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Abstract 
 

The study abroad field has progressed into an innovative and exciting stage given the high-
rise of interest throughout the last twenty years. Study abroad is not showing signs of losing 
momentum concerning student interest or academic research. Numerous variables affect the 
direction the field is heading. This study intends to illuminate some of those variables 
through classifying study abroad results. 
 
This research study is part of the 21st century phenomena regarding increased travel through 
study abroad programs. It investigates the results of U.S. students’ study abroad experiences 
in Spain and Australia, through identifying aspects of the knowledge outcomes, changes in 
perspective, and the social, professional, and personal implications on a U.S. student after 
returning home from such an endeavor.   
 
It is critical to recognize and comprehend student results from the study abroad perspective to 
provide higher education institutions, study abroad companies, educators, students, and 
researchers with a contextual, first-hand encounter through the eyes of the student. This 
student analysis provides a greater framework for various stakeholders to continue the 
promotion of studying abroad, while enriching study abroad programs, and to continue the 
provision of breadth of opportunity for upcoming students interested.  
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Chapter One 
Introduction 

 

“Do not follow where the path may lead.  

Go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.” 

― Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

1.1 General Background 

The Earth is at the precipice of global citizenry, and its people are evolving in a landscape of 

intercultural competence, internationalization, and job market competitiveness. Education 

institutions around the world have responded to this notion, and have begun taking steps to 

prepare students for the new globalized era for which we have embarked (Vande Berg, 2012).  

 One of the ways which education institutions are accomplishing this objective is through 

study abroad programs. Study abroad (SA) is the act of pursuing an educational opportunity 

in a foreign country and experiencing a new culture, language, geography, and history unlike 

one’s own. Study abroad has gained significant esteem among young people over the last few 

decades and has been commonly accepted as a method to increase job related skills and 

attractiveness in an international marketplace, to create culturally competent individuals, and 

promote knowledge of the world outside one’s own nation (Twombly, 2012).  

 American education institutions have joined this worldwide trend and have been sending 

students abroad in vast numbers, “over the last decade the U.S. higher education enterprise 

has promoted and encouraged study abroad as a means for colleges and universities to 

graduate students who are interculturally competent. Such competence, stakeholders argue, is 

vital for all manner of future success – be it personal or professional, individual or societal” 

(Twombly, 2012, pg. 1).  

 American universities facilitating higher numbers of students abroad each year can be 

attributed to three separate factors, in addition to the globalization response: (1) The 

explosion in popularity among students, (2) mandates made by the federal government, and 

(3) universities obligation to remain competitive to continue drawing students (Stroud, 2010).  
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 The number of American students traveling abroad for education purposes has more than 

doubled in a decade (IIE, Open Doors Report, 2015). Student mobility observed an increase 

from 100,000 during the 1996-97 academic year, to nearly 250,000 by the 2006-07 school 

year. Last year the enrollment number reached approximately 305,000 and is probable to see 

continued growth leading into the future (IIE, 2015).  

 

Figure 1: Number of U.S. students studying abroad from 1989-2014.  

 
   (Institute of International Education, Open Doors Report, 2015) 

 

 The student response can be understood through the value in which they perceive 

studying abroad in a foreign country, as it provides an occasion to become culturally 

enriched. It offers a fuller understanding of cultural backgrounds, language varieties, values 

of the other which leads to analyzing one’s own values and becoming more internationally 

aware (Vande Berg, 2012). Study abroad experiences in both an academic and personal 

context can enhance a student’s consciousness of their own attitudes, values, beliefs, and 

norms during a sojourn abroad experience. This can happen intrinsically or empathetically 

based on how one is perceived in the foreign culture (Opper, 1990).  

 The United States federal government has too made an impetus for American students to 

sojourn abroad. The U.S. Congress initiated the Lincoln Commission (LC) in 2005.  The LC 

is a bipartisan organization whose mission is to increase the number of American students 

studying abroad by one million within the next decade (Bipartisan Commission, 2005). The 

LC is a response by the federal government attributed to increased interest in study abroad 
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participation exhibited by many American students (Niser, 2010).  The OECD has ranked the 

U.S. as 15th globally for total number of students studying abroad (OECD, 2016). This 

ranking is reflected as being relatively low globally. The LC has encompassed the rise of that 

ranking as part of its mission. A list of recommendations were drawn up by the Lincoln 

Commission to promote continued awareness of SA programs, stating that its crucial for 

young Americans to develop knowledge of the world outside of the United States borders 

(Biparisan Commission, 2005).  

 In 2009, the U.S. government took another step in the SA direction, and this time the 

House of Representatives initiated the occasion by creating The Simon Act, which was part 

of the Foreign Relations Authorization Act for the years 2010 and 2011. This acts purpose is 

to develop education opportunities abroad, especially in developing nations. It attempts to 

include wider demographics of gender, race, and academic field placement (NAFSA: 

Association of International Educators, 2009).   

 American universities have responded to the SA boom in an obligatory, yet competitive 

fashion. Study abroad could be made mandatory as an addition to the Simon Act. If the act is 

ratified then the diversity, inclusion, and destination variety of SA locations will become a 

mandate set by the U.S. federal government for universities to follow. American university 

institutions would have access to federal funds, and be required to make necessary changes to 

staffing, curriculum, leadership, and program development to meet governmental 

authorizations (Stroud, 2010).  

 Whether the Simon Act becomes a law, appears to be virtually irrelevant for universities, 

as many have increased SA program variety and opportunity in great breadth (Twombly, 

2012). The expansion of programs made available has fostered the ability for a large quantity 

of students to partake in academic studies abroad.  Full year, full semester, half semester, and 

summer programs have been generated to fulfill the requests and demands of the university 

student demographic. During the 2013 to 2014 academic year, 62% of study abroad students 

were engaged in eight week or less short-term programs, 35% in a semester length or less 

programs, and only 3% in academic year or longer programs (IIE, Open doors report, 2015). 

The typical program is one semester in length and is considered as the most practical and 

relevant option for U.S. students since they receive the normal semesters worth of academic 

credits while living and studying in a foreign country.  The broader selection of program 
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types made accessible appeals to a wider variety of student personalities rather than simply 

the naturally adventurous ones (Twombly, 2012).  

 Study abroad as an academic field can be categorized under the international and 

comparative education field (ICE).  ICE is a fully established academic field that assesses 

education in one or more countries by using data and perceptions drawn from the practices of 

another country or group of countries to comparatively measure educational standing (Bray, 

Adamson, & Mason, 2007, Pg. 35).  In another way, ICE is essentially a comparison of 

educational systems across the globe. Within countries, there are a variety of actors who 

serve different purposes within the education realm, i.e. parents, practitioners, policy makers, 

international agencies, and academics (Bray et al, 2007).  There are also seven levels, which 

are employed for units of analysis in comparison. Those levels are: world regions/continents, 

countries, states/provinces, districts, schools, classrooms and individuals (Bray et al, 2007).  

Mark Bray describes ICE as “a field, which welcomes scholars who are equipped with tools 

and perspectives from other arenas but who choose to focus on education issues in a 

comparative context”  (2007, pg. 35).  

 The researcher has thus elected to compare American’s educational study abroad 

outcomes and implications, from the countries of Spain and Australia, by employing the 

framework of thematic comparisons, contrasts, and investigations as discussed in (Bray et al, 

2007) and pertains to the international and comparative education field. The section to follow 

will contain a discussion of rationales for selection of countries and the research gap this 

study attempts to fulfill.  

 

1.2 Study Abroad Within Spain and Australia  

The researcher decided on a university in the Boston area through which to conduct the study, 

for the universities high number of academic programs, mobility, and centrality to the 

internationalization of higher education. Further, the university that provided the interview 

candidates has a wide range of comprehensive short-term, medium length, and long-term 

programs in Spain and Australia. This university was also chosen for the researcher’s 

familiarity with the local campus, and the ability to build a rapport with, as well as 

acceptance by the institutions study abroad department. American students were chosen as 

subjects in the study due to the researcher’s American background, and understanding of the 
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culture, general mentality, and language of the participants being interviewed. Spain and 

Australia were chosen as study abroad sites to compare results of outcomes for numerous 

reasons:  

• Each nation has ranked in the top ten for American student study abroad choices over 

the last ten years.  

• Spain ranked #3 in 2013 to 2014, and received 26,949 American undergraduates.  

• Australia ranked # 9 in 2013 to 2014, and received 8,369 American undergraduates 

(IIE, Open Doors Report, 2015). 

 

 The two nations decided upon for the research are not however ranked as the top two 

most sought after by U.S. study abroad participants. Those positions are reserved for the U.K. 

and Italy (IIE, 2015).  The researcher decidedly did not utilize those countries as study abroad 

locations options for the necessity to keep the research original in answering the questions 

posed in the section to follow. It was categorical that Spain and Australia were most suitable 

to compare and assess student study abroad outcomes further because of their general 

differences. Australia uses English as its first language, similarly to the United States, while 

Spain uses Spanish. Culturally, the two nations are significantly different from one another, 

but again Australia remains far more similar to the U.S. in culture and characteristics (OECD, 

2016).  Spain and Australia are not only allies of the U.S. but also common tourist and 

educational destinations. Both nations share many of the same values as the U.S. yet possess 

separate national identity, which presumed to add enrichment to the study.  

 Finally, it must be clearly stated that the study is not undertaking a comparison of the 

education systems in Spain and Australia as nations. Rather it is an assessment of the student 

results and outcomes from a period of living and learning in the two respective nations.  
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1.3 Statement of the Problem 

The current literature that exists in the field of study abroad does not lend itself to enough 

research on assessment of outcomes and implications on life after returning home (Whalen, 

CIHE, 2007). Leading researchers in the field have identified a lack in sufficient research or 

results on study abroad outcomes from a qualitative approach (Blumenthal, CIHE, 2009; 

Vande Berg, 2012; Twombly, 2012). Numerous research questions have been offered by 

researchers to encourage future research. Dr. Michael Vande Berg asks: “What is it that a 

student will know, understand, or do that they couldn’t do before (studying abroad)? What 

will they know, understand, or do if they never studied abroad and remained on the home 

campus?” (Vande Berg, 2009). He continues to explain that current research in the field 

addresses second language acquisition but is scarce in intercultural learning, cross cultural 

adaptability, and global awareness (Vande Berg, 2009). These issues have been considered 

prior to Dr. Vande Berg posing the above questions for discussion and scientific research; see 

(Jane Edwards, 2008). However, the approach with which his literature grapples these issues 

is of chief relevance to the research with which this study is concerned.  

 To date, there are studies available which focus on student viewpoints from study abroad 

experiences (Edwards & Bell, 2009; Grunzweig & Rinehart, 1977; Altbach & Knight, 2007; 

Hellstén & Reid, 2008; Marginson, 2010). However, the researcher discovered there simply 

isn’t an abundance of data focusing on U.S. students’ knowledge outcomes, attitudinal 

changes, and implications on life at home, after a sojourn abroad and within the narrative of 

an individuals personalized account (Twombly, 2012). Much of the current interpretation of 

study abroad experiences or outcomes is through evaluation from university institutions 

(Twombly, 2012). This trend of study abroad evaluation through university standpoints has 

become the norm in response to the movement towards globalization (Breen, 2012). The 

impact of globalization has become a catalyst for higher education institutions to 

internationalize, which has forced universities to expand as one part in a larger global 

platform (Hellstén, 2010).  

