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1
U . S .  E D U C AT I O N  A B R O A D

Historical Perspectives, Emerging 
Trends, and Changing Narratives

Anthony C. Ogden and Elizabeth Brewer

Over time, education abroad has gradually moved from the margins 
of undergraduate education where only the most privileged students 
participated, toward becoming a recognized and increasingly val-

ued educational practice that resonates with students of all backgrounds and 
disciplines. This chapter provides a concise overview of this development, 
beginning with a brief discussion of the growth and expansion of U.S. edu-
cation abroad programming, followed by an outline of the distinct periods 
and notable milestones in its evolution since the nineteenth century. Because 
U.S. education abroad programming has grown and evolved, the chapter 
reflects on the changing rationale for why U.S. institutions have invested 
in education abroad and the key political, economic, cultural and social, 
and academic drivers that have shaped its direction and scope. The chapter 
concludes with a forward-looking perspective of the major issues and chal-
lenges ahead for the further development and evolution of education abroad 
programming and practice.

Brief Overview of the Growth and Expansion 
of U.S. Education Abroad

Education abroad participation is increasingly understood as an essential fea-
ture of higher education and along with international student enrollment is 
often cited as evidence of an institution’s commitment to internationaliza-
tion. Worldwide, there has been unprecedented growth in the number of 
students traveling abroad for academic study; according to United Nations 
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16  EDUCATION ABROAD AND THE UNDERGRADUATE EXPERIENCE

Educational and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the number of inter-
nationally mobile students now exceeds over 4.6 million annually and is 
expected to continue growing (Institute for International Education, 2018). 
The United States has long been considered the premiere destination for 
higher education in the world. Far surpassing that of other host nations, the 
enrollment of international students in the United States now tops 1,000,000 
(Farrugia & Bhandari, 2017). By comparison, only about 46,000 U.S. stu-
dents studied abroad to obtain degrees from foreign institutions (Institute for 
International Education, 2018). The outbound movement of U.S. students 
abroad as part of their home degrees, however, has experienced steady growth 
in recent decades and has become the mainstay for student mobility from 
the United States. In 2015–2016, 329,339 U.S. students received academic 
credit for education abroad, which is up dramatically from the mere 84,403 
students in 1994–1995. Despite the growth, the number indicates that only 
10% of all U.S. undergraduate students (15% for bachelor’s degree students) 
will study abroad before they graduate (Farrugia & Bhandari, 2017). 

With more than 25 years of sustained enrollment growth, the once tradi-
tional junior year abroad (JYA) is largely a phenomenon of the past, and its 
decline signals a shift in the perceived value of education abroad in regard to 
the educational continuum. The JYA once formed a critical bridge between 
students’ general education requirements as first- and  second-year students 
with their more specialized studies in the third and final years. In fact, those 
who participate in full academic year programs abroad today account for 
just 2.3% of the total today, while 63% of students chose programs of less 
than eight weeks in duration and most often during the summer months 
(Farrugia & Bhandari, 2017). The popularity of shorter durations may sug-
gest that students and their home institutions see a more diminished role for 
education abroad in fulfilling a significant portion of a student’s education. 
As discussed in chapter 2, this may also point to why students are increas-
ingly encouraged to engage in multiple high-impact practices, in addition to 
education abroad. 

Whereas international students are primarily drawn to the United States 
to earn degrees (de Wit, 2008), U.S. students have long been motivated 
by the idea of seeing the world and experiencing other cultures. U.S. stu-
dents have been encouraged to learn languages in context, experience world 
cultures firsthand, develop marketable skills for career enhancement, and 
expand their worldviews. As international perspectives have increasingly 
been embedded into the undergraduate curricula, however, students are 
increasingly being encouraged to leverage education abroad to either sup-
plement or complement their academic studies. While once the majority 
of students studied the social sciences, humanities, and foreign languages, 
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U.s. EDUCATION ABROAD  17

students who study engineering, business and management, mathematics, 
and computer science now collectively account for 44% of the total study 
abroad population In fact, over 60% of the total enrollment represents just 
three disciplines: science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (25%); 
business and management (21%); and the social sciences (17%). It can be 
argued that U.S. students today can study virtually any subject in most any 
part of the world and for nearly any length of time.

The growth and expansion of education abroad over the years has also 
led to the diversification of the primary modes of student mobility. The most 
popular modes today include reciprocal student exchanges, consortia program-
ming, provider programs, and faculty-directed programs. Reciprocal student 
exchange programs have a long history in U.S. higher education, reaching back 
to 1909 when the Association for the International Interchange of Students 
was formed to promote exchanges of students among England, Canada, and 
the United States (Hoffa, 2007). Bilateral and multilateral exchanges con-
tinue to offer a relatively affordable way for students to spend a semester 
or academic year abroad. Also well regarded are interinstitutional consortia 
programs, or those programs wherein institutions “share one or more educa-
tion abroad programs within a membership group in order to provide greater 
access, quality control, and/or cost efficiency in education abroad programs 
to students” (Peterson et al., 2007). Today, consortia are relatively com-
monplace with region-specific consortia such as the Kentucky Institute for 
International Studies (KIIS) and nationwide consortia such as the Institute 
for the International Education of Students (IES Abroad) and the Council on 
International Educational Exchange (CIEE), both of which work with over 
200 public and private U.S. colleges and universities. Similar to consortia, 
there has been a proliferation of for-profit and nonprofit organizations that 
offer education abroad programs and services to students. Often referred to as 
“providers,” these organizations offer a wide range of programs, from island 
programming to direct enrollment. Many institutions selectively include 
provider programs in their portfolios of education abroad options. A rapidly 
growing mode of student mobility in the United States today are faculty- 
directed programs, with home-campus faculty accompanying cohorts of 
 students abroad and teaching home institution courses. Although these pro-
grams are typically discipline specific, short term, and offered during the 
summer months (Chieffo & Spaeth, 2017), variations are emerging (e.g., 
semester-length faculty-directed programs, residential courses that have 
an embedded international travel component). Faculty-directed programs 
allow faculty to experiment pedagogically and to broaden their international 
knowledge and experience while giving students an intensive learning experi-
ence around a particular topic. 
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18  EDUCATION ABROAD AND THE UNDERGRADUATE EXPERIENCE

