for example, by Allen 2009 and Wilkinson 1998), and confine 

themselves to the familiarity of a group of Americans speaking English (where the benefits and 

disadvantages can been seen in the articles written for example, by Woof 2007 and Wilkinson 

1998). These characteristics describing the American student studying abroad are becoming 

common because students simply have not learned how to study abroad. American students have 

become so accustomed to all the support they receive on a daily basis at their home university 

(the student as the consumer, similar to the relation made by Ogden 2008) that when they step 

foot in their university abroad without increased or even the same amount of support, they are at 

a complete loss for what to do. The lack of support and the difference in classroom practices has 

the effect of the student shutting down and retreating to the familiar and not their new and 

different life. 

 In order for students to learn, they need to construct rather than passively absorb 

knowledge. That is where the role of the study abroad professionals as interventionists comes 

into play. For a study abroad program to be effective, the professionals need to establish and 
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agree upon the goals the students will accomplish while abroad. Only after the goals have been 

set can they continue to help the student in choosing courses, activities, and recommending other 

strategies for success abroad. The focus is now on what the student will get out of their 

experience rather than the traditional approach to study abroad. Study abroad professionals need 

to require their students to “identify their own learning goals as soon as the program begins, 

and…then meet with the students to review their goals at later points in the term” (Vande Berg, 

2007, p. 397). The whole idea is to get students to learn how to reflect on their experiences and 

to make continual adjustments depending on the circumstances of living abroad. Intervention is a 

long-term commitment and needs to be done actively. A pre and post-departure orientation 

debriefing is far from enough to help the students focus on their learning. Without the proper 

tools to succeed abroad, students will resort to what they know and their experience abroad will 

be no different than they would have at home. 

Future Outlook: Guidance in the Study Abroad Process 

 

For the collection of study abroad researchers who put together Maximizing study 

abroad: A program professionals’ guide to strategies for language and culture learning use, 

they also believe that the responsibility falls on the study abroad advisors to ensure the students 

have a successful study abroad. There is necessary preparation on the part of the study abroad 

programmer that focuses on helping students before, during, and after their experience abroad 

and all that is related to culture and language learning. Due to a wide-range among students’ 

prior knowledge regarding cultural differences, some feel entirely prepared and others are filled 

with anxiety. The authors of this guide designed it to aid every student, at each stage of 

preparation, to help students establish realistic goals before leaving, and provide innovative 

learning opportunities during pre-trip orientation, in-country instruction, and post-trip debriefing. 
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Accompanying this book is a student’s guide with all the exercises and detailed explanations that 

are ideally facilitated by this book and the study abroad program professional. The handbook is 

separated into different learning sections: three surveys to identify learning style, language 

strategy use, and culture-learning strategies; an in depth look at “Students’ Language and Culture 

Learning and Development;” followed by culture-learning and language-learning activities for 

the program professional to facilitate. The following are the exercises included in the handbook 

for study abroad advisors to facilitate the study abroad process from beginning to end: 
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Table 8: Study Abroad Facilitation 

Pre-departure exercises In-country exercises Post-Study Abroad exercises 

Discovering Your Cultural Diversity 
Strategies for Social Relations: Ideas for 

Interaction 
Reacting to Changes 

Becoming Familiar with Culture Homestay Expectations 
Examining What You Have Learned 

While Abroad 

Differentiating Cultural From Personal 

and Universal 
Strategies for Interacting With Your Hosts 

Long-Term Maintenance of Language 

and Culture Learning 

Basic Things You Should Know Before 

You Go 

Understanding Culture Shock and the Stages of 

Adjustment 

!Differentiating Stereotypes and 

Generalizations 
Statements of Adjustment 

!Interpreting Culture Through Popular 

Sayings 
Personal Highs and Lows of Study Abroad 

!International Perspectives on U.S. 

Americans 
My Personal Coping Strategies 

!Contrasting U.S. American Views With 

the Host Country 
Coping Scenarios 

!Understanding Yourself as a Member of 

a Culture or Cultures 
Differentiating the Phases of Cultural Awareness 

!

!

A Model of Intercultural Sensitivity 

!

!

The Importance of Journaling 

!

!

Communication Styles: Identifying Low- and 

High-Context Communication 

!

!

Communication Styles: Homes Culture and 

Target Culture 

!