 This has resulted in universities throughout the U.S. modeling the semester, syllabi, and 

institution around study abroad (Blumenthal, CIHE, 2009). The literature suggests that 

although American universities are designing study abroad programs in a generally well-
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received manner, they could greatly benefit from direct student accounts to further generate 

enhanced, comprehensive, and appropriate study abroad programs. These programs should be 

tailored to the type of knowledge outcomes, skill acquisition, and attitude changes necessary 

for intercultural awareness, global citizenry, and job marketability on behalf of the student 

(Vande Berg, 2012).   

 The 21st century requires an international perspective. Much of this perspective is 

connected to globalization, and the mobility of goods and practices. As a result, there has 

been a response by many international unilateral and bilateral organizations, such as the 

World Bank, OECD, UNSECO, UNICEF, USAID, etc. which have made it their mission to 

assist developing countries that are in need of aid, and to promote and support with the 

establishment of more comprehensive education systems, for which future generations will be 

a part of (Harman, 2005). A section of this mission can be satisfied in one sense through 

study abroad experiences. It is part of the life long learning and expanding of a persons 

horizons, ambitions, intellect, cultural views, etc. (Blumenthal, 2009). Americans are a 

multifaceted part of the globalized world, and shape the international perspective through 

which we are viewed (Twombly, 2012). It is relevant then to grasp an American experience 

abroad to promote further awareness of study abroad as a field, and the role young Americans 

have in shaping it (DiFante, 2016, pg. 21). Current and future generations that travel abroad 

and achieve a global perspective will be the types of individuals working with bilateral and 

unilateral aid organizations throughout the world. It is imperative for those types of 

individuals to foster and develop an international outlook, and a tolerance for understanding 

the peoples, cultures, languages, and traditions of the world in which we live.   

 

1.4 Research Questions  

The research questions guiding this study are: 

1) What are the knowledge outcomes and attitudinal changes for U.S. students from the study 

abroad experience? 

 

2) What social and/or skill based implications (if any) do study abroad experiences indicate 

for the student’s life upon returning home? 
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1.5 Aims & Objectives of the Research  

Earlier sections of this study reviewed the means in which study abroad has gained 

significant popularity within interests of the U.S. government and as a competitive edge for 

university institutions and student populations. Additionally, the literature on the study 

abroad field has grown exponentially, and is now estimated to number over a thousand in 

works researched or published (Vande Berg, 2010, pg. 3). Though the majority of the 

literature places emphases on student learning and development, with a focus on offering a 

wide range of perspectives, (Vande Berg, 2010, pg. 3) the literature does not, however, 

provide emphasis on U.S. students’ perspectives, based on their interpretation of the study 

abroad outcomes, and the implications of their personal and professional lives since returning 

home (DiFante, 2016). The primary aim of this study then is to increase data, results, and 

literature concerning the study abroad field. The aim is also to provide a greater 

understanding of the context, benefits, and affects on American students from a study abroad 

experience. This is to promote further participation in study abroad and aims to provide a 

basic framework for students interested in going abroad.  

 This investigation prompts a comparison of the study abroad results, from two case 

countries, to examine the impacts on student lives by assessing the knowledge gained and 

attitudinal changes from the study abroad experience. This type of comparison emanates from 

“a lack of existing data in the SA field to examine assessment of outcomes through 

qualitative research” (Blumenthal, 2009, CIHE) and can be accomplished by employing a 

framework for comparative education analysis offered in Bray, Adamson, and Mason (2007). 

The framework utilizes The Bray Cube, which will be presented in the Chapter Four 

Research Methodology portion of this thesis (Bray et al. 2007).  Through this comparison, 

this thesis intends to contribute research to the field of ICE in data provision from two 

geographically distant case countries within the scope of student perspectives on outcomes 

and implications resulting from the experience (DiFante, 2016).  As mentioned previously, 

the academic field of international and comparative Education concerns the examining of 

education systems in two or more countries, and comparing them by employing frameworks 

i.e. the Bray Cube, to produce academic conclusions based on geographic location, 

population, government, culture, language, religion, etc. (Bray, 2014) While other 
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methodologies for comparison exist, the Bray Cube was a prerequisite for this comparative 

study and therefore applied appropriately.  

 

1.6 Limitations and Delimitations of the Research  

Bryman (2012) considers a number of general limitations on or critiques of qualitative 

research. He describes how qualitative research can be (1) too subjective, stating “qualitative 

findings rely too much on the researchers often unsystematic views about what is significant 

and important, and also upon the close personal relationships that the researcher frequently 

strikes up with the people studied” (Bryman, 2012, pg. 405).  

 Qualitative research can also be (2) too cumbersome. The nature of the unstructured 

interview style, and the researchers ingenuity make it nearly impossible to conduct a true 

replication of the research (Bryman, 2012).  

 Additionally within qualitative research, there are (3) problems of generalization. When 

qualitative interviews are directed with a limited sample size in a particular organization, it is 

asserted to be impossible to know how the findings can be generalized to other cases, and 

consequently the extent in findings from qualitative research is restricted to the sampled 

participants (Bryman, 2012, pg. 406).  

 Lastly, under general qualitative research limitations there is a criticism for (4) lack of 

transparency. Lack of transparency can relate to how people were chosen for the observation 

or interview, which can sometimes be unclear. It can also pertain to what the researcher was 

actually doing when the data was analyzed and thus how the study’s conclusions were 

attained. Essentially, the qualitative methods are more likely not to be described fully versus 

the quantitative ones (Bryman, 2012, pg. 406).  

 Along with the list of general limitations for the study, there are three delimitations made 

by the researcher that should be mentioned. Firstly, the researcher has decided to limit the 

sampling size to eight participants, and to keep the sample size to students attending a major 

university in the Boston area. This has been decided due to limitations of location, participant 

availability, and for utilizing the Boston area university’s study abroad department, of which 

this department responded and approved the researcher’s proposal to conduct research. 
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 Second, the research questions address assessment of outcomes and implications on life 

from a post-study abroad experience, which concerns after the experience has ended. The 

research questions do not attempt to obtain information on why students chose to study 

abroad to begin with, which pertain to the before aspects that lead to a decision. Further, this 

study focuses on U.S. students (that is, native born or naturalized citizens of the United 

States) explicitly and does not include students of other nationalities. Lastly, the researcher 

has employed relevant literature that pertains to the research question(s) being posed. 

 

1.7 Significance of the Research 

The study abroad field has yielded substantial research, especially as it has expanded as an 

educational phenomenon over the last fifteen years (Twombly, 2012; Altbach & Knight 

2007; Vande Berg, 2012; Hellsten & Reid, 2008). However, there is still a substantial amount 

of ground to be gained in understanding the effects which study abroad has on the individuals 

who partake in the experience (Vande Berg, 2012). The significance of this study is to 

contribute to the available research on study abroad outcomes and implications, and to 

provide a framework for further research which can be employed by future students, 

university study abroad departments, third party institutions, and policy makers. The 

significance is to shape stakeholders and actors perceptions of the field. It is to promote the 

progress of study abroad as a field through program development in a positive, meaningful 

way.  

 The researcher conducted interviews with American students who’ve traveled to Spain 

or Australia for studying abroad. The intention of the interviews was to ask questions that 

assist the researcher and the participant in making sense of their personal journey. It is vital to 

listen to these stories from a student’s point of view to adjust and make necessary changes to 

future study abroad programs for the betterment of the student (Prescott and Hellsten, 2004).  

 This thesis will also provide additional research outcomes that are useful to faculty and 

staff currently working in study abroad. These individuals working with study abroad have 

the opportunity to present this thesis as an informational piece for future students who are 

considering an education sojourn abroad. The intention is provide ample information for 
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students, which may influence their decision-making process in choice of country or host 

destination.   

 

1.8 Organization of the Study  

This study is organized into six chapters. Chapter One delves into the study abroad arena 

providing a background on the field as it relates to Spain and Australia as the countries 

chosen for the study, and the rationale for choosing them. It also focuses on the field of 

international and comparative education, upon which this study hinges, and how the two 

fields relate to each other. The aims and objectives, research questions, limitations, and 

significance of the study are provided as well. Chapter Two will provide a review of the 

relevant literature as a narrative to the study abroad field. It will also inform the reader of the 

range of research that currently exist. The aim of chapter two is to provide a contextual 

background of study abroad for which this study is based. Chapter Three will then present the 

conceptual and theoretical framework of the study, offering an explanation of how the 

theories relate to the topic and research questions, which will follow descriptions of the 

theories employed. Chapter Four concerns the research methodology of the study. It presents 

a rationale for the reasons behind the methodological approach applied in this study, as well 

as explaining how the research was conducted and the process of data analysis. 

Reliability/validity of the data and ethical considerations are included in this chapter as well. 

Chapter Five will present the study findings based on the qualitative interview sessions with 

the U.S. university students. Lastly, Chapter Six will contain a discussion of the results 

relating to the theoretical framework, concluding remarks on results and the study itself, and 

suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter Two 

Overview of Study Abroad 

 

2.1 Historical Context   

A portion of American undergraduate college students have always spent part of their 

academic years studying in a foreign country to gain cultural improvement, conduct 

exploration and learn about oneself, and to develop intercultural capabilities (Hoffa 2007).  In 

the past, graduate students have travelled abroad to procure specialized education or to earn a 

PhD (Lucas, 2006). Though the aspects of individual reasons to go abroad throughout history 

have remained mostly the same, the underlying justifications at various points in time 

emphasized study abroad as a means to promote peace, understanding, and democracy in 

order to offset Communism (Twombly, 2012, pg. 2). Currently, some motivators which 

colleges present to encourage students to study abroad are typically related to economic 

terms. There is also encouragement to preserve peace globally through study abroad 

programs and a push for students to gain an edge in the labor market of the global economy 

(Friedman, 2005). The value of competing internationally, holding intercultural knowledge, 

and being a globally capable citizen have become established ideologies of the U.S. 

government, American colleges and institutions, and many individuals both of the U.S. and 

the international community. These ideologies are critical to maintain to ensure U.S. citizens 

will continue to preserve America as a vital and stable society (Twombly, 2012).  

 In the post-World War era, many soldiers returned home with a greater comprehension 

of the world outside the United States. They possessed direct knowledge of diverse cultures, 

education systems, and languages (Mukherjee, 2012, pg. 82).  During the mid-twentieth 

century a humanitarian discourse began to arise surrounding study abroad and its intrinsic 

link to comparative education. Comparative education is stated to “require long preparation 

to understand foreign languages, acquaintance with diverse cultures and their history, and 

insight into intellectual and spiritual forces which shapes man’s civilization” (Mukherjee, 

2012; Brickman, 1966, pg. 6). In its early stages, comparative education developed through 

trips organized by researchers to different parts of the planet. The principal aim of these trips 
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was to gain a stronger grasp of other cultures, societies, peoples, and their education systems 

(Mukherjee, 2012, pg. 83).  The promotion and understanding of these cultural and education 

tenets is what study abroad programs hinge upon today.  

 Currently, the study abroad phenomenon is more popular than ever and receives 

substantial funding and support from the federal government, which follows the belief that 

students are learning effectively and easily abroad in any program they participate (Vande 

Berg, 2012).  Each year large numbers of students obtain substantial federal funding for 

Fulbright programs, Gilman scholarships, National Security Education programs, or use 

student loan funding for study abroad programs through the university, which in many cases 

can be a cheaper option than remaining on the home campus for the semester (Vand Berg, 

2012).  