Just as the modes of student mobility have expanded over time, so 
too have the variety of program experience types. While once study abroad  
was the catchall term for outbound mobility, the term education abroad is 
increasingly preferred as a broader category to better encompass the distinct 
experience types of outbound study that have emerged over time. These 
in turn serve different purposes within the educational continuum. Today, 
study abroad more often refers specifically to taking courses abroad that 
will count toward the home school degree. Depending on student choice 
and institutional culture and policy, courses may count toward general 
education requirements and electives or toward majors and minors. Other 
common experience types include undergraduate research abroad, global  
service-learning, and international internships. Undergraduate research abroad 
programming allows students to conduct supervised research in their target 
disciplines. Global service-learning has long been an interest of U.S. students, 
reaching back to the latter half of the nineteenth century when American 
students began to pursue overseas missionary and volunteer service programs 
(Hoffa, 2007). Today, global service-learning programs generally offer struc-
tured service-learning in host communities for academic credit. Similarly, 
international internships have proliferated in response to growing student 
demand to develop internationally oriented skills and knowledge to poten-
tially enhance their effectiveness in navigating the globalizing workforce 
(Farrugia & Bhandari, 2017). Moreover, there are a number of other emerg-
ing experience types, such as teach abroad programs that allow students to 
fulfill student teaching requirements abroad. Students in the health-care pro-
fessions are increasingly conducting rotations and clerkships abroad in local 
healthcare contexts that fulfill academic requirements back at home. Global 
entrepreneurship programs are also emerging as a means to enable students 
to pursue an entrepreneurial initiative in an international context. 

While much attention has been given to tracking overall enrollment 
growth and the expansion of new modes of student mobility and experi-
ence types, there has also been consistent attention placed on understand-
ing the education abroad participant profile and on developing strategies to 
ensure broader student access and inclusion. For years, the typical education 
abroad student profile has been a White female majoring in the humanities, 
social sciences, or business, and studying in Europe. Female students account 
for roughly 66.6% of the total education abroad enrollment (Farrugia & 
Bhandari, 2017), a percentage that has scarcely changed over decades, 
despite efforts to increase male participation. The fact that female students 
account for only 57% of the total enrollment in U.S. degree-granting insti-
tutions (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], n.d.-a) illustrates 
just how disproportionate these enrollment patterns actually are. Similarly, 
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U.s. EDUCATION ABROAD  19

White students represented 72.9% of education abroad participants, while 
accounting for only 57.6% of U.S. undergraduate enrollment (Farrugia & 
Bhandari, 2017; NCES, n.d.-b). Beyond race, ethnicity, and gender, atten-
tion has begun to focus on other populations that have traditionally been 
underrepresented in education abroad programming, namely students from 
low socioeconomic backgrounds, first-generation students, learning or 
physically disabled students, community college students, student athletes, 
veterans, transfer students, and students whose gender identities do not fit 
traditional categorization. Despite this expanded focus and related efforts to 
develop strategies to boost participation of underrepresented populations, 
the general student profile has only modestly changed over the decades. 

Overview of the Evolution of Education Abroad 
Programming in the United States

International student and scholar mobility has been an important element 
of U.S. higher education since the nineteenth century (de Wit & Rumbley, 
2008). The flow of students and scholars into the United States has a long 
history reaching back to the sons of the early English colonial governors 
and other administrators. The earliest forms of outbound student mobility 
from the United States usually resembled the European Grand Tour of the  
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, through which elite Americans trave-
led abroad to make acquaintances with important families and prepare 
themselves for eventual leadership roles back at home. From this influential 
beginning, a high degree of asymmetry in student flows has existed, with 
many more degree-seeking foreign students coming to the United States than 
American students studying abroad. As enrollment has grown over time and 
as mobility patterns have shifted, distinct periods and notable milestones in 
the evolution of U.S. education abroad programming have emerged.

Early Beginnings, 1910s–1930s

According to Hoffa (2007), the earliest forms of U.S. education involved 
grand tours for cultural enlightenment, graduate study, and missionary activ-
ities. Formal education abroad programming began in the 1870s when fac-
ulty at Indiana University encouraged students to enroll in summer courses 
taught in Europe. Nondegree institutes for international students began to be 
established in Europe in 1910, some of which continue to this day. The U.S. 
liberal education tradition of training citizens rather than specialists helped 
justify overseas study, although as an add-on to the home degree. With the 
influx of international students onto U.S. campuses post–World War I, the 
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20  EDUCATION ABROAD AND THE UNDERGRADUATE EXPERIENCE

internationalization of U.S. colleges and universities gained momentum. 
In turn, faculty and administrators who had benefited from enrollment in 
international institutes initiated the credit-bearing JYA for language acquisi-
tion and country-specific learning, as well as issue-focused study tours that 
crossed borders. Although the number of such programs was small, a prec-
edent had been set for approaching education abroad as combining serious 
academic study with out-of-classroom cultural engagement. Disruption of 
the home school educational continuum was avoided by having home school 
faculty accompany and supervise the students and their studies and arrang-
ing for selected instruction by host country nationals. 