!

Nonverbal Communication: Gestures and Their 

Meanings 

!

!

Nonverbal Communication: Eye Contact Survey 

!

!

Nonverbal Communication: Personal Distance 

and Touching 

!

!

Nonverbal Communication: Pauses and Silences (Paige et al 2002)!
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Table 9: Preparing to Return Home!

! ! !Listening Learning Vocabulary Speaking to communicate exercises 

Understand Different Types of 

Speech 

Pre-Departure Vocabulary Learning 

Activities 
Pre-Departure Speaking Activities 

Language Shock and Language 

Fatigue 
How Do You Learn Vocabulary? Advice to Help Improve Your Speaking Skills 

Post-Study Abroad Listening 

Activities 

What Native Speakers Know About 

Vocabulary 
Learning From Your Mistakes 

!

Post-Study Abroad Vocabulary Activities 
Creating Opportunities for Speaking the Language In-

Country 

! !

Beyond Knowing the Vocabulary 

Reading for Comprehension Writing 

!Pre-Departure Reading Activities Pre-Departure Writing Activities 

!Getting the Most From Your 

Reading 
Improving Your Writing 

!During Your Time Abroad Using the Reformulation Technique 

!

!

Writing a Term Paper in the Target 

Language (Paige et al 2002) 
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The skills required for understanding different cultures and languages are learning 

through “seemingly random and haphazard intersections of experience, reflection, and trial and 

error” (Paige et al, 2002, p. 2). In order to truly adapt to a new culture, it is necessary for the 

student to not only be challenged, but also to be supported by those they look up to. This guide is 

meant to help both the students who are ready to take advantages of the opportunities that await 

them and the students who might not take advantage of their circumstances. Through a series of 

surveys and activities, study abroad programmers will play a major role in helping increase 

“students’ awareness of the multitude of strategies available for language and culture learning. 

There is an important connection between language and cultural. When a student is able to 

understand the differences between their native language and the host language, they also learn 

key “cultural information about formality and relationships” in their host country (Paige et al, p. 

4). A student will not gain competence and effectiveness without being able to make the 

associations between language and culture. Given as an example, “many words have a particular 

meaning that does not exist outside of that culture;” direct translation serves as an aid, but “the 

cultural context and the underlying cultural assumptions would be missing” (Paige et al, p. 4). 

In testimonials from a study abroad professionals, they find that their students “are a bit 

naïve about what to expect in terms of how little they will be able to communicate with just two 

years of language,” that “they hold some pretty stereotypical views of the country,” and 

unfortunately “when they confront a really challenging difference, say in how a faculty member 

approaches teaching or in what their host family expects of them, they seem to reject the 

individuals as too demanding or not accommodating enough” (Paige et. al, 2002, p. 31). What a 

student may not realize is that receiving good grades in their foreign language classes does not 

equate that they are prepared to study abroad. One way to get the student as prepared as possible 
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is to teach them to use their learning style in facilitating culture and language learning. There is 

also a learning cycle that is helpful not only for the student to understand, but also for the 

program professional in order to facilitate any issues that students might not know how to handle 

regarding a new situation and that requires a different learning approach.  

Gaining cultural competency is also an important step for students participating in study 

abroad. Learning a language is more than being able to “[string] words together in a way that is 

grammatically correct;” it is about understanding the “behavior, attitudes, and motives of 

individuals… in becoming better intercultural communicators” (Paige et al, 2002, p. 49). The 

link between culture and language culminates in cultural competence and cultural competence is 

being able to adapt to cultural differences. There are four aspects of developing cultural 

competency: knowledge of the host communication system, cognitive complexity, affective 

complexity, and behavioral competence. First, in order for students to grow into being culturally 

competent, they need to understand the nonverbal behavioral patterns of their host country. 