 Some education scholars, faculty, and staff have questioned if most students are 

automatically gaining the skills, knowledge, and perspectives that are critical for working and 

living in a global society (Vande Berg, 2012). These critics have also inquired about the 

academic difficulty of the course work in study abroad programs, claiming that many 

students view it as a time to vacation from the rigorous academic workload they encounter at 

the home campus (Vande Berg, 2012). The critical perspectives have altered the state of the 

field. As a result, three paradigms have emerged: (1) an optimistic one, where students 

normally and naturally learn many useful ideas, skills, and qualities. (2) A more skeptical 

approach where too many students are not learning what they should. And (3) a new 

paradigm, which eliminates the old way of framing study abroad and translates to a newer, 

more accepted model or pattern. It attempts to resolve some of the issues associated with 

study abroad recognized as requiring immediate attention (Vande Berg, 2012, pg. 7-9).  

 A key issue of study abroad is international student safety, which is of paramount 

importance to students, their families, and universities offering SA programs. When a student 

participates in an education sojourn abroad, there is considerable responsibility on behalf of 

the university to ensure that the student is not being placed in a conflict zone or dangerous 

situation (Marginson, 2010). Harmful situations can arise anywhere and some circumstances 

are out of a university, government, or private institution’s control. This issue is a growing 

concern in the study abroad field and is best addressed by Simon Marginson, who wrote 

International Student Security. He states “Students are our best witnesses of the exciting 
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potentials and real problems of cross-border education. It is their lives that are shaped, for 

better or worse, by the student security regime in place” (Marginson, 2010, pg. 14).  

 Although study abroad undergoes criticisms and contains issues, it still remains a top 

choice of program enrollment for students both in the U.S. and internationally (Twombly, 

2012).  

 

2.2 Purposes  

Thus far, numerous purposes that are inherent to study abroad have been illustrated. 

However, there are analytical arguments put forth by (Hoffa & DePaul, 2010), which discuss 

the four main rationales developed for colleges and universities to provide study abroad and 

the reasons students participate (Twombly, 2012, pg. 13).  The four purposes are (1) The 

Curricular Argument, (2) The Cross-Cultural Argument, (3) The Career Enhancement 

Argument, and (4) The Development Argument. These four rationales are said to typically 

intersect one another (Twombly, 2012, pg. 8).  

 The curricular argument proposes that study abroad “enhances education through 

experiences not available on the home campus such as foreign language fluency, and cross-

cultural learning” (Twombly, 2012, pg. 14). The cross-cultural argument maintains that 

students will “be provided with a unique opportunity to learn about their own 

‘Americanness’, to process the new culture through full immersion, and to witness the 

emerging global culture” (Hoffa & DePaul, 2010, pg. 9).  The career enhancement argument 

points to the idea that skills developed through study abroad directly translate to, and are 

valued in, the job market both at home and internationally.  Lastly, the development 

argument is directed to the concept that social, emotional, and intellectual development can 

be attributed to study abroad (Hoffa & DePaul, 2010).  

 These four arguments provide a foundation for the predominant reasons colleges and 

universities have chosen to significantly expand study abroad programs and provide logic for 

why students choose to participate in them (Twombly, 2012).  
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2.3 Motivators 

Motivators to study abroad can be explained as a variety of considerations and variables, one 

being to separate oneself from the routine, scheduled life on the home campus (Twombly, 

2012).  Students are enthusiastic about the notion that for a semester or longer, they could 

cultivate a completely different lifestyle and persona while experiencing a foreign country. 

This sort of wanderlust is appealing and plays out as a major inspiration to students 

(Twombly, 2012).  This factor works in unison with a second motivator. That being, students 

desire to sojourn abroad in order to have the traditional, American “college experience” 

(Breen, 2012).  This is can be explained as modern undergraduates attending university with 

a basic understanding that they will perhaps participate in at least one “go abroad” experience 

during their tenure as a student (Breen, 2012). This concept is a built-in student recruitment 

strategy targeted towards undergraduates paying tuition, and again is perceived as 

advantageous to students since they can typically go abroad for a semester with the 

consideration that it would be cheaper than remaining at home (Breen, 2012, pg. 86).  

 A third motivator for American students to study abroad is the 2007 and 08 national 

recession, and the strain it’s had on young people entering the job market, and their ability to 

find work (Breen, 2012). The recession placed an enormous limitation on job availability, 

which made it nearly impossible for college graduates to utilize their newly earned degree to 

find reasonable employment. The impact of this resulted in students desiring to participate in 

SA experiences in order to sharpen their job marketability and competitiveness, as well as to 

become more viable in the global market. During a nine-year period from 2000 – 2009, the 

foreign labor market took to training and employing recent graduates for skilled positions. 

The number of students enrolled in these programs dramatically increased from two million 

to three million throughout that period (Breen, 2012, pg. 87).  

 A fourth motivator growing in prevalence for young Americans and students of other 

nationalities is the emergence of strong foreign universities in the U.K., Sweden, Norway, 

Finland, Germany, Denmark, Australia, Canada, Switzerland, and other progressive, first-

world countries. Universities in these nations are beginning to outrank American ones, and 

are becoming known as a “multiversity in the global research university configuration” 

(Breen, 2012, pg. 87). According to (Marginson, 2010) this trend in higher-ranking 
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universities outside the United States indicates the progression of higher education as a 

worldwide enterprise.  

 A fifth critical motivating factor is a student’s need or wish to acquire, or improve, 

foreign language skills. This is known as second language acquisition or SLA (Perez- Vidal, 

2014). “A stay abroad speeds up the learning process. There are aspects of language, such as 

pragmatics, that can only be learned while living in the country where the language is 

common” (Perez-Vidal, 2014, pg. 1). Students, parents, and teachers commonly hold these 

beliefs to be true. There are theoretical underpinnings that support these claims, as well as 

anecdotal and observational evidence. Regardless, it has significant bearing to American 

students travelling to foreign countries where English is not the native spoken language 

(Twombly, 2012).  

 Some final motivators, which are of relevance to mention, can be explained by 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s theories of economic, social, and cultural capital (1986). These 

theories will be covered in detail throughout Chapter Three: Conceptual and Theoretical 

Framework to follow later in the thesis; however, the theories merit a remark in regards to 

how they hold influence over students going abroad.  

 Other motivators indicated are the potential cultural gain, cultural diversity, adventure, 

pleasure, academic tourism, and social contact a student receives from his or her time 

overseas (He & Chen, 2010).  

 

2.4 Outcomes 

There are several general outcomes that researchers have agreed upon as being common 

probabilities which one can expect from studying abroad (Twombly, 2012). These outcomes 

consist of a variety of educational and developmental progression. The type of study a 

researcher conducts on SA outcomes, can yield different results and vary widely on variables 

that might affect outcomes.  

Intercultural competence or IC is a frequently mentioned outcome of study abroad. It refers 

to “the successful engagement or collaboration toward a single or shared set of goals between 

individuals or groups who do not share the same cultural origins or backgrounds” (Twombly, 

2012, pg. 69).  IC can be understood through (1) cognitive development (2) psychosocial 
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(intrapersonal) development and (3) interpersonal development. Cognitive development 

refers to the understanding and appreciation of the similarities and differences between 

diverse individuals and groups of people. Psychosocial development pertains to the ease and 

comfort an individual experiences when interacting with peoples from diverse backgrounds. 

Then, interpersonal development is linked to the empowerment one begins to feel through 

seeking out unique, and diverse experiences with others from various backgrounds. This 

process heightens, highlights, and celebrates the acceptance of the differences among 

individuals and groups (Twombly, 2012, pg. 71). 

 Some of the central outcomes from developed intercultural competence are: 

•  Increased open-mindedness 

•  Cultural sensitivity  

•  Increased global mindedness  

•    Ability to critique one’s own culture (Twombly, 2012, pg. 74) 

            

Identity development is reported as another common outcome from a study abroad trip. 

Undergraduates learn more about themselves as individuals, as students, as Americans, and 

as global citizens (Dolby, 2007; Twombly, 2012).  This was an especially critical element 

during the Bush Administration, throughout the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, where 

American students became ultra sensitive to being viewed as  “overbearing, loud Americans,” 

and took great strides to not become the typical U.S. tourist, but rather to adapt and fit into 

the local culture accordingly (Dolby, 2007; Clarke, Flaherty, Wright, and McMillen, 2009).  

Intellectual Development is a typical outcome from study abroad, yet there is difficulty in the 

ability to link study abroad to better grades or higher test scores. Nevertheless, there has been 

attention given to intellectual or cognitive development as an outcome (Twombly, 2012). 

Intellectual development has also been too abstract to measure. However, one study 

discovered that the first experience abroad tends to have the greatest effect on intellectual 

development overall (McKeown, 2009; Twombly, 2012, pg. 79). The advance in intellect 

resulting from an SA experiences is also linked to an increased academic interest.  Students 

returning from study abroad are said to have a higher interest in academia and a heightened 

sense of curiosity regarding academic matters (Hadis, 2005).  
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Language Proficiency was mentioned previously in Chapter Two, Section 2.3 regarding 

motivators for students to travel abroad. It is also a well-known outcome of study abroad 

experiences.  The results from numerous studies conducted have shown that language 

acquisition while abroad has a wide range of proficiency levels reached. It also shows a 

positive impact on general language ability (Twombly, 2012).  Many students report that 

they’ve become better overall communicators in their first language and not just in acquiring 

the second language. This is attributed to students being placed in contexts where they must 

interact with a variety of dissimilar people and thus requires them to express themselves 

differently then they might have in their home country (Twombly, 2012; Perez-Vidal, 2014).  

 These four outcomes are established as the most common and central outcomes, as 

referenced by (Twombly, 2012; McKeown, 2009; Hadis, 2005; Vande Berg, 2009; 2012). 

Several general outcomes in this study overlapped with the outcomes described above. 

However, the data collected for this study yielded greater detail and context based results 

regarding the students’ personalized accounts of their experience in the two country 

locations.   
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Chapter Three 

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework  

 

3.1 Relevant Concepts 
There are three academically decisive concepts that are of most relevance to the study: (1) 

Knowledge Outcome (2) Attitude Change and (3) Cultural Self-Awareness.  The concepts are 

defined in the following section to retain continuity and provide context as they relate to 

study abroad as they are closely linked with the theoretical framework to follow.   

 

3.1.1 Knowledge Outcome 
A knowledge outcome (KO) or learning outcome is referred to as “what a student should 

learn as the result of a period of specified and supported study”, defined by (Adam, 2004) 

during a lecture in the U.K. Knowledge outcomes are connected with the accomplishments of 

the learner, rather than the intentions of a university institution, module, course, or teacher. 

They can exist in many forms and can be widespread or limited in nature (Adam, 2004). 

KO’s can be the direct results from a program and tend to show student/learner growth in 

many areas such as: cognitive skills, attitudes, interpersonal skills, adaptability, 

communication skills, self-awareness and personal development (UNESCO, 2016).  

 Knowledge outcomes typically “relate to the subject discipline and the knowledge and/or 

skills particular to it”, also conferred by (Adam, 2004). These can include generic or 

transferable skills, which relate to most disciplines and are seen as increasing the 

employability of graduates, regardless of their field of study. They are the general 

communicative, adaptive, and leadership skills that numerous companies look for in an 

interview candidate (Twombly, 2012).  
 