Post-WWII Internationalization, 1940s–1950s

The period immediately following World War II followed a similar pattern 
to the period following World War I, with an influx of international students 
into U.S. colleges and universities, and an outflow of U.S. students, par-
ticularly to Europe. As after WWI, education abroad was linked to a desire 
to develop peaceful relationships with other countries. The scale of student 
mobility, however, was considerably larger, and new organizations were 
needed to help manage it. The Institute of International Education (IIE), 
established in 1919, continued to support international students in coming 
to the United States and to conduct applied research and policy analysis. To 
support the outward flow of American students, the Council on Student 
Travel was founded in 1947 to assist agencies taking U.S. students abroad. 
By the mid-1950s, it was also bringing international students to the United 
States and convening stakeholders for international education strategy and 
policy discussions. A 1967 name change to CIEE would reflect this broader 
commitment (CIEE, n.d.). In 1948, efforts on the part of colleges and uni-
versities, government agencies, and private organizations led to the estab-
lishment of the National Association of Foreign Student Advisers (NAFSA: 
Association of International Educators, n.d.). With an initial mandate to 
train college and university personnel to assist and advise international stu-
dents, the term “Affairs” replaced “Advisers” in 1964 to reflect the diversity 
of actors and efforts within and beyond campuses supporting international 
students. A reinterpretation of NAFSA’s funding on the part of the U.S. State 
Department in 1976 allowed NAFSA to include study abroad in its scope 
of activities. 

Beginning after 1945, a number of U.S. federal government initia-
tives had indirect impacts on education abroad. The 1946 Fulbright Act, 
which funded inbound-outbound graduate student and faculty mobility, 
impacted campuses by normalizing educational exchange. If the Fulbright 
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Act deliberately decoupled foreign policy from educational exchange, the 
1958 National Defense Education Act (NDEA), passed in response to 
the Soviet Union’s early superiority in the space race and the launch of the 
Sputnik satellite, saw education as a matter of national security. Funding 
addressed weakness in U.S. education, including in basic education, science 
and math, and modern foreign languages (U.S. House of Representatives, 
n.d.). Matching funding from the Ford Foundation led to the establishment 
of over 100 Areas Studies Centers by 1972, when funds could also support 
undergraduate programs (Hoffa, 2007). The emphasis on language acquisi-
tion and country knowledge was consistent with earlier education abroad 
content, although the national security rationale was new. It would take 
nearly three decades to consistently link education abroad to other areas 
of college curricula. However, student loan programs that began with the 
NDEA and expanded in the 1960s would eventually legally require that fed-
eral financial aid be made available to help meet the costs of studying abroad.

New Development, 1960s–1980s

From the 1960s, education abroad was characterized by semester- and year-
long programming facilitated by bilateral exchange agreements, state and  
nonprofit organization consortia, and faculty-directed programs. It was 
expected that studying abroad would directly connect to disciplinary  
studies. Further, what happened outside of the classroom, while earlier rec-
ognized as adding value to students’ educations, was not thought worthy 
of academic credit. Education abroad was not yet influenced by experien-
tial learning theory, nor were methods developed to assess out-of-classroom 
learning. Nonetheless, cross-cultural education was increasingly associated 
with credit-bearing education abroad, such that Bruce La Brack, a pioneer 
in recognizing and valuing this aspect of learning abroad, began offering 
credit-bearing post–study abroad courses to help students make sense of 
their cultural experience. His work helped lead to the emphasis on intercul-
tural learning that took hold in the first decades of the twenty-first century. 
Eventually, he added a preparatory course and shifted from country-specific 
cultural training to a more generalized approach (La Brack, 2016). 

As internationalization took hold on U.S. campuses and education 
abroad programming and participation rates grew, so did concerns about the 
education abroad experience. Was education abroad contributing to student 
learning, or diverting students’ attention because of the lack of control over 
their extracurricular endeavors? Conferences were convened, reports issued, 
and in the late 1980s, the first major study of student learning abroad was 
undertaken, focusing on language acquisition, knowledge of host cultures 
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22  EDUCATION ABROAD AND THE UNDERGRADUATE EXPERIENCE

and attitudes toward them and the home country, the development of what 
might today be called an international mind-set, and career development 
(Carlson, Burn, Useem, & Yacchimowicz, 1990). Program design and the 
demographics of participants were also gaining attention. 

Rapid Expansion, 1990s

The 1990s saw attempts to diversify the education abroad population, 
what students studied abroad, and where they studied. Additionally, for-
profit organizations emerged to facilitate education abroad, and attention 
to the professional development of education abroad practitioners grew. 
Participation rates doubled over the decade as education abroad options 
diversified, and it became clear that federal student loans could help support 
education abroad. 

By 1990, it was clear that the students most likely to study abroad were 
White middle-class students, even as the undergraduate student population 
was diversifying in terms of race and ethnicity, income, and field of study. The 
1990 CIEE conference focused on this topic and helped lead to IIE collect-
ing data on ethnicity. Its first such report covering the 1993–1994 academic 
year found that 83.8% of participants were White (Stallman, Woodruff, 
Kasravi, & Comp, 2010). Concerns about finances, racism abroad, fit with 
academic program, and family support raised by students at the time would 
continue to prevent participation in education abroad from mirroring par-
ticipation in higher education into the next decades, as would new concerns 
related to social identities around gender, disability, and mental health. Study 
abroad consortia, colleges and universities, and international education 
organizations responded with better data collection and diversity initiatives. 
Nonetheless, education abroad would continue to be dominated by White 
women from better educated and better financed families. 

