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2
B E Y O N D  T H E  S T U D Y 

A B R O A D  I N D U S T R Y

Perspectives From Other Disciplines on Assessing Study 
Abroad Learning Outcomes

Elizabeth Brewer, Rachel Shively, Nick Gozik, Dennis M.  Doyle, 
and Victor Savicki

An important axiom of any research endeavor is to fi rst understand 
what research already exists. Which questions are raised? What meth-
ods are used? What are their advantages and disadvantages? To what 

extent do the fi ndings answer the original questions? And what do they sug-
gest for future research? Asking such questions can both help take research in 
new directions and ensure its timeliness and validity. Furthermore, an exami-
nation of research in other disciplines can bring new questions and modes of 
inquiry to researchers’ home fi elds.

The bulk of the chapters in this book examine study abroad learning 
outcomes from the viewpoint of the growing fi eld of study abroad and 
research on higher education assessment more broadly. Although fewer than 
10% of American undergraduates study abroad as part of their education, at 
289,408 students in 2012–2013, the number has more than doubled over 
the past 15 years (Institute of International Education, 2014), and the Gen-
eration Study Abroad initiative seeks to double study abroad participation 
over the next fi ve years (Institute of International Education, n.d.). Participa-
tion in study abroad is increasing and expectations about the experience are 
changing. Three things stand out. First, whether driven by accreditation and 
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34  THEORY AND BACKGROUND ON ASSESSING STUDY ABROAD

questions of accountability or interest in effective educational experiences, 
there is greater interest in understanding study abroad’s learning outcomes. 
Second, there are calls to pay attention to study abroad’s integration into 
the home campus curriculum (Brewer & Cunningham, 2009), as well as 
to students’ overall educational trajectories (Twombly, Salisbury, Tumanut, 
& Klute, 2012). Third, although study abroad has professionalized in the 
past decades, and certifi cation of one’s knowledge and expertise is possible 
through the Forum on Education Abroad (Forum on Education Abroad, 
n.d.), the role of faculty in study abroad is a regular topic of discussion at 
study abroad conferences, while the number of faculty leading short-term 
study abroad programs is increasing.

It thus seems natural to ask how academic disciplines think about study 
abroad and its contributions to students’ learning and preparation for life 
and careers. As this chapter will show, however, excepting language acqui-
sition, study abroad is not a robust focus of inquiry for most disciplines. 
Nonetheless, there is work being done to better understand how and what 
students in specifi c disciplines learn abroad and to experiment with program 
design, pedagogies, and assessment methods to strengthen study abroad as a 
component of students’ educations.

The discussion begins with research on language acquisition, where 
despite the decline in the percentage of language majors represented in U.S. 
study abroad (4.9% in 2012–2013) (Institute of International Education, 
2014), research is most robust, perhaps because of its early association with 
study abroad. This chapter then moves to perspectives from other disciplines, 
particularly social sciences, and professional programs. What are students 
learning abroad? The short answer: It depends. Learning in study abroad is 
shaped by a host of factors and conditions, including but not limited to stu-
dents’ prior preparation, program design, pedagogy, opportunities to engage 
with host nationals, student willingness to take advantage of learning oppor-
tunities, and supports for meaning-making. Read on.

Research on Second Language Acquisition in Study Abroad

Study abroad where the second language is spoken has long been viewed as 
crucial to gaining linguistic competence. The assumption is that language 
skills will improve abroad through informal, out-of-class language use and 
regular interactions in real-life situations. In turn, it is assumed that this 
immersion will lead to gains in vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, fl uency, 
and communicative competence, among other things.

This assumption has been examined by research in applied linguistics 
that investigates the language-learning outcomes of study abroad. Among 
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the many questions addressed by researchers in the United States are vari-
ations of the following “utilitarian” questions (Kinginger, 2009, p. 29): (a) 
Do students’ linguistic abilities improve during study abroad? (b) What fac-
tors infl uence this? (c) How do foreign language study at home and abroad 
compare?

More than two decades of quantitative and qualitative research confi rms 
that study abroad has the potential to greatly benefi t language learning. How-
ever, some students make impressive gains, others modest gains, and some no 
gains, and study abroad may not be more advantageous than intensive study 
at home, despite advantages over regular classroom learning (e.g., Freed, 
Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004; Martinsen, Baker, Dewey, Bown, & Johnson, 
2010). This section explores research methods and results and the implica-
tions for study abroad assessment practices.