3.1.2 Attitude Changes   
The term attitude can be defined as “a person’s general feeling of favorableness or un-

favorableness towards some stimulus object” (Azjen and Fishbein, 1975, pg. 216).  When a 

person begins to form beliefs about an object, he or she inherently constructs an attitude 
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toward that object. A person’s attitude to an object serves as a function to link an object to its 

attributes (Azjen et al, 1975).  Generally, people prescribe good things with favorable 

attitudes and bad things with unfavorable ones. Though the terms “good” and “bad” are 

subjective for all people, there are permanently the typical circumstances, situations, and 

objects that maintain common views (Azjen et al, 1975).  

 Changes in attitude can come about as the result of new experiences, which lead to a 

new or persistent formation of beliefs about objects, actions, and events (Azjen et al, 1975). 

Grand beliefs such as religion, politics, sexuality, etc. tend to stay moderately stable over 

time; though can be altered as the result of a significant life experience which can then lead to 

a change in the attitude (Azjen and Fishbein, 1975, pg. 217-218).  

 

3.1.3 Cultural Awareness   
Possessing cultural awareness (CA) is at the ground level of communication and involves 

being able to take a step back from situations, and oneself, in order to further awareness of 

one’s values, beliefs, and perceptions (Adler, 2008).  Cultural awareness pertains to how 

people view the world and why they react a particular way based on cultural interactions 

(Adler, 2008). CA becomes essential to an interaction that requires one to communicate with 

people from various cultures (Ibid). People see, interpret, and react to stimulus in a range of 

different ways. What is typically considered normal or appropriate behavior in one culture 

can be viewed as abnormal or inappropriate in another (Ibid).  

 There are varying degrees of cultural awareness, which range in approach from “my way 

is the only way” to “our way” i.e. learning to live together. At the lower level one basically 

ignores cultural differences and believes there is simply one and only way to live life. At the 

higher level there is an integration of people from all cultural backgrounds to create a culture 

of shared meaning (Adler, 2008). Among the lower and higher levels there are varying 

degrees of acceptance, tolerance, and ethnocentrism.  

 Cultural awareness entails having the ability to see both the negative and positive facets 

of a culture while recognizing that all cultures share in both types of characteristics. 

Possessing high cultural awareness allows one to equally acknowledge the negative 

components of a foreign culture and one’s own culture, to gain acceptance of each, and move 
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beyond them. This can also help maintain one’s attention to the positive aspects of both 

foreign and domestic cultures as well (Adler, 2008).  

 

3.2 Theoretical Framework  
The theoretical framework in this research acts as a model to provide conceptual background 

as it relates to the study abroad field and derives from the Bryman (2012) recommendations 

for composing a research/data driven thesis. The theories explored in the following section 

were elected as being the most useful to explain and offer a framework for the data gathered 

on study abroad outcomes, attitudinal changes, and implications on a students life after the 

return home. There are three theories that will be examined more closely: Experiential 

Learning Theory, Social Capital Theory, and Cultural Capital Theory.  

 

3.2.1 Experiential Learning Theory  
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) is a widely known theory developed by David Kolb 

(1984). The foundation for ELT is set upon the “learning by doing and experiencing” 

perspective (Lou, 2012, pg. 138) that is so often referenced to in study abroad journals, 

articles, and research literature (Vande Berg, 2012; Passarelli, 2012; Twombly, 2012; Lou, 

2012).  A prevalent, yet complex definition for ELT is “a dynamic view of learning based on 

a learning cycle driven by the resolution of the dual dialectics of action-reflection and 

experience-conceptualization” (Lou, 2012, pg. 138).  Kolb simplifies that explanation as he 

relates it to learning and defines it as “the process whereby knowledge is created through 

transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and 

transforming experience” (Kolb, 1984, pg. 41). Kolb developed ELT through the 

considerable research of scholars who came before him and undertaking his own meticulous 

work. He is most notably referenced to and discussed in relation to ELT because of the six 

principal concepts he created.  

 

The following concepts support and best describe the process of ELT: 
 

1. Learning is best conceived of a process, not in terms of outcomes. 

2. Learning is a continuous process grounded in experience. 
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3. Learning requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically opposed modes of 

adaptation to the world. 

4. Learning is a holistic process of adaptation. 

5. Learning results from synergetic transactions between the person and the 

environment. 

6. Learning is the process of creating knowledge. 

         (Kolb, 1984; DiFante, 2016, pg. 11) 

 The six points of ELT are not independent of one another, but rather connected in a 

cyclical process, which is continuous through one’s life as he/she has new experiences and 

then processes, reflects, and learns from the firsthand stimulus one has encountered  (Kolb, 

1984). The figure below illustrates a visually comprehensive model of ELT: 

 

Figure 2: Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle  

 

(ELT Learning Cycle, © L Lawrence-Wilkes & A Chapman/Businessballs 2014-15)  
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 ELT portrays Concrete Experience and Abstract Conceptualization as modes of 

grasping experience. Reflective Observation and Active Experimentation relate to 

transforming experience. The ELT model indicates an ideal learning cycle where the learner 

will encounter all four components - experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting, and 

thereby produce results of growth (Kolb 1984; Passarelli, 2012 cited in Vande Berg, 2012, 

pg. 138-140).  

 ELT is an essential theory to employ when conducting social research on study abroad as 

it is applicable to length and experience of the study program itself, as well as outcomes and 

implications from the SA experience, and conceptualization of the theories impact in relation 

to the subject(s) being examined. It was beneficial for the research of this study because it 

connected inherently to the growing and learning process the students described during the 

interview sessions. ELT was applicable to the first research question, which focuses on 

knowledge outcomes and attitudinal changes. It illuminated how the student’s participation in 

SA “has been shaped by the learning by doing (Dewey, 1916) aspect of the trip abroad”  

(DiFante, 2016, pg. 12).  

 Experiential Learning Theory applied holistically to this study for its relevance in the 

study abroad field and its mention in numerous works of research literature (Vande Berg, 

2012; Twombly, 2012; Adam, 2004; Opper, 1990).  

 

3.2.2 Social Capital Theory 

Social Capital as defined by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1986) is  “the sum of resources, 

actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or group by virtue of possessing a durable 

network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition (Bourdieu, 1986; Lauder, Brown, Dillabough, Halsey, 2006, pg. 106). 

  In essence, social capital is constructed through social connections, which can at times 

be transformed into economic gain. Bourdieu discusses how the power of capital derives 

from its ability to produce worth or value and how social capital has been long discussed as 

being amassed power (1986). Social capital exists in in social relationships, groups, and 

communities. It is comprised of networks of relationships made accessible to individuals and 
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groups in the environmental and cultural settings through which those networks are carried 

out (Clark, 2006; Schwieter and Ferreira, 2014).  

 Bourdieu tells us that social capital theory is a collection of all possible or actual 

resources (1984). These resources are conjoined with networks of individuals or groups. This 

allows the members of these formal and non-formal groups to contribute to the endorsement 

of shared capital through mutual acquaintance (Bourdieu, 1984; Lauder et al, 2006).  

Individuals who become part of an established (or new) group bring varying degrees of social 

capital from their previous connections. This contributes to the amount of social capital a 

network or group can possess, which is also then altered by the latest members influence and 

involvement.  

 Study abroad participation can increase a student’s opportunity to gain social capital. 

Students are placed with host families in locations that are very new to them. They are forced 

to experiment outside of their comfort zone and mingle with different types of people. 

Whether these people are local natives or students from numerous other universities that have 

chosen the same country and program to study, the student typically wants to expand his/her 

social network to enhance the experience. Although there may be a conscious or unconscious 

level of engaging in social activity to increase social capital (Bourdieu, 1986), the student is 

still increasing their own capital through the building of these relationships. This process can 

transpire through students studying the same major, staying with neighboring host families, 

working at a similar internship, attending the same home university, and being part of social 

networks where students share common activities, such as sightseeing, adventure, and/or 

nightly socializing. 

 Social capital can affect the assessment of outcomes and implications on life after 

returning home in a variety of ways. It can pertain to unexpected capital students may have 

gained from their SA experience. Also, in reference to the networks a student created with 

host families, international students, locals, acquaintances from the university, etc. A critical 

perspective is the negative aspect of social capital, which concerns circumstances that are out 

of a student’s control. This relates to students not gaining anticipated access to the 

community, language, culture, people, etc. Then, as a consequence, it can contribute to 

feelings of homesickness, anxiety, alienation, and self-doubt  (Vande Berg, 2012; Bourdieu, 

1986; DiFante, 2016).  



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

25 

 

3.2.3 Cultural Capital Theory  

Bourdieu (1986) distinguishes between different types of capital in The Forms of Capital, 

which is also later discussed in (Lauder, Brown, Dillabough, & Halsey, 2006).  There is 

social capital, which has been discussed in the previous section; economic capital, which 

refers to an individual’s possession over currency, assets, and other economic resources; and 

cultural capital, which are forms of knowledge, education, skills, and advantages that a 

person has or acquired over time that allows them a higher status in society (Bourdieu, 1986). 

According to Bourdieu, cultural capital can exist in three forms: 

 The embodied state, i.e. in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body; 

 in the objectified state, in the form of cultural goods (pictures, books, dictionaries, 

 instruments, machines, etc.); and in the institutionalized state, a form of objectification 

 which must be set apart because, as will be seen in the case of educational qualifications, 

 it confers entirely original properties on the cultural capital which it is presumed to 

 guarantee. (Bourdieu, 1986; Lauder et al, 2006, pg. 106) 

The embodied state consists of consciously acquired and naturally inherited characteristics of 

oneself. The inherited qualities result from interaction with one’s family though socialization, 

shared culture, and other traditions but do not emanate from the genetic sense (Bourdieu, 

1986).  The embodied state of cultural capital is not an instantaneous result. It is rather 

acquired over time through experiences, knowledge, and growth. It is connected to habitus or 

character and way of thinking (Bourdieu, 1986; Lauder et al, 2006). It is the personal skills, 

habits, and qualities one gains and develops over a lifetime. One example of this is the 

acquisition of language. The mastery of a first or second language can be understood through 

cultural capital in the embodied state. It represents a means of communication and 

presentation of oneself, developed from one’s cultural surroundings (Bourdieu, 1986; Lauder, 

2006).  

 The objectified state of cultural capital entails the acquisition of physical possessions and 

objects, which are owned such as art, musical instruments, and writings. These possessions 

can be exchanged for monetary or economic gain. In the objectified state, cultural capital can 

also symbolize a person’s cultural gain through displaying a painting or famous work of art 
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(Bourdieu, 1986; Lauder, 2006). Although one may not own cultural capital, one can still 

appreciate it through looking at a painting or sculpture and understanding its cultural meaning 

or significance.  

 The institutionalized state pertains to recognition of established institutions, particularly 

in the form of academic credentials, qualifications, and degrees held by an individual. This 

form of cultural capital can be predominantly expressed in the job market, which includes an 

extensive range of cultural capital; to be measured and compared to other’s acquired capital 

(Bourdieu, 1986).  The recognition of this capital by institutions is what prompts one to 

procure it in the first place. Once an institution employs an individual based on their attained 

cultural capital, the individual can convert cultural to economic capital by working in 

exchange for compensation (Bourdieu, 1986; Lauder, 2006).  

 Cultural capital theory similarly to ELT has been referenced in much literature to do 

about study abroad (Vande Berg, 2012, Twombly, 2012; Lou, 2012; et al). There are 

numerous phases throughout study abroad to be examined in how cultural capital relates. 