Already in the 1970s, education abroad organizations such as the 
Institute for European Studies (now widely known as IES Abroad) and 
Arcadia University’s Center for Education Abroad (formerly Beaver College) 
had created oversight groups of education abroad practitioners to help guide 
their work (Sideli, 2010). In so doing, they provided professional develop-
ment for the practitioners. NAFSA’s now defunct Section on the Education 
Abroad of Students, not yet eligible for federal support, had nonetheless 
initiated professional development for practitioners through a grant from 
the Carnegie Foundation in 1974. A five-day training for 50 practitioners 
resulted in publication of a sourcebook on education abroad. Such publica-
tions would continue and become more specialized as needs for guidance 
emerged around such topics as safety and security. 
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As education abroad gained traction in higher education, calls for better 
information on its merits grew. In 1990, Ernest Boyer argued that a scholar-
ship of teaching and learning was necessary within higher education. His call 
meshed well with the conversations and concerns about education abroad 
that had emerged in the prior decade, and that helped lead to the estab-
lishment of Frontiers: Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad in 1995. A 
double-blind, peer-reviewed journal currently owned and managed by The 
Forum on Education Abroad (The Forum), Frontiers today is an open-access, 
online journal that “communicates the latest research on education abroad 
within a multi-disciplinary forum to reflect on critical issues and concerns 
for academics and professional practitioners” (Frontiers, n.d.). With a pur-
view beyond education abroad, Journal of Studies in International Education, 
founded two years later in 1997, and published on behalf of the European 
Association of International Educators and of the Association for Studies in 
International Education, has both helped raise the bar for scholarship on 
education abroad and helped link education abroad to larger issues around 
the internationalization of higher education. 

International education scholars such as John Hudzik (2016) have 
rightly raised concerns about the quality of scholarship around education 
abroad, pointing out the lack of training in research methods on the part of 
many producing the literature. Nonetheless, the relationship between schol-
arship and education abroad learning outcomes is better understood, as is 
the need for greater professionalism of those facilitating education abroad, 
whether as advisers or in other roles. This would lead to a rise in specialized 
graduate training programs in the next decade. 

Standards and Compliance, 2000s–2010s

In July 2001, The Forum was incorporated as a stand-alone organization, 
whose institutional, organizational, consortial, and agency members would 
be committed to improving education abroad programming and practice. 
An inaugural annual meeting in 2002 attracted over 150 members; 10 years 
later, over 1,100 would attend. By 2005, The Forum would be recognized 
as the standards development organization for education abroad by both the 
U.S. Department of Justice and the Federal Trade Commission. The Forum’s 
Standards of Good Practice for Education Abroad are widely used by educa-
tion abroad practitioners, while workshops and a certification program pro-
vide guidance on how to implement the standards in institutions of higher 
education and organizations facilitating education abroad (The Forum, 
n.d.). The establishment of The Forum helped cement the idea that educa-
tion abroad practitioners should possess and continue to develop expertise 
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related to education abroad. Institutions of higher education took note, 
creating graduate degree and certificate programs focused on both scholar-
ship and practice in international education and in education abroad more 
specifically. 

Questions about who studies abroad and who is excluded led to two 
different trends: attention to curriculum integration and portfolio diversi-
fication. At the same time, an effort would take place at the federal level 
to expand funding for education abroad, comprehensive internationali- 
zation would begin to emerge as an alternative to disparate international 
education activities, and the nascent assessment movement in U.S. higher 
education would begin to envelop education abroad. Programming  
would expand to include more niche options, and intercultural learning 
would emerge as the dominant desired outcome of U.S. education abroad,  
as sessions on intercultural learning proliferated at conferences, and arti-
cles and books were published on the topic. When the U.S. Congress failed 
to fund the Senator Paul Simon Study Abroad Foundation Act of 2007  
(H.R. 1469 and S. 991), legislation intended to increase study abroad  
participation to one million undergraduates by 2016–2017, IIE stepped  
in with Generation Study Abroad in 2014. In 2011–2012, the baseline year 
for the initiative, 283,332 students enrolled in U.S. undergraduate colleges 
and universities would study abroad, representing less than 10% of the total 
U.S. undergraduate population (IIE, n.d.). At this pace of growth, achieving 
1 million abroad within two years was unrealistic without concerted action. 
IIE set a more modest goal of 600,000 by the end of the decade (IIE, n.d.) 
and called on institutions and organizations to set and report annually on 
their goals for growth and diversification of the education abroad popula-
tion. Generation Study Abroad argues that international experience is nec-
essary for career development in today’s workplace, has produced reports 
to demonstrate the link, and suggests that alternatives to credit-bearing  
experiences can increase access by reducing cost. This raises questions for 
campuses about risk management, quality, and connections to the educa-
tional continuum. 

Expanding Rationales for Education Abroad

As this historical overview suggests, education abroad programming has 
grown and evolved over the years and, not surprisingly, so too have the 
broader rationales for why institutions are investing in such initiatives 
(Ogden, 2017a). Whether the popularity of education abroad program-
ming is being driven by changing student interests and demands, or whether 
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institutional leadership and increasing faculty engagement are guiding the 
direction and scope of programming, the fundamental rationale for educa-
tion abroad programming has expanded over time. Although much attention 
has focused on the increasing number of participants and increasingly on 
participant demographics, there has also been a consistent discussion of why 
and for what purpose education abroad programming is being leveraged. 
There are now arguably four broad rationales driving education abroad pro-
gramming in the United States today: 

1. Language acquisition and cultural knowledge
2. Intercultural competency development
3. Discipline-specific learning
4. Community-based learning

For decades, institutions leveraged education abroad programming to 
enhance student learning in the areas of language acquisition and cultural 
knowledge. Developing proficiency in a foreign language was once a major 
consideration for students in choosing to study abroad (Kinginger, 2009). 
This is less often the case today. Indeed, the majority of established education 
abroad programs no longer impose a language prerequisite. While foreign 
language learning remains a central and viable rationale for developing and 
promoting education abroad, it is no longer the leading rationale for doing 
so. In fact, foreign language majors now represent fewer than 7% of U.S. 
education abroad students (Farrugia & Bhandari, 2017).