Second, they also need to forget about the stereotypes they have already formed about their host 

country because in doing so, their “perceptions become more refined and complex” when they 

first arrive in their host country (Paige et al, p. 50). Third, students need to possess an emotional 

desire to adapt to the host culture because “strangers who feel positive and respectful toward 

local people tend to maintain less psychological distance from them than those who may resent 

or have little genuine interest in understanding them” (Paige et. al, p. 50). Lastly, the student will 

learn how to behave, as culturally accepted in their host country, the longer they spend immersed 

in the culture. Each of these competencies helps the student interact and communicate with their 

hosts.  
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Future Outlook: Responsibility of the Study Abroad Program Professional 

 

An important role for the study abroad program professionals is to act as the supporter for 

the students when they encounter both successes and challenges in their language and culture 

learning. By recognizing the “ten cross-cultural stress factors” that students experience with 

study abroad, the program professional will be able to find specific solutions to help the students 

address the issue. The stress factors include:  

Table 10: The Effects Of Stress Factors 

Stress Factors Effects 

Cultural Differences Psychological stress 

Ethnocentrism Students are in denial or defensive 

 

Students find their hosts to be less accepting of outsiders 

Cultural Immersion Students' stress levels increases with each degree of cultural 

immersion 

Cultural Isolation Students are isolated from their own culture group 

Language Students' stress levels vary based on linguistic abilities 

Prior Intercultural 

Experience 
Students' stress levels increase with the degree of 

comfort/experience they have living in another culture 

Expectations Students' stress levels increase when unrealistic 

anticipations for host country or for themselves lives up to 

expectation 

Visibility and Invisibility Students experience more stress when they feel too visible 

due to physical differences or invisible and unnoticed due 

to cultural differences 

Power and Control Students feel stressed when they sense they do not hold the 

power or control over their new environment 

Status Stress rises when students do not feel they are receiving the 

respect they deserve or are attracting unearned recognition 

(Paige et al 2002, p. 67) 

 

In facilitating the students’ intercultural learning, it is vital for the program professional 

to convey to their students that the “misunderstood or misinterpreted experiences are often at the 

core of situation that evoke some of life’s most memorable emotions: humor, anger, frustration, 
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irritation, embarrassment” (Paige et al, 2002, p. 67). The key is to help the students move pass 

the emotional states and get them to interpret the cultural differences. 

 Without ample preparation, Kinginger (2011) agrees that students will not return with 

more than a glorified vacation under their belts. The current belief is that study abroad is 

somehow the magical formula for the “development of language ability, an effortless process of 

‘easy learning’” and a cure-all for any language deficiencies (Kinginger, p.58). However, if 

language ability has any possibility of enhancement, effort and engagement needs to put forth by 

all parties concerned including students, professors, program professionals as well as the study 

hosts. Through the cultivation of their language capabilities, Kinginger states that students return 

from study abroad with a result that is made up of the interplay of “students’ dispositions, 

features of their environments, and host communities’ stances toward their guests” (Kinginger, p. 

58). The feature argument by Kinginger is that enhancing study abroad needs to take place 

through the enrichment of language learning. 

 Linguistic gains were considered to be the most important component for determining the 

success of a student’s study abroad. However, the language proficiency tests used to measure this 

type of success, in the forms of communicative competence, the “outcomes are occasionally 

lackluster in comparison to the expectations held by teachers and students” (Kinginger, 2011, p. 

59). The outcomes are highly variable based on the individual student and thus study abroad only 

intensifies the differences in the students’ language abilities before they left for study abroad. 

While some students may improve their foreign language base, others show “undistinguished 

achievement” (Kinginger, p. 59). These varying levels of post-study abroad accomplishment can 

be further explained by what Kinginger describes as “independent behavioral variables, such as 

time-on-task” (Kinginger, p. 59). A student’s time-on-task refers to the amount the student 
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spends using the foreign language and with how much consistency. Again, however, this is an 

inconsistent measurement due to the fact that researchers have found both positive as well as no 

correlation between a student’s language proficiency and how many calendar days they spent 

immersed in the language.  

 With two measurements failing to conclusively determine the successful outcome of 

study abroad, Kinginger continues on to state that “language learning abroad is a dialogic and 

situated affair whose success depends on not only the attributes and intentions of the student but 

also the ways in which the student is received within his or her host community” (Kinginger, 

2011, p. 60). There is a difference in outcomes between the student who actively participates and 

is mindfully aware of each linguistic opportunity and the student who views study abroad as 

simply a diversion from serious study and is indifferent about taking advantage of their 

surroundings. Measurement of study abroad success through these methods requires qualitative, 

rather than quantitative studies. The most significant research has been in determining the 

relation between ability and social interaction. Should students abroad choose to engage in the 

array of different communicative settings, “this participation may enhance students’ 

communicative repertoires through the development of sociolinguistic, discourse, and pragmatic 

abilities” (Kinginger, p. 62). However, should students choose not to participate in such 

opportunities, than there are no gains in these defined abilities.  