Second Language Learning Outcomes From Study Abroad

Research on language learning abroad has examined global profi ciency; lis-
tening; speaking; reading; writing; and grammatical, sociolinguistic, and 
pragmatic competence. The Oral Profi ciency Interview (OPI) and the C-Test 
(Coleman, 1996) have been used to measure global profi ciency; the OPI 
measures holistic oral profi ciency, and the C-Test measures overall language 
ability. Both large- and small-scale studies have reported gains in global 
profi ciency after individuals spend time abroad (e.g., Brecht, Davidson, & 
Ginsberg, 1995; Coleman, 1996; Hernández, 2010). However, some found 
considerable individual differences, including no measureable gains (e.g., 
Freed, 1990).

Holistic measures such as the OPI also have disadvantages, as they 
cannot pinpoint specifi c ways language skills are developed (Freed, 1990). 
The OPI score, for example, only distinguishes between broadly defi ned 
profi ciency levels (“Intermediate High,” “Advanced Low”). Particularly in 
short-term study abroad, OPI scores may not increase, although students 
may show greater skill in verbal interaction (appropriate greetings, pause fi ll-
ers, discourse markers, closings) than peers at home (Lafford, 1995). Thus, 
research that goes beyond global profi ciency scores can provide important 
insights into learning outcomes.

Studies of speaking have focused on fl uency and pronunciation. Flu-
ency—often “a major goal and expected outcome of language learning 
abroad” (Kinginger, 2009, p. 49)—has been variously defi ned and meas-
ured. Study abroad students improve in rate of speech (Freed, 1995), length 
of continuous speech (Segalowitz & Freed, 2004), complexity of turns 
(Towell, Hawkins, & Bazergui, 1996), and use of conventional or formu-
laic expressions (Bardovi-Harlig & Bastos, 2011; Juan-Garau & Pérez-Vidal, 
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2007), as well as decrease in hesitation and interrupted speech (Freed 
et al., 2004). Similarly, pronunciation improves (e.g., Díaz-Campos, 2006; 
Simões, 1996), although not always more than at home (e.g., Díaz-Cam-
pos, 2004; Mora, 2008). Individual students’ gains also vary (Martinsen & 
Alvord, 2012). Teaching pronunciation before study abroad may improve 
gains (Lord, 2000).

Fewer studies have assessed the development of listening, writing, and 
reading. Many students believe their listening skills improve greatly (Kingin-
ger, 2009), and pre- and post-listening tests largely confi rm this perception 
(e.g., Allen & Herron, 2003; Kinginger, 2008). Expressing ideas in writing 
may improve abroad (Sasaki, 2004), although not necessarily more than at 
home (Freed, So, & Lazar, 2003). Reading can also improve abroad (e.g., 
Brecht et al., 1995; Dewey, 2004).

Vocabulary and grammar abilities underlie all four skill areas but may be 
affected differently abroad. More vocabulary is generally acquired abroad than 
at home (e.g., Milton & Meara, 1995; Serrano, Llanes, & Tragant, 2011), 
but grammatical correctness is not (e.g., Allen & Herron, 2003; Freed et al., 
2003). Furthermore, accuracy with specifi c structures can improve abroad 
(e.g., Howard, 2005; Isabelli, 2004; Lafford & Ryan, 1995), but peers at 
home make equal or greater gains in grammar (e.g., DeKeyser, 1991), and 
some evidence suggests that the stronger the grammar ability before study 
abroad, the greater the gains in grammar and oral profi ciency during study 
abroad (e.g., Brecht et al., 1995; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004).

Finally, sociolinguistic and pragmatic competence (second language use 
in socially and contextually appropriate ways) has been examined: speech acts 
of requesting (e.g., Shively, 2011) and apologizing (e.g., Cohen & Shively, 
2007), terms of address (e.g., Kinginger, 2008), listener behaviors (e.g., Mas-
uda, 2011), and vague expressions and humor (Shively, 2013a). Most data 
have been gathered through questionnaires or role-plays, with naturalistic 
and ethnographic recordings increasingly used.