Developing intercultural competency has also been a long-held and widely 
regarded rationale driving education abroad. With the development of the 
Intercultural Development Inventory and other measures of intercultural 
competence, much attention and effort of late has been given to assessing 
the extent to which education abroad participation, or some programming 
elements therein, leads to measurable gains in this area (Savicki, 2008). 
Related outcomes measures focus on the development of global citizenship, 
intercultural sensitivity, global competence and knowledge, and so on. The 
overall assumption is that education abroad programming can be strategi-
cally leveraged to support the development of global-ready graduates who are 
able to work effectively in international and intercultural settings. However, 
it is also noted that these kinds of complex learning outcomes may not result 
from education abroad participation alone, but instead may require mul-
tiple, interlinked learning opportunities (Twombly, Salisbury, Tumanut, & 
Klute, 2012).

As education program participation has increased over the years, par-
ticularly in short-term programming (less than eight weeks), the rationales 
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for education abroad have expanded to include an emphasis on discipline-
specific learning. Innovative models for faculty-directed programming have 
allowed more faculty members to design education abroad programs with 
the primary purpose of engaging their students in the study of their disci-
plines in a broader international context. It is one thing to study art his-
tory in a U.S. classroom, for example, but quite another to see the artwork 
firsthand and to interact with members of the communities that produced 
it. An increasing number of faculty members recognize the importance 
of graduating students who understand the international dimensions 
of their chosen disciplines and the need to establish and nurture global 
networks to support future careers. Faculty-directed education abroad 
programs have provided a growing number of faculty members with an 
ideal means through which they can jump-start discipline-specific interna-
tional learning among their students, which in turn has arguably spurred 
greater momentum with curriculum integration efforts throughout higher 
education. 

In much the same way, short-term education abroad programs have  
presented a means through which to involve students in other forms of  
community-based learning, such as international internships, global service-
learning, and undergraduate research. Also emerging are programs that 
engage students in teaching opportunities, global health, and international 
entrepreneurship. Campus units that may have once been removed from edu-
cation abroad programming, such as career centers, community engagement/
service-learning centers, and undergraduate research offices, are increasingly 
active partners in promoting the broad value of education abroad. They are 
also helping to ensure that education abroad provides students with an array 
of opportunities to develop career readiness skills and civic engagement skills 
and to establish international research networks. 

In short, the rationales for education abroad programming have 
expanded over the years from long-held loyalties to semester-length and full-
year programs designed primarily for language acquisition, country-specific 
knowledge, and intercultural competency development to include short-term 
programs driven by expanded rationales such as discipline-specific learning 
and community-based learning. All four remain viable and important even 
though their popularity may vary across institutions and demographic popu-
lations and be influenced by the pervasive drive to link undergraduate edu-
cation to career development and professional readiness. What is certain, 
however, is that the rationale for education abroad, whatever the perspective, 
is continually being reframed by the ever-shifting drivers or forces that shape 
higher education. 
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Drivers Shaping Education Abroad

When considering the expanding rationales for education abroad, it is 
important to also examine the primary drivers or those key influencers that 
have determined the direction and scope of education abroad. Such drivers  
have generally been presented in four broad areas: political, economic,  
cultural/social, and academic (Altbach & Knight, 2006; de Wit, 2008;  
Knight, 2008). Considered together, these drivers provide a useful  
framework for further understanding the general dynamics of international 
higher education and specifically how education abroad programming in  
the United States has been shaped over time and what major issues today 
may be influencing future directions of tomorrow.

Political

Political drivers generally relate to issues of foreign policy, national security, 
peace and mutual understanding, and so on (Altbach & Knight, 2006; de 
Wit, 2008; Knight, 2008). International competition, for example, has long 
been an important factor in the U.S. government’s rationale for promoting 
international education (de Wit & Rumbley, 2008). As mentioned earlier, 
the educational and foreign policy crisis sparked by the Soviet launch of the 
Sputnik satellite led to the NDEA of 1958 and the establishment of Title VI 
programming, which has been used to promote language study and encour-
age U.S. students to pursue study and research abroad in areas deemed stra-
tegically important to national interest. The federal government has since 
continued to prioritize international education initiatives that promise to 
develop national capacity with respect to understanding foreign cultures, 
strengthening U.S. economic competitiveness, and enhancing international 
cooperation and security. Other major federal initiatives in recent years 
have included, for example, the development of the 2006 National Security 
Language Initiative aimed to expand the number of students studying 
critical needs languages, the 2010 launch of the 100,000 Strong Initiative 
to dramatically increase the number of U.S. students studying in China, 
and the 2012 Obama-Singh 21st Century Knowledge Initiative to further 
strengthen partnerships between American and Indian institutions of higher 
education.

International educators have long echoed this political driver in federal 
advocacy efforts, arguing that education abroad programming in particular 
supports a broad public good with respect to national security, economic 
competitiveness, and cultural understanding. In fact, the ill-fated Senator 
Paul Simon Study Abroad Act (S. 991 & H.R. 1469), first introduced in 
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2007, came out of the Commission on the Abraham Lincoln Study Abroad 
Fellowship Program, which was in response to the influential 2003 NAFSA 
call to action Securing America’s Future: Global Education for a Global Age 
(NAFSA, 2003). Consistent throughout these advocacy efforts has been the 
fourfold promise to leverage international education to, first, significantly 
enhance the global competitiveness and international knowledge base of the 
United States; second, enhance foreign policy capacity by expanding the pool 
of individuals with foreign language skills and cultural knowledge; third, 
ensure that an increasing number of students study in destinations such as 
China and the Middle East; and, fourth, create greater cultural understanding. 

The current political environment in the United States suggests that this 
long-standing political driver may now be shifting away from accepting inter-
national education as a public good in support of national interests to one 
that presupposes international education as a private good for the sole ben-
efit of those individuals who participate. For example, recent federal budget 
proposals have called for substantial funding cuts to the U.S. Department 
of State, suggesting a potentially diminished value of cultural-exchange pro-
gramming via the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs and student 
scholarship programs, such as the Gilman and Boren Scholarships. If indeed 
the federal budget is any indication of a substantial change in national pri-
orities, and thereby a shift from viewing international education as a public 
good to a private one, then the political driver shaping education abroad may 
necessitate a dramatic shift in how international educators advocate for and 
promote the value of education abroad. 