 While a distinction can be made between the students who actively seek linguistic 

opportunities abroad and the students who actively seek to avoid such opportunities, there are 

also the students that fall the middle of this continuum. Due to “insecurity about their language 

proficiency or shyness,” Kinginger presents the argument that these students studying abroad 

choose not to interact with locals based on more than just a blatant undesired will to do so 



FROM HERE TO THERE TO SAVOIR-FAIRE 

 

68 

(Kinginger, 2011, p. 63). However, Kinginger also states that these insecurities that inhibit 

linguistic gain are likely to fade away after one semester abroad. Unfortunately, these students 

rarely get to experience the increase in self-confidence, as the average duration abroad last only 

between one and six months. Finally, Kinginger presents four basic arguments into why 

students’ experiences and successes abroad can be so variable. First, success may be confined 

due to “students’ or programs’ de-emphasis on language learning in favor of other goals, such as 

the accumulation of symbolic capital through tourism” (Kinginger, p. 67). A second reason may 

be in correlation to the students’ tendency to adopt a sense of superiority over the host’s gender-

related or cultural practices. Third, there is an increasing trend, made easier with modern 

technology, for students to remain tied at home while abroad through an “electronic umbilical 

cord” (Kinginger, p. 67). Lastly, as seen prior in this paper, Kinginger also argues that students 

may be inadequately prepared for the linguistic practice study abroad offers as well as the 

inability to observe and reflect upon their experiences without a biased perspective. 

 Kinginger concludes by offering what she believes as necessary to help improve students’ 

experiences abroad. Language educators hold a key responsibility in promoting engagement 

within students’ host communities and guiding them in unbiased interpretation of such 

experiences. Before departure, students need guidance in participating in “informal dialogs with 

members of their host communities, articulat[ing] appropriate goals, and prepar[ing] to make the 

most of their sojourn” (Kinginger, 2011, p. 67). Kinginger states that while abroad, students 

should be encouraged to engage in “informal ethnographic inquiry” through service learning, 

internships, or independent research (Kinginger, p. 67). Upon arrival back home, the students’ 

study abroad outcome is highly dependent upon how their experience is received by their home 

institution and how it is then integrated back into their ongoing language-learning curriculum. 
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The underlying issue is the fact that “every effort should be made to ensure that language 

learners abroad enjoy access to—and engagement in—the practices of their host communities as 

well as guidance in their efforts to learn and to interpret their experiences (Kinginger, p. 70). 

While some efforts have been made to this effect, Kinginger emphasizes there is still need for 

continued investment in the process. Congruent with Kinginger’s post-return beliefs, Allen and 

Dupuy (2012) cite specific examples of intervention in the students’ study abroad experience and 

linguistic and cultural competencies: “peer-to-peer mentoring between future and past study 

abroad participants, continued participation in online digital communities that include members 

of the host community, project exhibitions by returnees, and revising goals previously set for 

study abroad” (p. 481). These activities bridge the gap between study abroad as a separate entity 

apart from a student’s undergraduate career and an integral part of their continuing education. 

From Here, to There, to Savoir-Faire 

 

Study abroad is not what it used to be, nor what should continue to be in the future. The 

future of study abroad has many opportunities to break away from the study abroad that was 

solely for the elite and privileged, separated between male and female students, and tainted by a 

reputation of frivolousness of the past. The future of study abroad can discontinue the current 

trends of studying abroad simply for a glorified vacation, a getaway from the academic rigor at 

home, and a sojourn without goals or motivations of the present. Understanding that academics 

and hard work does not take a break during study abroad is a vital piece in building study abroad 

up to its full potential. It is unnecessary for study abroad to continue its derailment from what it 

had originally set out to be. With extra time, effort, preparation and intent, study abroad has the 

possibility to become far greater than it has become. Discarding the touristic nature, the sheltered 

atmosphere, the superficial cultural experience, the lax academics, and the poor preparation of 
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the present for the past models of excellence and drive will propel study abroad into a greater 

future. Students will go from here, to there, to acquiring the savoir-faire study abroad was 

originally meant to offer.  
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