Social interactions abroad may teach students to use language in social 
contexts through observation and practice, something generally not taught 
at home (e.g., Regan, Howard, & Lemée, 2009). However, learning in unin-
structed contexts proceeds slowly; even advanced learners tend to make only 
modest improvements speaking appropriately in different social contexts 
(e.g., Barron, 2003; Félix-Brasdefer, 2004). The pace of learning also relates 
to specifi c sociolinguistic or pragmatic features. Greetings and leave-takings 
are acquired earlier (e.g., Hassell, 2006) than refusing an invitation (Félix-
Brasdefer, 2004) or deploying nuanced terms of address to index social rela-
tionships and identities (e.g., Kinginger, 2008).

In summary, language abilities may improve abroad, particularly oral fl u-
ency, acquisition of vocabulary and formulaic expressions, and sociolinguistic 
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and pragmatic competence. Grammar, however, may be taught equally or 
more effectively at home. Factors infl uencing language learning abroad are 
discussed next.

Factors Influencing Language Learning Abroad

Variation in study abroad learning outcomes has been linked to a variety of 
factors: individual characteristics (e.g., motivation, gender, age, profi ciency, 
dispositions, intercultural competence), living situation, program type, 
length of stay, and quantity and quality of social interaction. Some students 
are more motivated to interact with the language outside of class (Hernández, 
2010). Gender may predict second language gains (e.g., Brecht et al., 1995) 
or not (e.g., Rees & Klapper, 2007). Older students tend to outperform 
younger students abroad in certain skills in the short term, but the reverse 
occurs in the long term (Llanes & Muñoz, 2012; Muñoz, 2006). Greater 
profi ciency before study abroad tends to lead to greater linguistic gains, for 
example, in sentence complexity (Isabelli & Nishida, 2005). Finally, disposi-
tions, histories, and social situations and experiences abroad can all impact 
individual learning outcomes (e.g., Kinginger, 2004, 2009).

Intercultural competence and linguistic ability have long been viewed 
as interconnected (e.g., Byram, 1997; Citron, 1995), and the link during 
study abroad is being studied. In an early qualitative study, greater accept-
ance of cultural differences led to more social interaction with native speakers 
and language acquisition (Wilkinson, 1998). Quantitative studies have also 
reported that cultural sensitivity predicts language learning: Predeparture 
focus in programming on culture leads to more gains in oral profi ciency 
(Vande Berg, Connor-Linton, & Paige, 2009), whereas the predeparture level 
of cultural sensitivity predicts gains in oral profi ciency (Martinsen, 2010) 
and pronunciation (Martinsen & Alvord, 2012). The reverse relationship is 
not found; cultural sensitivity does not grow with language skill (Martinsen, 
2011). Furthermore, there may be no statistical correlation between gains 
in pragmatic ability abroad and gains in intercultural competence (Shively 
& Cohen, 2008). In sum, research suggests that the higher the cultural sen-
sitivity beforehand, the greater the language learning during study abroad. 
However, this relationship is not fully understood.

Accommodation abroad can infl uence language learning. Although 
homestays are generally perceived as the sine qua non of immersion, the 
linguistic benefi ts are mixed; experiences with host families differ (Kingin-
ger, 2009). Although students often consider their host families to be key to 
learning (e.g., Magnan & Back, 2007; Shively, 2013b), some have negative 
experiences, and interaction with host families may be less than expected 
(e.g., Isabelli-García, 2006; Rivers, 1998; Wilkinson, 1998). Thus, linguistic 
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gains may correlate with a homestay (e.g., Hernández, 2010) or not (e.g., 
Martinsen, 2010; Rivers, 1998). Furthermore, it is the amount of language 
used with the host family that counts, not living with a host family per se 
(Vande Berg et al., 2009).

The impact of program type (e.g., direct enrollment, faculty led) on 
language learning has been little studied, although service-learning students 
benefi t from chances to use language with community members (Martinsen 
et al., 2010). Length of stay matters; large-scale studies (Coleman, 1996; 
Vande Berg et al., 2009) have found the longer the students’ sojourns abroad, 
the greater the gains in their language profi ciency scores. Length abroad 
also impacts pragmatic abilities (Félix-Brasdefer, 2004), fl uency (Llanes & 
Muñoz, 2009), and writing skills (Sasaki, 2009). Study abroad of eight weeks 
or less may result in modest linguistic gains (e.g., Freed, 1990) but greater 
motivation (e.g., Castañeda & Zirger, 2011).