From the beginning, the decisions that lead to a students’ choice to study abroad, cultural 

capital can apply to the students’ perceived linguistic or cultural competence gained from the 

experience. Typically, if a student’s parent(s) have travelled to numerous other countries with 

or without their children, the parents might encourage their son or daughter to do something 

similar through a study abroad experience. Likewise, the individual may decide he or she 

wants to travel because of the curiosity developed from their parents’ experiences and 

anecdotes. During the experience, the student is perfecting their second language skills if 

applicable, learning to interact with people from uniquely other cultural backgrounds, and 

perhaps buying paintings, artwork, or other traditional goods. Finally, upon arriving home the 

student may realize how valuable his/her experience has been via their recent increase in job 

marketability or through the increased network of friends they might have made overseas and 

through the relationships with their classmates on the home campus.  

 In Chapter 6 Discussion there is an application of these theories to respondent’s answers 

about outcomes, attitudinal changes, and post study abroad implications. This provides 

support to and shapes the discussion from the results of the qualitative research.  
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Chapter Four 

Research Methodology  

 

4.1 Research Design and Strategy    

A research design is the type of framework utilized in the collection and analysis of data, of 

which is intended to facilitate answering research questions and/or reach a research study 

conclusion. A research design can be as described as the measures utilized when evaluating 

social research (Bryman, 2012). This research study followed the methodological framework 

for a comparative design as examined by Alan Bryman (2012). Considerations were made for 

an array of designs, however, it remained certain that a comparative approach was most 

applicable for collecting the necessary information to complete this research exploration. The 

definition of a comparative design as identified by Bryman is: 

 When individuals or teams set out to examine particular issues or phenomena in two or 

 more countries with the express intention of comparing their manifestations in different 

 socio-cultural settings (institutions, customs, traditions, value systems, life styles, 

 language, thought patterns), using the same research instruments either to carry out 

 secondary analysis of national data or to conduct new empirical work. The aim may be 

 to seek out explanations for similarities and differences or to gain a greater awareness 

 and a deeper understanding of social reality in different contexts. (2012, pg. 72) 

An intention of utilizing a comparative design is to examine two opposing cases using 

identical methods. Social phenomena can be easier to comprehend when it is connected to 

two or more distinct cases (Bryman, 2012, pg. 72). The social phenomena to be analyzed in 

this case can be described as the study abroad outcomes for students who studied in Spain 

and for those who studied in Australia. 

 The comparative design approach also appropriates well to the field of international and 

comparative education mentioned earlier in this thesis.  According to Bray et al (2012), 

employing the Bray and Thomas Cube for conducting a comparative analysis of educational 

topics is a very effective method, as its been extensively cited in comparative education, and 
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helps researchers keep the emphases on the influences of educational phenomena by 

considering multiple levels (Pg. 8).  This study utilized the Bray and Thomas Cube as a 

method for comparison by recognizing the Geographic Level: Countries through Spain and 

Australia as SA locations, to Non-Locational Demographics: Age Groups by interviewing 

college-age students, to Aspects of Education and Society by assessing knowledge outcomes, 

attitudinal changes, and implications on life at home after the SA journey has ended (Bray et 

al, 2012, pg. 9).  

 The process of obtaining data for this study was accomplished through a qualitative 

research strategy. This involves an emphasis on words, instead of numbers, in the collection 

and analysis of data (Bryman, 2012, pg. 380). The interview process in qualitative research is 

less structured, more flexible and informal, and allows for some obscurity, versus the 

quantitative research approach (Ibid). There is also a greater focus on the interviewee’s 

personal points of view; to allow the interview to go in a direction guided by the participant, 

based on what he/she feels is important. The researcher normally encourages this behavior 

because it helps provide perspective on what the interview participant sees as being relevant 

(Bryman, 2012, pg. 470).  

 The qualitative research approach allowed the researcher to conduct semi-structured 

interviews, with a discussion guide of various questions pertaining to study abroad outcomes, 

results, and implications. This offered significant freedom for the student participants to 

explain their answers in a well-thought out and in-depth way. The students’ interpretation of 

their SA experience through answering the interview questions assisted the researcher in 

deeply understanding the outcomes, results, and implications of studying abroad in Spain and 

Australia through the point-of-view of the students.  

 

4.1.1 Epistemological and Ontological Considerations 

Qualitative research framework hinges upon cohesion in the study. Cohesion is what gives 

research-based studies legitimacy and allows them to be considered scientific in nature based 

on epistemology and ontology (Bryman, 2012). The epistemology of a study refers to the 

issues concerned with “what is (or should be) regarded as acceptable knowledge within a 

discipline” (Bryman, 2012, pg. 27; DiFante, 2016). This study utilized an epistemological 
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stance of interpretivism, which means, “The stress is on the understanding of the social world 

through an examination of the interpretation of that world by its participants” (Bryman, 2012, 

pg. 380).  This approach is often employed in qualitative research because “the social 

sciences are fundamentally different from the natural sciences”, and “hence require a 

different logic of research procedure, which reflects the distinctiveness of humans as against 

the natural order” (Bryman, 2012, pg. 28; DiFante, 2016). The interpretivist approach is well-

suited for this research study given the configuration of interviewing returning study abroad 

participants, in order to gain a social perspective on what they considered a learning outcome 

or attitudinal change, based on their personal involvements and definitions of such terms. 

 This study also employed an ontological position sustained through constructionist 

views (Strauss et al, 1973; Bryman, 2012). The ontological considerations of a study refer to 

“social entities” and the question of whether “social entities can and should be looked at as 

objective entities that have a reality external to social actors, or whether they can or should be 

considered social constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors” 

(Bryman, 2012, pg. 32; DiFante, 2016).  The constructionist viewpoint implies that social 

properties result from interactions between individuals, rather than a separate other 

phenomena not involved with those who constructed it (Bryman, 2012). Constructionist 

views also imply that social phenomena are not in stasis but rather “in a constant state of 

revision” (Bryman, 2012, pg. 33).  

 Epistemological considerations grounded on the constructionist viewpoint also applied 

cohesively to this study. The students can be described as the “social actors”, and their 

experiences in their respective countries as the “social entities”. These social entities were 

constructions created through the student perceptions of the overall experience. The 

experiences and/or interactions abroad with the locals, along with their classmates, and other 

relationships established, is what allows the constructionist view to exist under the 

impression that the social occurrences were in a “ constant state of revision” carried out by 

the students (Bryman, 2012).  
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4.2 Selection Process and Sampling Design  

The qualitative study collected data from an attained sample size of eight American 

university students, all attending the same higher education institution within the Boston area. 

Participation in the study required students to have engaged in a study abroad program in 

either Spain or Australia, and to have participated in one of the study abroad programs 

offered through the university with who the researcher had been in contact.  The researcher 

limited the sample size to eight participants total, i.e. four from each country location. The 

sample size was restricted to eight students in order to yield sufficient data from each case 

location without being overwhelmed by excessive data that would have resulted from 

additional participants.  

 A type of purposive sampling was applied in generating a list of participants for the 

study. Purposive sampling essentially pertains to the type of sampling through a selection of 

units. These units can be people, organizations, documents, departments, etc. (Bryman, 

2012, pg. 416). The research questions elected for this study gave an indication to what types 

of units should be sampled (see below). The researcher did not seek to sample participants 

on a random basis but rather according to a list of criteria. Bryman refers to this type of 

sampling as Criterion sampling, which is one level of purposive sampling (Bryman, 2012, 

pg. 419).  

 The criterion for individual participants to have met were as followed: 

• Undergraduates of the same university in the Boston area 

• American citizens 

• Study abroad in a program through Spain or Australia 

• Willing to voluntary participate in the study  

• Understand the interview sessions would be recorded and used as data  

The researcher contacted “university x” in the Boston area with a recruitment e-mail and 

confidentiality statement.1 The university was asked to distribute the recruitment information 

to potential participants who fit this criterion. The university’s study abroad department 

granted the researcher permission to conduct interviews on their premises and helped 
                     
1 The e-mail sent to student participants and the confidentiality statement can be found in the Appendix.  
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facilitate the interview scheduling by contacting the list of potential participants. Then, a list 

of 30-50 possible participants were e-mailed and asked to respond to the researcher promptly 

via e-mail if they had interest in taking part in the study. The researcher received responses 

from approximately ten students and decidedly confirmed with eight as based on the 

rationale explained above. Table 1 below represents the list of the participant demographics. 

The program type and host country are of relevance, which will be presented in Chapter 5: 

Comparative Study Findings to follow. The age, gender, town or city origin, and length of 

stay were not however relevant to the current analysis but were included for basic 

demographic information.  

 

  Table 1: Demographics of Student Participants  

 
 

 Subjects A-H in the table are the labels given to each participant to satisfy privacy and 

ethical considerations. The sample groups were clearly of the Spain and Australia study 

abroad programs. The sample size can be broken down by gender with four males and four 
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females, two males and two females from each country program. The age of the students 

ranged from 20-22, with all in their junior or senior year of college. The Spanish programs 

comprised of students in Science and Engineering fields of study or Spanish language 

studies. The Australia programs contained students partaking in an internship, either in 

Education, Health Sciences (Physical Therapy), or Political Science. Each student 

participated in a four-month autumn or spring program.  The student participants were all 

American citizens and were from various parts of the country.  

 

4.3 Method of Data Collection 

The interviews took place at a sanctioned student union area on the University’s campus. The 

researcher confirmed a time and place with the student participants and offered them a choice 

of coffee or tea, and snacks, as an incentive/thank you for agreeing to meet. The researcher 

brought a recording device to document the interviews for conducting the future analysis of 

the results. The interview recordings were also painstakingly transcribed for the researcher to 

thematically code and analyze the results. The researcher also took field notes during the 

interview sessions to increase familiarity with the data and provide a backup option incase the 

audio recordings failed. The field notes also aided the researcher in recognizing/recording 

subtleties that the participants displayed during the meeting. The cost of the study was 

mediocre, which entailed purchasing students coffee or tea, and remunerating an external 

company to assist in the transcribing of some of the interviews.  The NVivo software, which 

was downloaded to aid the researcher in the thematic coding of the data, was obtained at no 

cost (NVivo Version 11, 2015).  

 A semi-structured interview style was utilized in acquiring the data for the study. Semi-

structured interviews are conducted with “a list of questions or fairly specific topics to be 

covered, often referred to as an interview guide, but the interviewee has a great deal of 

leeway in how to reply” (Bryman, 2012, pg. 471). This style allows the interviewee to take 

the interview question is his/her own direction, from the point-of-view they find relevant, and 

permits the interview process to be flexible. This was considered the most constructive 

approach for the study since it allowed the students to speak liberally and willingly about 

their SA experiences. It was also regarded as the strongest tactic to produce the results the 
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study intended to find. The manner in which students perceive and interpret the world was the 

aim of this study, and semi-structured interviews satisfied that most aptly (Bryman, 2012). 

 The researcher, prior to holding the interviews, created interview guide questions. These 

questions were connected to the research questions within the understanding that they were 

best suited for resolving the questions this study set out to answer.  The interview guide 

included background and study abroad questions, which normally took the participants about 

25-35 minutes to answer, resulting in the general length of the interview sessions. The 

researcher endeavored to created questions that inspired thoughtfulness, criticism, and 

personal reflection. An identical set of questions were asked and worded similarly in each of 

the respective interviews, although, sometimes the order or priority of the questions changed 

depending on where the interviewee brought the session.  This approach proved useful as the 

students responded in a thorough, clear, and well thought out fashion. 2 

 New theories were not generated as a result of the data collected in this study. Instead, 

theories that previously existed were applied holistically under the broad-spectrum idea that 

they would fit within the framework of the study. The theories that were chosen are 

established to assist in  the explanation of the study abroad field and the outcomes from such 

an experience. The researcher was able to analyze the data within the scope of these theories 

in order to clarify obscurities.  