Economic

Economic drivers generally relate to issues of economic growth and com-
petitiveness, national education demands, the labor market and workforce 
development, and so on (Altbach & Knight, 2006; de Wit, 2008; Knight, 
2008). Within the context of U.S. higher education, economic drivers have 
focused primarily on the impact made by international students on the U.S. 
economy, especially as competition among countries for international stu-
dents has increased. According to NAFSA (2017), the 1,043,839 interna-
tional students studying at U.S. colleges and universities contributed $36.9 
billion and supported more than 400,000 jobs to the U.S. economy during 
the 2015–2016 academic year, thereby demonstrating that higher education 
is a major export tied to U.S. economic growth worthy of further invest-
ment. International educators often rely on this claim, stating frequently 
that international education is vital to strengthening economies and societies 
both in the United States and around the world. This perspective helped lead 

Brewer.indb   28 24-04-2019   16:53:46



U.s. EDUCATION ABROAD  29

to the passage of the American Competitiveness in the 21st Century Act dur-
ing the Clinton Administration in 2000. 

The importance of educating U.S. students to work effectively in the 
global economy has also been leveraged as an economic driver. Perhaps one 
of the more recent and compelling government-sponsored initiatives con-
cerning the internationalization of U.S. higher education is the aforemen-
tioned Senator Paul Simon Study Abroad Act. Although never authorized, 
the Simon Act sought to significantly enhance the global competitiveness and 
international knowledge base of the United States by dramatically increasing 
the number and diversity of students studying abroad. It was argued that 
investing in education abroad significantly expands and diversifies the talent 
pool of individuals available for recruitment by U.S. foreign affairs agencies, 
legislative branch agencies, and nongovernmental organizations involved in 
foreign affairs activities. 

In recent years, however, the national economic drivers for education 
abroad are being overshadowed by the growing undercurrent within U.S. 
higher education that appears to prioritize the notion that one pursues higher 
education primarily for the purposes of career readiness and employability. 
Because of this, the value of education abroad is in turn being increasingly 
scrutinized by students (and their parents) on terms of its value in regard to 
enhancing long-term career prospects. Consequently, international educators 
have begun to shift attention to investigating the relationship between edu-
cation abroad participation and career readiness (Farrugia & Sanger, 2017; 
Potts, 2015; Tillman, 2014). Promotion and outreach strategies for educa-
tion abroad have already begun to move away from language that emphasizes 
travel to expanded marketing strategies that suggest that education abroad 
can be effectively leveraged to realize long-term career goals and prosperity. 
For example, this perspective very explicitly underscores the rationale behind 
IIE’s Generation Study Abroad initiative, launched in 2014, to double and 
diversify the number of U.S. students studying abroad (IIE, 2018).

Cultural/Social

The next driver relates to cultural and social considerations that have shaped 
education abroad programming (Altbach & Knight, 2006; de Wit, 2008; 
Knight, 2008). Cultural considerations have generally focused on the role 
that higher education can play in furthering students’ intercultural under-
standing and competency development. In recent years, however, the con-
cept of global citizenship has emerged in much of the language that used to 
prioritize the internationalization of higher education. In its 2017 edition 
of Mapping Internationalization on U.S. Campuses, the American Council 
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on Education reported that approximately half (49%) of U.S. institutions 
now specifically refer to internationalization or related activities in their 
mission statements (Helms & Brajkovic, 2017). Global citizenship features 
prominently in much of this language. Although global citizenship remains 
a highly contested concept that scholars continue to discuss and debate from 
a variety of theoretical and philosophical perspectives, many institutions 
state that graduating global citizens has become central to their missions 
and that education abroad programming is a key methodology for achiev-
ing this outcome (Doerr, 2013; Hartman & Kiely, 2014; Morais & Ogden, 
2010). Consequently, there has been considerable attention to assessing 
and documenting the extent to which students make measurable gains in 
global citizenship through education abroad participation (Deardorff & 
Ararasatnam-Smith, 2017; Lewin, 2009). In fact, a number of instruments 
have been developed in recent years in an attempt to assess global learn-
ing and citizenship, including the Global Perspective Inventory (Braskamp, 
Braskamp, & Merrill, 2009), the Global Citizenship Scale (Morais & Ogden, 
2010), and the Global Competence Aptitude Assessment (Hunter, White, & 
Godbey, 2006).

Social considerations focus on the extent to which institutions, and 
thereby their faculty and students, develop sustainable networks, partner-
ships, and activities with communities at local, national, regional, and inter-
national levels. As noted earlier, combining international education and 
community-based programming has long been an interest of U.S. students 
(Hoffa, 2007; Ogden & Hartman, 2019). According to the National Survey 
of Student Engagement (2008), for example, 52% of all incoming U.S. 
college and university freshmen today indicate an interest in community-
based learning. Not surprisingly, more institutions today are responding 
to this increasing interest by using community-based learning approaches, 
both domestically and abroad, as a means to engage students in service 
and support their growth as critical and conscious citizens, which include 
credit-bearing, education abroad programs that feature some component of 
deliberate community partnership or engagement. Additional approaches 
have included global service-learning, international internships, and under-
graduate research. Many of these institutions are also now seeking the 
Carnegie Community Engagement classification as a way to have their com-
mitment recognized (Driscoll, 2006). So popular has this classification been 
that the Carnegie Foundation is now exploring a structure and process for an 
international classification. 