Quality and quantity of contact with the language abroad may trump 
length of stay (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig & Bastos, 2011). Some studies have indi-
cated that the quantity of out-of-class interaction predicts gains (e.g., Freed 
et al., 2003; Hernández, 2010); others have found no correlation (e.g., Gins-
burg & Miller, 2000; Magnan & Back, 2007). Qualitative research has indi-
cated that access to and social interaction with members of the host culture 
abroad varies considerably (e.g., Knight & Schmidt-Rinehart, 2010; Wilkin-
son, 2002). Some students develop large social networks with native speak-
ers, others spend most of their time alone or with home-country peers (e.g., 
Isabelli-García, 2006; Kinginger, 2004, 2008), and some may be motivated 
but unsuccessful at meeting host nationals.

In conclusion, language and cultural learning abroad are affected by the 
characteristics, backgrounds, and experiences of individual students, as well 
as housing, program format and duration, and degree of participation in 
social interaction.

Conclusions

Applied linguistics research indicates that study abroad can benefi t second lan-
guage acquisition by providing opportunities for social interaction in host com-
munities. However, increased language profi ciency is not guaranteed; linguistic 
gains vary considerably by student. What specifi c types of and how language 
acquisition is assessed also matters. Indeed, a variety of quantitative and qualita-
tive assessment instruments is crucial to understanding the learning outcomes 
and lived experiences of language learners. Despite limitations to assessment 
practices found in the existing research (the variety of assessments and small 
number of participants in some make generalizations diffi cult), the literature 
continues to grow and offer new insights into language learning in study abroad.
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Study Abroad: Views From Psychology

Although the literature on study abroad is less robust in fi elds beyond lan-
guage acquisition (e.g., Twombly et al., 2012), psychologists have begun to 
conduct research on study abroad’s learning outcomes. This section discusses 
some of the questions, research methods, and fi ndings psychologists pose for 
study abroad.

Although anthropology and sociology have long claimed “culture” as 
their preserve, psychology researches the person–culture interaction as it 
impacts reactions to cross-cultural encounters. Acculturation psychology 
(Sam & Berry, 2006) emphasizes a highly prized feature of study abroad: the 
impact of culture on student sojourners. Strategies to deal with “acculturative 
stress” (Berry, 2005) caused by adapting to a different culture include mar-
ginalization, separation, assimilation, and integration. Integration strategy 
(identifi cation with both host and home cultures) may be most benefi cial but 
is also complex (Savicki, Cooley, & Donnely, 2008).

At the individual level, affect, behavior, and cognition (the ABCs of 
acculturation) (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001) connect acculturation 
challenges to well-researched psychological processes. At the affect level, 
study abroad students’ psychological adjustment and well-being are of most 
interest. According to the cognitive mediational model of stress (Lazarus, 
1999), individual reactions to stress are dependent on appraisal (how the 
individual views the stressor) and coping (what the individual does about 
the stressor). Although study abroad students may experience signifi cant 
stress, they also are likely to increase their psychological well-being (Savicki, 
Downing-Burnette, Heller, Binder, & Suntinger, 2004). Positive well-being 
is more likely when acculturative stressors are appraised as challenges rather 
than threats and responded to with positive coping skills (e.g., positive rein-
terpretation) rather than negative ones (e.g., behavioral disengagement) 
(Savicki et al., 2004).

At the behavioral level, Masgoret and Ward (2006) advanced a cul-
tural learning approach to acculturation, including sojourners’ learning of 
a new and refi ned behavioral repertoire to “fi t in” with the host culture. 
Although this approach supersedes the more traditional U-curve explanation 
of  cultural adjustment, recent research has found that cultural adaptation 
seems to follow different patterns for different cultural challenges (Savicki, 
Adams, & Binder, 2008). Early ease of behavioral, sociocultural adjustment 
is associated with more positive well-being across a study abroad sojourn. 
However, students facing more diffi cult adjustment seem eventually to catch 
up with those whose adjustment was easier (Savicki, 2010). Language profi -
ciency helps with early sociocultural adjustment, but its effects dwindle over 
time (Savicki, 2011).
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At the cognitive level, research focuses on social identity broadly, and 
cultural identity more explicitly (Ward et al., 2001). National identity, and 
specifi cally American identity, has been measured along two factors: commit-
ment to one’s nation, and exploration of one’s national identity (see Meyer-
Lee & Chambers, chapter 11, this volume). Students who chose to remain 
at home had high commitment and low exploration (identity foreclosure), 
whereas students choosing to study abroad had both high commitment and 
high exploration (achieved identity) (Savicki & Cooley, 2011). Only study 
abroad students’ identities were disrupted, and this disruption may be what 
students mean when they say that study abroad changed their life. Higher 
levels of predeparture commitment to American culture may make it more 
diffi cult for students to identify with the host culture (Savicki & Cooley, 
2011). The ABCs of acculturation framework has spurred a growing body of 
research on how students respond to their study abroad experience.