 

4.4 Method of Data Analysis 
Once the interview sessions were complete, the researcher had all eight interview recordings 

transcribed. Some transcriptions were completed by the researcher while others were sent to a 

company for transcription to save time (Rev, 2016). The transcribed interview sessions were 

saved as documents on the researchers laptop. The interviews produced generous amounts of 

data, which were then broken down and grouped by the researcher in order to establish 

reoccurring themes, and also, to determine if there were theoretical viewpoints present, which 

related to the researchers chosen theoretical framework (Bryman, 2012).   

 Next, a common and effective methodology for analyzing data; thematic analysis, was 

utilized for its applicability in the comparative investigation. Thematic analysis consists of 

                     
2 The Appendix has a list of interview guide questions used during the student interview sessions.  
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reading through transcribed interviews to discover prevalent themes and/or consistencies 

throughout (Bryman, 2012).  This procedure is referred to as “remarkably underdeveloped” in 

Bryman (2012) because there are “few specifications of its steps”. Although this may be the 

case, the approach itself was deemed suitable due to the researchers preference of seeking 

themes from the transcribed data. A theme can be recognized as,  

• A category established by the analyst through his/her data; 

• That relates to his/her research focus and/or research questions; 

• That builds on codes determined from transcripts and/or field notes; 

• And that provides the researcher with the basis for a theoretical understanding of his 

or her data that can make a theoretical contribution to the literature relating to the 

research focus (Bryman, 2012, pg. 580; DiFante 2016).  

 A thematic analysis was conducted through NVIVO software, a tool for assisting 

researchers in the processing and breaking down of raw data. The researcher separated the 

transcribed interviews by specific country of Spain or Australia. Then, the interviews were 

read and analyzed line-by-line in order to establish ‘nodes’. A ‘node’ is the process by which 

coding is undertaken. It is defined as “the collection of references about a specific theme, 

place, person, or area of interest” (Bryman, 2012, pg. 596).  These collections of references 

were placed under the node headings in order help the researcher separate pieces of the 

interview to fit into appropriate categories. The categories were helpful for the researcher to 

establish dominant themes. First, the Australia interviews were analyzed and categorized, 

followed by the Spain interviews. Once categories were established for each of the country 

locations, the researcher read through the interviews again and looked for overlap and 

commonality in the categories to determine the overarching themes. A variety of themes were 

exposed as a result of this process. Also, common and uncommon trends were discovered 

between the case countries and each of the interview participants. These trends were grouped 

and analyzed. Then, the researcher approached the research questions again and decided 

which themes/trends were most applicable for answering the questions and also most 

appropriate to making a comparison between case locations.  

 The table below represents the list of nodes that were created for this study. Each bold 

heading signifies a different ‘parent node’ with ‘child nodes’ beneath them. The subjects are 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

35 

indicated to the right of the nodes. Each number represents the frequency of which a specific 

paragraph or sentence was placed under a node/category for its relevance to the node created.  

 

Table 2: Coded Parent Nodes, Child Nodes and Subject 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The researcher held expectations that the interview guide questions would produce 

results that would link back to the research questions, theories, and concepts to indicate how 

they apply to this research study of US students, centered on a locational comparison of Spain 

vs. Australia. While this was a specific case study, the research still produced some results 

that are fairly established in other literature pertaining to study abroad (Twombly, 2012; 

Vande Berg, 2012; Pérez-Vidal, 2014; Opper et al, 1990). The researchers intention was to 
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contribute useable information from study abroad results to inform other academics on the 

topic and to spark further exploration of this developing field.  

 

4.4.1 Reliability/Validity of the Data  

Throughout the process of acquiring data for this study, the researcher consulted Bryman 

(2012) in regards to sustaining reliability and validity of the data.  

 Reliability refers to the quality of measurement, or the consistency and repeatability of 

the social study, while validity refers to whether “ you are observing, identifying, or 

measuring what you say you are” (Mason, 1996 cited in Bryman, 2012, pg.389).  

 The researcher took these descriptions into account while conducting the methodological 

analysis of the results.  Mason, LeCompte, and Goetz (1996) and Bryman (2012, pg. 390) 

were consulted as well during this process, under the framework following these four 

criterions: 

• External Reliability 

• Internal Reliability  

• Internal Validity  

• External Validity   

 External reliability refers to the degree in which the study can be replicated (Bryman, 

2012).  The researcher knowingly created a study, which can be replicated if another social 

researcher so chooses. Conducting qualitative interviews with university students regarding 

the outcomes of their study abroad experiences can be duplicated, as long as the practices and 

procedures carried out by this thesis are followed accordingly. 

 The internal reliability of a study denotes whether there is more than one observer or 

member of a research team present to agree with what they see or hear throughout the study 

(Bryman, 2012). Although the researcher of this study did not have a second observer present 

during the interview process, all eight of the interview sessions were recorded, transcribed, 

and then saved to researchers hard drive. These transcriptions are made available upon 

request and can be obtained by the researchers supervisor, Stockholm University professors, 

or any other academics that attempts to procure them.  



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

37 

 Internal validity of a study represents whether there is a suitable match “between the 

researchers observations and the theoretical ideas they develop” (Bryman, 2012, pg. 390).  

The researcher conducted a content analysis of all available documents and literature in order 

to compose the literature review that preceded this study, then henceforth, the writing of this 

masters thesis; see (Vande Berg, 2012; Twombly, 2012; Mukherjee, 2012; Hoffa, 2007; 

Opper et al, 1990; Adam, 2004; etc.). Based on the analysis of the literature review by the 

researcher, it was certain that the theories discussed previously would be most suitable to 

supporting the research questions and the researchers observations/conclusions from the 

interviews.  The researcher did not attempt to develop new theories or ideas, but rather 

holistically applied existing theories in order to provide context and framework to explain the 

study abroad phenomena experienced by the students. 

 The external validity suggests  “the degree to which findings can be generalized across 

social settings” (Bryman, 2012, pg. 390).  This aspect is difficult to generalize for qualitative 

researchers since the research structure tends to revolve around case studies and smaller 

sample sizes (Bryman, 2012). However, the researcher does not attempt to declare that the 

results from this comparative study generally apply across all social backgrounds (see the 

section 1.6 Limitations and Delimitations of the Research), yet rather it endeavors to present 

a novel comparative case study in the international and comparative Education and Study 

Abroad fields employing the qualitative research approach. Although the results do not 

represent the entire population as vastly as quantitative research, they can still provide an 

indication into how particular American university students process, internalize, and evaluate 

their personal study abroad experiences. 

 Another framework carried out to ensure reliability was the creation of “coding rules” 

for other future researchers to follow. Coding rules are useful if another researcher chooses to 

replicate a study in the future (Manning, 2012).  The coding rules allowed the researcher to 

maintain a framework, which helped to objectively create nodes, conduct the thematic 

analysis, maintain reliability, and assisted in answering the research questions (Manning, 

2012).  
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The coding rules designed for this study are:   

 1. Read through each interview transcript line by line.  

 2. Create Nodes by looking for keywords in sentences and/or paragraphs that link back  

  to theoretical framework, key concepts, research questions, and/or aims & objectives.  

 3. Do not place a sentence or paragraph fragment under 4 or more node categories. Limit 

  to 3 or less.  

 4. Utilize theoretical framework holistically in terms of how it applies to the results. Do 

  not use grounded theory to create new theories unless results render it necessary. 

 5. Employ a thematic analysis of the interview transcripts to create prominent themes  

  once nodes/categories have been established.  

 

4.5 Ethical Considerations 

Maintaining a strong ethical foundation is crucial when conducting social research. 

Understanding what is considered ethical vs. unethical while carrying out social research is of 

utmost importance in order to maintain the reputation of the researcher, the university of 

which he/she represents, and any external institutions and/or members included in the study 

(Diener & Crandall, 1978; Bryman, 2012).  In order to uphold the ethical considerations for 

this study, the researcher ensured a variety of requests and standards were met:  

• No participants were harmed during the acquisition of data for the study. 

• All participants signed a confidentiality agreement before the interview process 

began, ensuring their identities would be kept anonymous. 

• The researcher identified the participants as Subject A, B, C, etc. to maintain 

anonymity as an alternative to their first names or last names. 

• A detailed and clear e-mail was presented to the potential participants which 

summarized an explanation of what the researcher required for the study and why.  

• The university, with who the researcher had been in contact, requested their institution 

name be left anonymous in order to maintain the sanctity, reputation, and privacy of 

this particular school.  
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• Stockholm University (SU) has also required researchers to examine a comprehensive 

volume covering good social research ethics and practices; see (Hermerén, 

Gustafsson, & Pettersson 2011). The researcher consulted the SU endorsed literature 

often throughout the research and writing of this thesis, as it proved helpful in the 

sustaining an ethical stance throughout (Hermerén et al, 2011). 
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Chapter Five 

      Comparative Study Findings 

 

5.1 Overview  

The data that resulted from the interview sessions provided the researcher with extensive 

information on knowledge outcomes, attitudinal changes, skill-based and/or social/personal 

implications of a study abroad sojourn. Results in knowledge outcomes pertained to that of 

communication, attitude or viewpoint changes, increased cultural awareness, and increased 

adaptability. Results in skill-based implications were concerned with job-related 

implications/skills regarding second language acquisition (for the Spain students), 

organization, navigation, and time management. The social and personal implication results 

were connected with relationships developed and independence. The researcher compared 

responses from students who participated in the Spain programs to those who participated in 

the Australia ones. Within these comparisons, both similarities (common threads) and 

differences (uncommon threads) were discovered amongst the student groups. The following 

section(s) goes into detail on the findings of this comparative study and offers direct student 

quotes from the interview sessions, which indicates the thoughts and opinions of the U.S. 

students interviewed from each study abroad location. As mentioned earlier, the students’ 

names are not stated. Instead “Subject A, B, C,” etc. was inserted as an alternative. The 

student responses are italicized to indicate their perspective to the reader.   

 

5.2 Spain Study Abroad Findings  

5.2.1 Knowledge Outcomes 

Among the results for knowledge outcomes, the researcher discovered four reoccurring 

themes in the analysis of the Spain study abroad transcriptions. The four central themes are 

(1) Communication that pertains to engagement, thoughtfulness, and second language 

acquisition, then (2) Attitudinal Changes  (3) Cultural Awareness and (4) Adaptability.  
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Communication.  The majority of the Spain study abroad students reported an increased 

understanding of how to communicate more effectively. Subject A stated that in 

communicating with individuals abroad it – “gave me a new perspective. I could see how we 

were so different from other cultures but we were really all the same, it gives you more of an 

ability to connect with people.” Subject E reported a similar result when he stated that 

“you're looking for new friends and you talk about the things you like, you figure it out with 

them. Communication wise you are just in it (the culture). So you need to be sure of 

yourself.”  

 The students indicated these ideas in such a way that it displayed their learning or a 

mastery of how communication works with people outside their friend group, family, or 

comfort zone. Communication did not only take place with the Spanish locals, but also with 

other Americans from their university. Subject D remarked on this knowledge outcome when 

she said “you're thrown into this environment with all new people that you've just met. You 

know, we all go to the same university, but I've never met any of them. You're kind of just 

thrown into a whole new group of people, you're by yourself for the most part in terms of, you 

know, not having your friends to fall back on or your family per se.”  