Related to cultural/social considerations, a major driver shaping educa-
tion abroad programming has unquestionably been the increased emphasis 
on health, safety, security, and risk management. In recent years, this has been 
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one of the more significant, and likely most challenging, drivers shaping edu-
cation abroad programming, particularly in regard to ensuring student safety 
and security, minimizing institutional risk exposure, and complying with fed-
eral reporting requirements (Rhodes, 2014). In response to this heightened 
attention to global health, safety and security, education abroad practitioners 
have had to take extraordinary measures to manage potential risk. To list only 
a few, this has included developing crisis management protocols for handling 
emergencies, including natural and political disasters; implementing strict 
protocols for health insurance and evacuation coverage; executing compre-
hensive evaluation and review measures for programming; and developing 
enhanced systems for tracking student enrollment. While education abroad 
programming continues to be shaped by cultural/social drivers, a primary 
focus today is on allowing this to continue but within a broad safety net 
of educating students to minimize and manage risk, and assurances that the 
health, safety, security, and risk management protocols are in place. 

Academic

Academic drivers generally relate to the extent to which institutions prioritize 
the international dimensions of their teaching, research, and service (Altbach 
& Knight, 2006; de Wit, 2008; Knight, 2008). Within the United States, 
this has most commonly been gauged by the extent to which institutions 
recruit international students to their campuses and support U.S. students 
participating in education abroad. Related aspects of comprehensive inter-
nationalization have also been influential factors, namely faculty research 
and engagement, international collaborations, internationalization of the 
curriculum, and so on. Perhaps most central to academic drivers inasmuch 
as they impact education abroad programming are increasingly important 
issues relating to (a) international rankings, (b) student success, and (c) cur-
riculum integration. 

While world university rankings have existed for some decades, there 
has been a huge increase in the attention paid to rankings in recent years. 
Numerous world university rankings now exist, but the most notable are 
Times Higher Education, QS World University Rankings, and Academic Ranking 
of World Universities by Shanghai Jiao Tong University. U.S. institutions have 
come to value and even trumpet their standings in international rankings 
and comparisons. In addition to leveraging rankings to appeal to prospec-
tive international students and scholars, U.S. institutions are capitalizing on 
their “brand-name recognition” to establish international partnerships and 
linkages with peer institutions, which generally lead to memoranda of under-
standing around research collaboration, technology transfer, and student 
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and faculty exchange. Because world university rankings, and increasingly 
domestic rankings, assess various indicators of comprehensive internationali-
zation, education abroad participation rates have an increasingly important 
role to play.

In recent years, there has been an increased focus within U.S. higher 
education on retention and university degree completion rates, commonly 
referred to as student success. Often cited as the motivation for this increased 
focus is the fact that in 2012 the United States ranked 17 out of 26 countries 
in degree attainment for undergraduate students (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2014), which is particularly trou-
bling when compared to the fact that the United States was ranked second 
in 1995 (Haupt, Ogden, & Rubin, 2018). Given the implications of stu-
dent success indicators on institutional rankings, public funding, accredita-
tion standards, and public perception, higher education leaders are exploring 
new strategies to bolster degree completion rates (Kelly & Schneider, 2012). 
Thus, attention has begun to turn to education abroad, a noted high-impact 
educational practice (Kuh, 2008), and the extent to which participation can 
positively affect graduation rates (Kilgo, Ezell Sheets, & Pascarella, 2015). 
Counter to common perception, preliminary evidence suggests that educa-
tion abroad participation does not slow time to degree, rather it increases the 
odds of graduating in four, five, and six years (Hamir, 2011; O’Rear, Sutton, 
& Rubin, 2012; Xu, de Silva, Neufeldt, & Dane, 2013). Moreover, racial 
minorities who participate in education abroad appear to have significantly 
higher four-, five-, and six-year graduation rates than racial minorities who 
do not participate (Malmgren & Galvin, 2008; Rubin, Sutton, Sutton & 
Rubin, 2010; O’Rear, Rhodes, & Raby, 2014). This is especially important 
because racial minorities have traditionally been at risk for higher rates of 
attrition.

In much the same way education abroad is leveraged to enhance inter-
national rankings and graduation rates, education abroad programming, 
through curriculum integration initiatives, is being used as a means to fur-
ther internationalize the undergraduate curriculum. Although students often 
come to education abroad with their sights set on where they want to go, 
likening it more to international travel than an investment in their educa-
tion, curriculum integration initiatives reorient the focus to what one can 
learn and achieve through international study. Efforts to internationalize the 
curriculum can take many forms, such as the utilization of new technologies, 
expansion of instructional pedagogies, and comprehensive curricula review. 
The central purpose of curriculum integration efforts, however, has been to 
complement the curriculum with discipline-specific education abroad pro-
gramming that enables students to pursue a more international orientation 
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to their studies in ways different from or complementary to what they can 
do on their home campuses. In other words, the more international pro-
gramming is embedded into the curriculum, in alignment with accreditation 
standards and expectations, the more the curriculum at the home institution 
drives the direction and flow of education abroad participation. 

Future Pathways in Education Abroad

More and more colleges and universities are integrating education abroad 
programming into the undergraduate curriculum and setting it as an expec-
tation for more students. It is not surprising, then, to see annual incremen-
tal increases in participation rates, although the rate of increase has slowed 
somewhat in recent years. As trends continue to emerge and as the major 
rationales for education abroad expand and evolve, those students who may 
have at one time not pursued international opportunities may be better situ-
ated today to avail themselves of education abroad programming that better 
aligns with their personal, educational, and career interests. Moreover, the 
primary political, economic, cultural and social, and academic drivers for 
education abroad will continue to shape the directions for where program-
ming and practice are headed. Looking to the future, the education abroad 
profession will not be without certain challenges as well as its own set of 
unique opportunities. The following are likely five of the more critical issues 
ahead for the future of U.S. education abroad.