The “contact hypothesis” (e.g., Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) proposes that 
contact between people of differing characteristics, including culture, may lead 
to decreased prejudice when the right conditions are met, and an axiom in 
study abroad is that the more cultural contact, the better. Although prejudice 
may decrease in study abroad, the effect is small to moderate, even under the 
best of conditions. And when anxiety or threat exists, prejudice and avoid-
ance can actually increase signifi cantly in relation to contact with other cultures 
(Voci, 2006). Thus, cultural contacts may have positive, negative, or no change.

Study Abroad and Professional Fields

Licensing and accreditation have encouraged assessment in professional dis-
ciplines more so than in others. Study abroad has also increased in profes-
sional education out of desires to prepare graduates to work with diverse 
populations or be competitive in the marketplace. Although published data 
by individual discipline are not available, the percentage of health profes-
sions in study abroad rose from 3.2% in 2000–2001 to 6.4% in 2012–2013 
and, over the same period, from 18.1% to 20.4% in business (Institute of 
International Education, 2014). Although much of the literature on out-
comes assessment in the professional fi elds is still quite nascent and does not 
lend itself easily to generalizations, here we provide examples of study abroad 
outcomes assessment in four professional areas where a body of literature is 
emerging: nursing, teacher education, business, and social work.

Nursing

Nursing is a professional fi eld with one of the longest traditions of both send-
ing students abroad and tracking their progress. Nurses need to be equipped 

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



BEYOND THE STUDY ABROAD INDUSTRY  41

to attend to patients from diverse backgrounds, whether new immigrants or 
inner-city residents. Study abroad can help them gain “a different perspective 
on life in the United States” and “realize what it [feels] like to be a minority” 
(DeDee & Stewart, 2003, p. 242), become aware of divergent approaches to 
health care, and become more comfortable working with diverse populations 
(Bentley & Ellison, 2007; Nash, 2008).

In the 1950s, Madeline Leininger coined the term transcultural nursing 
(Leininger, 1991). Impacts of a semester abroad on nursing students’ cogni-
tive levels have been studied (Frisch, 1990), as well as longer term impacts on 
nursing graduates (Zorn, 1996). Additional studies (e.g., Rolls, Inlis, & Kristy, 
1997; St. Clair & McKenry, 1999) helped launch a broader conversation on 
the benefi ts of study abroad; questions about preparation for practice dominate.

Most studies in nursing establish clear learning outcomes and focus on 
programs run by the authors’ own institutions (Bentley & Ellison, 2007; Rolls 
et al., 1997; Zorn, 1996). Studies of baccalaureate students predominate, 
although some focus on community college students. Beyond the United 
States, there is research from Finland (e.g., Koskinen & Tossavainen, 2004) 
and Australia (Rolls et al., 1997). Most studies are small scale, involving as 
few as 10 students, and rely on interviews, learning documents, journals, 
or surveys such as the International Education Survey (DeDee & Stewart, 
2003; Zorn, 1996). Some capture alumni views.

Teacher Education

Teacher education shares nursing’s concern with preparing students to engage 
with diversity as professionals. In the United States, public school students are 
increasingly diverse (DeVillar & Jiang, 2009; Sharma, Phillion, & Malewski, 
2011), and the percentage of minority students is expected to rise to 55% by 
2023 (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). At the same time, 85% to 90% 
of U.S. teachers are White (Sharma et al., 2011). Thus, the need to prepare 
future teachers to be effective in diverse classrooms is thus great.