 Several of the students were able to elaborate on how study abroad has made them more 

engaging and thoughtful. Subject E commented on this fittingly when he stated “engaging 

and thoughtful I think can apply to the way that you're interacting with others so you're 

engaging them, you're engaging people in conversation, you're figuring out how to talk to 

them, how to meet your common interests, how to culturally share with each other.” The 

engagement aspect of meeting new people from different places is what seemed to have 

sparked this notion. The students kept commenting on how they felt “forced,” in a positive 

way, to “put themselves out there” and communicate with people. Subject B had a well 

articulated response when he claimed “I'm more willing to engage myself with other people 

because that's what I was forced to do with people who didn't understand me, who didn't 

know where I came from. Now, since I'm in an environment with the same people, it's much 

easier to talk to strangers.”  

 Second-language acquisition was a major point of increased knowledge in 

communication for the Spain study abroad students. It did not only relate to improved ability 

to communicate in a foreign language, but also to skill-based, job-related implications, which 
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will be presented as well. The student responses indicated here refer to that of the knowledge 

outcome variability. Subject A expressed that “when you’re thinking in a foreign language, 

you really have to think about what you’re going to say, or how you’re going to say it, or 

what people are saying to you.” She also indicated that she picked up idioms, vocabulary 

words, and phrases through interacting with her Spanish host family, locals, and others – “if I 

heard a word enough times I would find out the word and write it down. At the end of the 

week I had a few pages of a notebook filled with words and would go look them up.” She 

declared that mastering Spanish made her want to acquire knowledge of additional languages 

– “By the time I left I wanted to learn more new languages. “I wanted to pick up more 

knowledge to communicate with other people and do more things like that (studying 

abroad).”   

 Subject B related the first eureka moment he had to being able to communicate 

effectively in a foreign language. He described this when he discussed a conversation he had 

with a Spaniard. “I think it (the eureka moment) was the first conversation I had with a 

Spaniard and my Spanish flowed well, I didn't stutter much. It just came out, not perfectly, 

but it came out pretty well. Some grammar mistakes, yeah, but I was able to converse with 

this person in their language that I had been learning and I thought, ‘wow I'm getting really 

good at Spanish’.” 

  Subjects D and E had similar conclusions about acquiring Spanish, and informed the 

researcher that it was helpful to their overall understanding of the culture and it ‘opened up 

the world’ for them. Subject D remarked on this by saying, “I can understand and converse 

with someone in Spanish, which is exciting. I feel like it just opens up a whole new world to 

you, especially being from California where I think Spanish speakers are the majority in 

California now.”  Subject E entered into the experience thinking he could only understand or 

speak some Spanish. However, by the end of the experience he had realized “it (practicing 

Spanish) had given me confidence in speaking too because I know now that I can hold a nice 

conversation in Spanish.”  

Attitudinal Changes. Each Spain program student discussed a range of perceptions in how 

studying abroad changed their attitude and/or opinions. These changes occurred over time 

and have led them to the establishment of their current convictions. Subject D described a 

result of the experience as wanting to travel more and live in other countries – “It definitely 
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solidified for me that travelling is a love that I can’t let go of.  I love the U.S., but there is so 

much else to this world that I don’t think I could stay here my whole life. I’ll definitely live 

somewhere else at some point in my life.”  

 Subject B discussed his attitudinal change as valuing new situations more greatly.  

“Studying abroad has made me appreciate different experiences and trying new things a lot 

more. It’s made me more diverse in the sense that now that I have experienced other cultures, 

it's made me more open to things.”  Then, Subject E discussed changes in outlook through 

the experience of “Putting into perspective how new America is” and how “The good days 

abroad come with the bad. When you’re studying abroad you have bad days sometimes and 

those are not invalid just because you are having a great experience or because people 

expect you to say you’re having a great time.”  

 Subject A expressed attitudinal changes through noticing how Americans behave in 

society, declaring that “Since coming back I notice more and more how much we spend on 

our phones, and I’m much more engaged in conversations I think.” Also, she developed a 

newfound appreciation for how life can be lived differently, “I really just appreciate the way 

other countries do things. I like learning about the way that things are done differently, and 

living a slightly different life than I live here. Even if its just a for a little while.”  

Cultural Awareness. The four undergraduates of the Spain programs each reported an 

increased sense of cultural awareness and understanding as a result of the experience. Some 

of the students commented on culture shock when they first arrived in Spain, while others 

reflected on the idea that they experienced reverse culture shock upon the return home.  

Subject A discussed “Gaining confidence and abilities in dealing with cultural barriers in 

foreign cities” while Subject E provided information on the full immersion program he 

participated in suggesting that – “I wanted to know how my students feel when they come to 

America.”  He also discussed moments when he knew Spanish culture was definitely not his 

own, “I had some moments where I was like ‘wow I do not belong here’. This is not my 

culture and I'm appreciating it and appreciating the way that it is being shared with me and 

that I can share it with people but I thought ‘this is not my culture.’” That contemplation 

seemed to have given Subject E a deeper appreciation for the local culture he was immersed 

in along with his native born American culture he had always been so familiar with.  
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 Subject B had an adaptive approach to Spanish culture when he stated “I just took it in 

as a culture by itself. I tried to formulate a persona, I don't know if I'm wording that right. I 

just tried to be as cultured as possible” and also “I wanted to immerse myself, learn all the 

nuances, all the little one liners that don't translate into English or the customs that just 

would be weird in America or anywhere else. I tried to take those and understand them 

inherently by themselves as opposed to comparing them to any customs in America or in 

college.”  

 Subject D allowed for the inquisitiveness of the unknown to guide her in the exciting 

overseas experience. She discussed how “I'm always curious about other people's cultural 

beliefs and practices. I feel like having something to compare your own culture to allows you 

to realize differences and then be able to speak intelligently about your own culture and know 

that, ‘oh this isn't a general norm, this is a norm from my culture’." The local flavor and 

customs of Spain were connected to her increased cultural awareness when she said “I got to 

travel with them (local natives) and see the local side of things, which was really fun and 

probably the best part of Spain for me! I'm not really into the touristy stuff; I'm much more, 

‘Where's the side alley restaurant?’”  

 Reverse culture shock or experiencing shock upon returning to U.S., seemed to be most 

apparent with Subject A. She reflected on this when she declared, “I had it rough” in terms 

of readjusting to home and “The food had been different. I had gotten really used to 

Spanish food. I’m going back to a lot of the things my host mom made. I missed this and I 

missed that. I really missed the people. I missed all these different things. It such a hard time 

adjusting back, for the entire next semester I thought, ‘Why cant I still be in Spain?’”  

Adaptability. Each of the Spain SA students commented on adaptability in one form or 

another. For some, adapting to the host culture meant being easy-going about situations that 

didn’t going smoothly. For example, Subject A stated – “When you’re abroad you get thrown 

into situations you’d never normally find yourself in. A friend of mine and I had traveled to 

London one weekend and we were lost in the middle of the city without a map, Internet, or 

phones to guide us. You really learn to go with the flow, you gain the skills to figure things 

out more and think on your feet.” She also commented on how she didn’t want to be the “odd 

American sticking out” and practiced immersing herself in the culture so that “people didn’t 

think anything of me walking down the street.” Subject E made very strong reference to 
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cultivating adaptability when he said, “Adaptable is the word that I would associate with 

study abroad. You just need to be prepared, especially when you're talking about 

expectations going into the program, when you're there it's just a completely different story 

and sometimes you need to just adapt to whatever circumstance presents itself.” Subject B 

discussed his process of learning to adapt through accepting the differences of the Spanish 

host culture when he alluded to being “forced to adapt to this new culture, new way of living 

basically. There are stark differences between Spanish and American culture and I had to 

find a way to accept these differences and immerse myself in the differences. Being adaptable 

is something that I learned.”  

 When Subject D discussed adaptation of the new culture, she referred back to her living 

arrangements with a host family. She alluded the idea that “staying with a host family, you 

have to kind of (short pause)…Its their home, you're a guest. You don't really have your own 

space, so kind of adapting to that; you're never alone.” She brought this up again later in the 

interview, alluding to the fact that she was still learning to grasp Spanish and that there 

appeared to be somewhat of a language barrier, which required her to significantly adapt – 

“My host family also only spoke Spanish, so that was interesting because going in I really 

didn’t speak much at all. It forced me to learn.”  

 The U.S. participants who traveled to Spain, each commented on these various 

knowledge outcomes in one degree or another. The above commentary on the results from 

the students’ experiences overseas provided the researcher with particularly interesting 

feedback. Chapter Six Discussion will refer back to these results to include the researchers 

interpretation.  

 

5.2.2 Skill-Based Implications 

The analysis of the Spain interview transcriptions indicated two central skill-based 

implications for the U.S. students since having returned home. The two skill-based themes 

established are that of  (1) Job-Related Implications and  (2) Organization/Navigation.  

Job-Related Implications. The students all reported an increased understanding of the job-

related implications and skills they acquired after sojourning abroad. Subject A discussed 

how studying abroad provided her with stronger communication skills, which could be 
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converted in the job market – “You go into the professional world and you have to be able to 

communicate with all different people. In Science, it’s very much an international community 

of research and information and you have to be able to translate that to other people.” 

Subject A also commented on how the SA experience may have changed her outlook on the 

type of career she wants – “I feel like it kind of affected my career goals a bit.” This response 

was connected to her stating she wants to continue to travel and live in other foreign 

countries, which could then have an impact and sway on the career path she pursues. 

 Subject E described the job-related skills he acquired as an aspiring teacher when he 

stated; “I was trying to figure out how to relate to students when they're in an immersed 

environment through knowing their home language really well. It's beneficial in the 

classroom, so I really wanted to learn Spanish.” He also remarked on how he uses the 

Spanish language skills he’s acquired in his classroom by saying, “I have been using Spanish 

with my students that I'm teaching this year, so that is awesome. I feel so lucky that I have 

gotten to that level and that's mostly from study abroad.” 

 Subject B declared that he acquired job-related skills during his time abroad. He alludes 

to this by saying, “I have a diverse set of interests and skillset. So I want to find something 

that'll compliment that diverse skillset. Engineering kind of limits those skills to only the 

critical thinking and analytical” and then has a similar revelation to Subject A when he talks 

about career paths – “It has (the study abroad experience) kind of changed my views on 

career.”  He then goes onto to depict other job-related skills he developed such as 

“leadership” and “being more vocal.” – “ In Spain, in Madrid especially, if you're not vocal, 

you're not going to get heard. You're not going to get what you want. Putting my voice out 

there, having my voice heard is something I feel is important that I learned. Especially in a 

job, when you're trying to take charge, be a leader, you're going to want to be heard. If you 

want to get promoted, you're the voice that everyone's going to hear, that everyone's going to 

listen to.” 

 Subject D discussed how second language acquisition, especially Spanish, is currently 

helpful in nearly any career field. She didn’t go into great detail about how she will use 

Spanish in the workplace, yet seems to intrinsically understand it will eventually be usefuin 

some capacity–  “Spanish I think will be helpful in my career field, well any career field. 

People are always looking for people who speak more than one language. I think also it helps 
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with just being more ‘in touch’, being better at speaking with someone whose not from your 

culture or working with someone whose not from your culture.”  