Articulating the Value

As the United States seems to be moving in a direction of creating more 
boundaries and breaking down long-standing alliances, it may become 
more challenging to talk with students about why they should study abroad 
(Ogden, 2017a). It may become harder to continue prioritizing the impor-
tance of engaging openly and respectfully with other cultures and people. 
Learning foreign languages and developing intercultural competence will 
likely remain important, but only insofar as doing so enhances prospects 
for employability. Rather, articulating the value of education abroad may be 
more aptly couched in terms of investing in one’s education and career readi-
ness. Related to this is the need for education abroad professionals to utilize 
language that is consistent with higher education. If indeed the purpose of 
education abroad is about academic learning, for example, then language 
that prioritizes international travel and tourism should be avoided. And just 
as students do not “sign up” for college, they should not be signing up for 
education abroad. Instead, they apply, are admitted, and are enrolled. Phrases 
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like “Where do you want to go?” and “Bring a friend” imply that education 
abroad is about travel and that academic fit does not matter. Faculty mem-
bers do not “lead” a trip, but rather “direct” a program. 

Shifting Emphasis

Alas, some students still come to education abroad with their sights set on 
where they want to go, likening it more to international travel than as an 
investment in their education. While students may be swayed by the allure 
of visiting specific locations or by other personal curiosities, it is important 
that education abroad professionals and other key stakeholders maintain 
an emphasis on education and learning and supporting students to lever-
age education abroad strategically for targeted personal, educational, and 
career goals. As explained earlier, curriculum integration initiatives have for-
tunately advanced in recent years (Brewer & Cunningham, 2009; Woodruff 
& Henry, 2012). A major component of curriculum integration has been to 
develop resources to assist students in program selection and faculty and staff 
with advising and guiding students interested in pursuing education abroad 
within their disciplines. An intended outcome is for education abroad pro-
gramming to be viewed primarily as an academic endeavor that is integral to 
undergraduate education. Thereby, the focus shifts away from language that 
emphasizes destinations, trips, and travel to the more appropriate language 
of discipline-specific education. The value of education abroad in the future 
will likely be tied to the extent to which programming is embedded mean-
ingfully and strategically into the undergraduate curriculum. 

Diversification

As previously mentioned, the contemporary education abroad participant 
remains White; female; majoring in the humanities, social sciences, or busi-
ness; and studying in Europe (Farrugia & Bhandari, 2017). Yet, as the U.S. 
population becomes increasingly diverse, there has been a dramatic shift in 
the makeup of campus populations and in terms of not only race, ethnicity, 
and gender but also religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, age, 
and so on. In order to further integrate international education program-
ming into the mainstream American undergraduate experience, it will be 
increasingly important that professionals identify and remove barriers and 
provide sustained support to a greater diversity of students. This may require 
looking differently at the use of financial aid and scholarships (Salisbury, 
Umbach, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2009), developing a more responsive portfo-
lio of program offerings, and strengthening networks throughout our cam-
puses to encourage the participation of and support for the unique needs 
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of different student populations. Unless the current enrollment trends are 
reversed, certain student populations in U.S. higher education may risk fall-
ing farther behind in developing the essential knowledge and skills for today’s 
global society, and education abroad programming, as we know it, will linger 
on the educational periphery as a private good for select populations. 

Utilization of Technology

The use of technology is revolutionizing higher education in the United 
States and directly impacting the nature of international student mobil-
ity. Social networking sites and communication media such as Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, and Skype, to name just a few, have begun to 
change how education abroad programming is marketed and promoted and 
how we communicate with students and other key stakeholders. Moreover, 
the emergence of new forms of distance learning, massive online open 
courses, and virtual classrooms has introduced new instructional technolo-
gies that will likely alter how students learn and engage in international 
education. New database and programming software is similarly advancing 
enrollment management processes, scholarship management, and financial 
mechanisms. Thus, as social networks, instructional technologies, and pro-
gramming software evolve, so too must the education abroad profession. It 
is increasingly important that education abroad professionals and other key 
stakeholders monitor the impact of new technologies and, as appropriate, 
leverage new approaches to advance education abroad programming and 
student learning. 

Use of Research

It is no longer acceptable to make assertions of the value and benefit of educa-
tion abroad without offering specific evidence to support such claims. It will 
be ever more important in the years ahead that education abroad profession-
als be grounded in research, evidence, and assessment as scholar-practitioners 
of international education (Streitwieser & Ogden, 2016). Through advanced 
graduate education and training, education abroad professionals must be 
comfortable with accessing, understanding, and applying existing research 
to inform best practices and shape new directions in education abroad pro-
gramming and practice. It will be similarly important to be adept with basic 
statistics and with leveraging data and empirical evidence when advocating 
for institutional resources and support from senior institutional leadership. 
While education abroad professionals may not necessarily need to maintain 
active research agendas, it will, however, be increasingly important to chal-
lenge untested claims and casual assumptions and remain open to engaging 
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in opportunities to partner with international education scholars to advance 
research that aims to provide a clearer understanding of the totality of the 
education abroad experience. 

Conclusion

As education abroad programming continues to develop and secure a 
prominent position within the undergraduate curriculum, its potential for 
enhancing the educational continuum has become undeniable. Whereas 
once education abroad participation was considered an exceptional experi-
ence for only the most privileged students, many in U.S. higher education 
have over time come to regard education abroad programming as a high-
impact educational practice that has value and educative potential for all 
students. This chapter has sought to provide a foundational overview of 
the development of U.S. education abroad, highlighting important histori-
cal milestones, the changing rationales and key drivers that have shaped its 
direction and scope, and some potential issues and challenges that may lie 
ahead. Other chapters in this volume will build on this brief foundation 
to focus, often critically, on important and specific aspects of contempo-
rary education abroad programming and practice with the intention of both 
challenging and demonstrating the value of further leveraging education 
abroad programming to support the learning and development of all stu-
dents, today and tomorrow. 
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