Teacher education began to be internationalized as early as the 1950s, 
when teaching exchanges were established (Baker & Giacchino-Baker, 2000), 
and continued in 1960, when the Peace Corps was launched. By 1972, 27 of 
170 institutions surveyed by the National Center for Education Communi-
cation reported that they offered overseas teaching opportunities (Kuschman, 
1972). The earliest of these began in the Midwest, with short-term programs 
in English-speaking countries; today individual institutions and consortia 
offer options. The latter include the Consortium for Overseas Teaching (see 
Cushner, 2007; Cushner & Mahon, 2002; Doppen, 2010) and the Pacifi c 
Region Student Teaching Program and Bilingual Cross-Cultural Language 
and Academic Development certifi cate program (see Quezada, 2004).
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Using international experience to prepare future teachers to engage with 
diversity emerged in the 1990s (Baker & Giacchino-Baker, 2000). Markers 
of preparation include foreign language profi ciency (Marx & Moss, 2011; 
Quezada, 2004; Stachowski & Visconti, 1997), adaptability (Mahon & 
Stachowski, 1990), broadened worldviews, and cross-cultural competency 
(Deardorff, 2006; Quezada, 2004).

Examples of research on teaching abroad from beyond the United States 
come from Canada (Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011) and Hong Kong (Lee, 2009; 
Tang, 2003; Tang & Choi, 2004), among other countries. Teaching abroad is 
also critiqued; although there is agreement that experience abroad should be 
an option in teacher preparation, the quality of the experience is more impor-
tant than quantity (Doppen, 2010; Mahon, 2010; Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011).

Studies of teacher education abroad tend to be small scale and focused 
on a subset of 2 to 20 participants in a given program (e.g., Lee, 2009) or 
a similarly sized cohort of returnees (e.g., DeVillar & Jiang, 2009). Data 
are gathered from interviews, journal entries, refl ection papers, and surveys. 
Interviews permit in-depth case studies and yield deeper and more nuanced 
understandings of how students begin to interpret their host countries and 
their roles as overseas teachers. However, small numbers make it diffi cult to 
generalize fi ndings; additional studies are needed that include a larger array 
of respondents from multiple institutions.

Business

Compared to nursing and teacher education, in business the outcomes assess-
ment literature is signifi cantly more varied; multiple subfi elds have their own 
theoretical underpinnings and approaches to research. Research in market-
ing, for example, draws from psychology, whereas accounting and fi nance 
align more easily with mathematics and statistics. Furthermore, there is far 
more research on study abroad learning outcomes in marketing, business 
administration, and tourism than in accounting and fi nance.

As in other fi elds, research questions often focus on the impact of study 
abroad on student development. However, given increasing integration and 
mobility throughout the world (Douglas & Jones-Rikkers, 2001), there is 
interest in the role of study abroad in making students more marketable in a 
competitive workforce. However, study abroad’s role in preparing students for 
the business world is not clear (Gullekson, Tucker, Coombs, & Wright, 2011; 
Orahood, Woolf, Kruze, & Pearson, 2004), and unless hiring for positions 
that explicitly require cross-cultural skills, employers do not necessarily seek 
out candidates who have studied abroad (Thompson, 2004). The skills they 
seek may or may not be fostered abroad (Orahood, Woolf, & Kruze, 2008). 
Human resource professionals and others responsible for hiring are more likely 
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to value study abroad than CEOs and presidents (Trooboff, Vande Berg, & 
Rayman, 2008). Those who value study abroad recognize that U.S. business 
students are competing for jobs with candidates from around the world.

Borrowing from tourism studies, some ask if more effective program 
development and marketing can lead to higher participation rates among 
business students (Cardon, Marshall, & Poddar, 2011; He & Chen, 2010). 
Can theories such as planned behavior (Goel, de Jong, & Schnusenberg, 2010; 
Presley, Damron-Martineza, & Zhanga, 2010), conjoint analysis (Garver & 
Divine, 2008), and risk propensity (Payan, Svensson, & Høgevold, 2012; 
Relyea, Cocchiara, & Studdard, 2008) provide answers? Although student 
decision making around study abroad is studied in other fi elds (Salisbury, 
Umbach, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2009), business scholars are unique in pay-
ing more attention to what students want, as customers, and how to deliver 
corresponding services.

In contrast to the small-scale, qualitative studies that predominate in 
nursing and education, quantitative research with larger pools of respond-
ents is more typical in business. The instruments employed depend on the 
learning outcomes being assessed. Studies measuring cross-cultural awareness 
use tools employed in other disciplines, such as the Cross-Cultural Adapt-
ability Inventory (Black & Duhon, 2006; Kelly & Meyers, 1992) and the 
Scale to Measure World-Minded Attitudes (Douglas & Jones-Rikkers, 2001; 
Sampson & Smith, 1957). Some use multiple instruments to examine dif-
ferent aspects of student development. Gullekson et al. (2011), for example, 
integrated scales for ethnocentrism (Neuliep & McCroskey, 1997a), inter-
cultural communication apprehension (Neuliep & McCroskey, 1997b), and 
international awareness and activities (Chieffo & Griffi ths, 2004). Research-
ers have also created surveys to examine particular questions.

Social Work

Those in “helping professions” (e.g., social work, nursing, education) are 
argued to need a skill set that includes a deeper understanding of other cul-
tures (Merrill & Frost, 2011). Given a tendency toward ethnocentrism in the 
United States, “it is particularly valuable for U.S. social work students to see 
there are alternative ways of thinking, governing, and meeting the needs of 
citizens” (Lindsey, 2005, p. 247). Indeed, the Council of Social Work Educa-
tion (2008) has advanced a core educational value by training social workers to 
recognize the global interconnections of their work and to increase their aware-
ness and understanding of cultures different from their own. Study abroad has 
the potential to promote these competencies through high-impact, experiential 
learning, but more research is needed to assess its outcomes for social work 
students (Lindsey, 2005).
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Study abroad can also increase cognitive learning goals, such as under-
standing and awareness of how social issues are addressed in other cultures 
(Poole & Davis, 2006), using coping strategies, developing cultural adapta-
tions skills, and refl ecting on changes in self-concept (Cordero & Rodriguez, 
2009; Gammonley, Rotabi, & Gamble, 2007). As is the case for other study 
abroad students, predeparture programming (focused on identifying learning 
goals, anticipating personal challenges, and clarifying personal value systems) 
may positively impact learning outcomes, and host language and culture 
competency may positively infl uence social work students’ degree of engage-
ment in cultural immersion when they feel competent in the host language.

As observed in the prior discussion of study abroad in other professional 
programs, many of the studies conducted in social work are limited by the 
demographics (gender, ethnicity, age, etc.) and the short length (three to fi ve 
weeks) of most study abroad experiences. Most studies also rely on quali-
tative data gathered from observations, interviews, and journal entries. A 
broader range of qualitative and quantitative instruments is needed to assess 
an equally broader range of social work students’ study abroad experiences.

Emerging Agendas for Study Abroad in Other Disciplines

Despite the long history of study abroad in a number of other disciplines, 
attention is only beginning to be paid to study abroad’s relationship to them. 
Nevertheless, the integration of study abroad with the curriculum warrants 
such attention. How can study abroad benefi t disciplinary learning? What 
can it add to traditional classroom learning? What can it teach disciplines 
about student learning and development beyond content that nonetheless 
enhances content mastery? This section looks at research agendas emerging 
in several disciplines.

First, communication studies tends to look at how students adapt their 
communication strategies while abroad (Peterson, Milstein, Chen, & Naka-
zawa, 2011; Pitts, 2009); how students build support networks to help cope 
with stressful situations abroad (Peterson et al., 2011); and the extent to 
which study abroad students can assess and adapt communication strate-
gies (introductory talk, information sharing, storytelling, gossiping, use of 
humor, and expressing complaints) (Pitts, 2009). Other research looks at 
the relationship between ethnocentrism and communication apprehension 
(Neuliep & McCroskey, 1997b) and between ambiguity and uncertainty and 
communication competency (Neuliep & McCroskey, 1997b).

Student development looks at study abroad’s infl uence on self-con-
cept and cultural identity (Braskamp, Braskamp, & Merrill, 2009; Savicki 
& Cooley, 2011); management of interpersonal relationships, particularly 
post-study abroad (e.g., Wielkiewicz & Turkowski, 2010); deliberation 
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concerning lifestyle choices (Jones, Niehaus, Rowen-Kenyon, Cilente Skin-
dall, & Ireland, 2012); and coping skills (Lindsey, 2005). Preprogramming 
and staff training can help students set goals (Kitsantas, 2004), whereas pre-, 
during, and post-study abroad data gathering will best shed light on student 
development (Jones et al., 2012).

Political scientists believe they can play a unique role in arguing for 
resources to support global learning (Ingebritsen, 2007), and both faculty 
and students need the transcultural competence to “decipher political speech 
across cultural boundaries” (Leslie, 2007, p. 108). Nonetheless, political sci-
entists face challenges in assessing study abroad for credit (Ellett, Kiwuwa, & 
Roberts, 2009); paying more attention to global perspectives within the cur-
riculum could help elevate the value of cross-cultural experiences (p. 582). 
For study abroad to be of value in international relations, the focus needs to 
be on disciplinary learning at universities abroad, not abstract global citizen-
ship development in study abroad programs (Gordon, 2014).

Sociology seeks to “increase students’ exposure to multicultural, cross-
cultural, and cross-national content relevant to sociology” (McKinney, How-
ery, Strand, Kain, & Berheide, 2004, p. 19). However, study abroad’s unique 
challenges (e.g., language barriers, experiential learning) make it more dif-
fi cult to assess progress toward disciplinary learning goals (Fobes, 2005).

The introduction to a collection of essays argues that anthropology can 
contribute to making experiential learning in international and intercul-
tural developments be “meaningful and signifi cant” (Cunningham, Howell, 
& Loewe, 2010, p. 2). Ethnographic projects, structured refl ection, visual 
thinking and acting, and ordinary conversations can all promote learning, 
and anthropologists would do well to pay attention to conversations about 
intercultural competence, self-authorship, and transformative learning tak-
ing place in other fi elds.

Finally, service-learning pedagogy can be employed in many disciplines, 
and the structured refl ection it emphasizes can generate, document, and 
provide a basis for assessment (Hatcher & Bringle, 2012). Lessons from 
 service-learning can inform study abroad more broadly. Who benefi ts? Only 
students? Or host communities and partners? How can challenges involved 
in developing reciprocal partnerships (communication over distance and 
issues of power, privilege, and institutional agendas) be addressed? How can 
these issues be applied to study abroad? The potential for losers and winners, 
positive and negative impacts, must be recognized.

Lessons for Study Abroad Practitioners

Perhaps unsurprisingly, this chapter’s review of views from beyond study 
abroad indicates that research on study abroad is greater in disciplines with 
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obvious stakes in study abroad. The stakes may involve study abroad’s poten-
tial for adding value to disciplinary learning (e.g., language acquisition) 
or helping students acquire skills related to practicing the discipline (e.g., 
engaging with difference as teachers, social workers, or nurses). In disciplines 
where it can be argued that disciplinary content and methods could just as 
well be learned at home, there has been less interest in research on study 
abroad. In part, this may be because commonly understood potential out-
comes of study abroad (e.g., understanding of self ) seem peripheral to dis-
ciplinary goals.

Is this view too limited? When Barbara Burn and her coprincipal investi-
gators were working on their landmark investigation of study abroad’s impacts 
on American students (Carlson, Burn, Useem, & Yachimowicz, 1990), one 
of the international educators recruited to help with the project came to the 
University of Massachusetts to conduct interviews. Speaking with the head 
of the studio art program, he asked about studio art students who had stud-
ied abroad. “They come back behind in terms of technique,” was the reply, 
“but are more mature.” “So they shouldn’t study abroad. It doesn’t advance 
their art,” replied the researcher. “No, we want them to study abroad. We 
can catch them up on technique. But we can’t offer them the experiences 
that make them into better artists because they have more questions to ask 
and more to say.” Similarly, a discussion of study abroad’s contribution to 
senior theses in international relations (Toral, 2009) indicates that because 
students had witnessed the impacts of poverty and disease on people’s lives 
while abroad or the struggles of those internally displaced, they were both 
more committed and more able to understand, apply, and synthesize inter-
national relations theory and methodology. They could also better imagine 
their futures.

As authors of this chapter, we therefore encourage collaborations with 
colleagues in the academic departments on our campuses to examine study 
abroad’s potential to help students become both better students of their dis-
ciplines and more self-aware and capable humans, who after graduation will 
be in a better position to contribute positively to society.

We also offer a caveat and plea. Many of the studies represented in this 
review focus on outcomes from programs designed specifi cally for study 
abroad students; program design is therefore pivotal. Yet the majority of stu-
dents who study abroad in the world do so by enrolling in universities. What 
kinds of teaching and learning strategies should we be deploying on our cam-
puses to help these students master the “self-authorship” (Baxter-Magolda & 
King, 2008) that can enable them to identify and achieve learning goals for 
study abroad, learn from them, and link what they learn abroad to their next 
endeavors? If this means inventing more opportunities for applying learning 
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beyond the classroom, engaging with difference, and using structured refl ec-
tion and other strategies to make meaning, might this benefi t more of our 
students, including those who do not study abroad?
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