Organization/Navigation.  The four students who travelled to Spain discussed how they had 

become better at navigating new cities and other locations as part of a skill-related 

implication. This also connected with organizational skills and adaptability because it seemed 

they had found that being well organized with travel plans helped in navigational aspects of a 

new location, and facilitated them adjusting to their surroundings more easily.  

 Subject D produced a well-put commentary regarding this idea– “You learn quickly how 

to read a real map and rely on your sense of direction and planning ahead. In terms of 

adaptability, being okay with going up to a stranger and asking directions or where 

something is or recommendations or things of that nature.” Subject B had a similar response 

when he stated, “I could take the train everywhere, and I could just go. If I wanted to go to 

this restaurant on the other side of town, I knew how to get there. If I wanted to try this type 

of food, I knew it's just around the corner.” 

 Subject A delved a bit more into navigation skills. She alluded to this multiple times in 

her responses –“We had to learn to figure out how to navigate areas without maps, data, or 

things like that. We first really had to figure out how to order food and then do the other 

navigational part” and“ we had to navigate from our homestays to the metro, through the 

city, all the way out and all the way back in. It really gave me an ability to figure it 

(navigating) out.”  

 Subject E considered the organizational and time management skills he obtained farther 

than the other participants. He made mention of these skills more than once and appeared to 

understand their significance in his overseas experience – “Organization skills for sure. I 

mean you need to be able to manage yourself in the same that you do like at regular school 

(school in the U.S.) but you need to situate yourself and then figure yourself out so fast. So by 

that I mean kind of like you need to be able to first take time, take a second, in all honestly, 

like you don't have much time to do it (organize time/adjust), yet you need to figure out how 

you fit and fall into where you are.” He alludes to the time management and organizational 

aspect again when he says “Once I got my class schedule and my schedule of life in Spain, it 
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was then about figuring out how to balance things like going to class, doing schoolwork, and 

enjoying the experience, while still finding those moments of exploration.” 

 Finally, two of the students cited skills that were not mentioned by the others, abilities of 

mentoring, tolerance, and worldliness. Subject B discussed mentoring and tolerance during 

his interview– “It's also helped me grow as a mentor, because I am currently a mentor. There 

is a lot of freshman and sophomores that don't know their way around yet (on campus) and 

It's easier to help them.” His interpretation on tolerance can relate back to skill sets 

developed – “I think tolerance as weird as that sounds. I was an outsider basically, so people 

tolerated me trying to adapt and trying to understand. I've also become more tolerable, when 

people don't understand, or people are having a hard time grasping something I take more 

time to help them.” Subject D had mentions of worldliness briefly – “I’d say more worldly 

instead of well-rounded. It showed me how other people see the U.S., which was interesting 

especially with the politics of the U.S. right now” 

 

5.2.3 Social and Personal Implications  

The U.S. students involved in the Spain programs all had statements to offer about the 

relationships they had developed, while only two of the students made reference to the 

independence gained from the experience.  

Relationship Developments.  Subject A developed relationships with a variety of individuals 

during her time overseas in Spain. She first goes into the relationships she had with her 

friends – “ I’m starting with making friends in my classes. One of my good friends in 

particular from abroad, we’re now roommates. We’re really good friends but she’s 

somebody I wouldn’t have met or would’ve talked to had I been on a campus instead of with 

a host family.” She also discussed her host family, and in particular her host mother – 

“Another big relationship was with my host family. I came in and was terrified to live with a 

host family because I didn’t know what I was getting myself into. However, I definitely got 

really close with them, especially with my host mom. She became a second mom to me. She 

really welcomed me as part of her family and treated me as more of one of her own.” The 

relationship developments appeared to have an impact on her as she discussed how highly she 

values these relationships with her current roommate and her past host family.  
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 Subject E also developed strong, personal relationships with persons in Spain. He 

discussed a friend he made from the same university in Boston, which had personal 

implications on his experience – “There was one other girl from my university that studied in 

my program. So I developed a friendship with this girl from my home campus that I'd never 

met before and we were kind of in the same boat. Like if there was somebody who I could 

relate to the most out there it was her because she was coming from the same place and we 

had the same background.”  He also developed relationships with people that worked for the 

Burgos program he was involved in. He observed on how they were “absolutely incredible” 

and “helped to make sure we got situated culturally.” He also seemed happy that socially, 

people wanted to receive updates from his study abroad experience and were intrigued about 

it upon his return home – “People want to keep up with you, people want to track your 

experience and then when you get back, people are excited you’re home and its great to see 

all of these people.”  

 Subject B listed his biggest relationships as the host family he stayed with – “We lived 

with host families. It's really easy to get really close with your host family. You eat every 

meal with them and do stuff with them. That's how I practiced Spanish a lot. We'd talk about 

our day and we'd talk about Spain.” and a student from their home university who was his 

roommate while in Spain – “I lived with another engineering student, so it was easy to… We 

were kind of together in this city with only Spaniards, so we stuck together a lot. We got close 

with them. Even now, I still see him, and I’m like, ‘Hey, what's up? How's it going? Let's 

catch up!’ Those are big relationships for me.” 

 Subject D had a different relationship with her host family, which did not develop as 

much as the other subjects alluded to – “I didn't get very close to my home stay family. I think 

it was hard with the language barrier, and she wasn't home a lot. It was a single mother with 

three children. We just had very different schedules, so we didn't see each other that often.”  

She did however review the close bonds she developed with the friends she met both from 

her classes and locally – “Our Spanish class and my Spanish study class, both of them were 

only three people, so we became really close. The other class was more like 30 or so. I 

became really close with all of my professors, especially in the smaller class because there 

were just three students and the professor.”  She examined some of the relationships she 

formed with locals from Madrid – “I did make friends with a lot of people who were from 
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Madrid and I would go out with them. We formed some of the most amazing relationships 

because I feel like we learned so much from each other.  I think it was very exciting for them 

to see Madrid through the eyes of someone who had never been there before.”  

 The relationships the students shaped with locals, host families, and other university 

students were held in high regard by the participants through their excitement and 

explanation of these connections.  It seemed to have a profound impact on their overall 

experience, which led to further implications on social circle development in the U.S. at their 

home university campus and other parts of the country.  

Independence. Two of the Spain study abroad participants made mention of the 

independence gained through traveling abroad on one’s own. Subject B examined 

independence when he said – “I learned a lot of independence actually. I was basically on 

my own, other than the engineering kids. My parents weren't there, my sister wasn't there, I 

was on my own trying to find my way around this city, trying to find the cool things to do, 

cool places to eat. I had a lot of independence.” He brings it up a second time later in the 

interview and applies it to his maturation – “You kind of evolve into a mature adult basically 

because that's how you have to live, as a mature person. You have to take things seriously 

and also enjoy yourself. Like I said before, it's made me more independent.”  

 Subject D conveys her independence as well through travelling on her own  – “I also 

traveled alone for two weekend trips, two different weekend trips. That was one of the best 

experiences because you learn a lot about yourself; you learn a lot about the type of person 

that you are. It's a good self-reflecting experience.” She shared a personal moment during the 

interview with the researcher when she reflected on a moment while travelling alone – “I was 

sitting out and was laying on this lifted, raised area. I just lay down, basking in the sun; I 

think it was one of the best moments of the entire trip. I was just thinking, “This is perfect; 

this is exactly where I need to be right now.’ I knew where I was headed in terms of my 

career, and so this was just a perfect break creatively, personally, and academically.”  

 While Subjects A and E did not discuss their independence in as much detail as the 

others, it might be surmised that through the explanation of their experience they seemed to 

have developed a greater sense of personal empowerment produced on the journey.   
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 Other individual implications related to the students were they’ve now got the “travel 

bug”, and “want see more of the world and live in other places.” None of the students 

suggested a negative overall impact, all were in fact positive. Also, each student appeared to 

have gained great insight into their personal lives, as well as how they fit into the world. The 

curiosity to travel more and become more enlightened was a common bond the four students’ 

shared.  

 

5.3 Australia Study Abroad Findings  

5.3.1 Knowledge Outcomes 

Similarly to the Spain knowledge outcomes, The Australia findings included knowledge 

outcomes of (1) communication based on engagement and thoughtfulness, (2) attitudinal 

changes, (3) cultural awareness and (4) adaptability. However, because English is the native 

language spoken by Americans and likewise by Australians, second language acquisition was 

not included as a knowledge outcome in this section. 

Communication. Each of the Australia study abroad participants described the increased 

ability to communicate as a part of a central knowledge outcome. Subject F had a thorough 

explanation of communication during the interview session – “A big part of communication 

is understanding who you're talking to, understanding their perspective, and what they 

understand when you say something. That has given me a larger perspective on worldviews 

and a better understanding of different cultures. Living in a place that's different from your 

own and being surrounded by people that are not Americans, that aren't Bostonians. 

Understanding that perspective as being different from your own and comparing and 

contrasting the two and understanding similarities and differences gives you a better idea of 

how other people understand what you say, and what resonates with them, and what they 

don't necessarily understand.”  

 His commentary regarding communication was well articulated and thought provoking. 

He continued to expand on his previous observation – “And I sort of realized as a result of 

being there, that in order to understand a different place and a different person, it 

(communication) has to be more of a bilateral interaction. You have to understand what 

people are saying to you. I think being abroad facilitated that much more than I could have 
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hoped in Boston, or even teaching in Boston. It made a big difference to be surrounded by 

people that I knew were different from me and I had to figure out how they were different.”  

 Subject C described his experience with communication ability when he stated “I'm 

more open to talk to anybody. While there you're kind of on your own, unless you go out with 

people ... I think one of the best things that happened to me was that I didn't have data on my 

phone at all. We had to actually ask people for directions. Once we left our apartment 

building we didn’t have internet access until we returned later that night.” Subject C was 

forced to interact with the individuals of his new environment in order to “get by,” since he 

did not have technology to rely on in the fashion he would have in the U.S.  

 Subject H explained communication through realizations she made in regards to how 

Americans vs. Australians communicate and how the types of conversations she had in 

Australia were generally different – “Just having to open up and trying to connect with other 

people. I guess conversation topics (in Australia) don't revolve around where you study or 

what you do. That is definitely different in Australia. There's so much more focus on what 

your interests are, what your family life is like, what sort of…not things that matter more, but 

I would say more personal type of conversations, whereas in the US I think we are very 

reserved in the way we communicate with people that we’ve just met for example.”  

 Subject G remarked on her improved ability to communicate in diverse settings and 

the general knowledge outcomes she attributes to the experience abroad – “I also learned 

good communication skills. I learned how to treat a patient, kind of like what the expectations 

are in the office, those kinds of things. Then, I also learned a lot from just going abroad too, 

like in terms of a job. I feel like I'm just more comfortable in situations and I'm calmer. I 

guess I'm just more willing to try new things. She then considered how communication with 

Australians was sometimes a challenge in understanding the accent – “If you don't 

understand something or if they say some sort of slang that you don't understand, you can ask 

them to explain. They're so laid back; it's no big deal. It helped in learning to interact with 

people from other cultures I guess.” 

 The only student to discuss engagement and thoughtfulness in detail on was Subject 

H. She alluded to this multiple times throughout the interview sessions stating –“Just being 

abroad and not necessarily being in the same frequency or wavelength as the person that 

you're speaking to (promotes thoughtfulness). You don't necessarily have the same cultural 
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background or know what the common words are or anything like that. It makes you more 

perceptive.” She continued this discussion with the researcher further and said – “Just the 

ability to talk to people about your different experiences, just talking to somebody who has 

also gone abroad, it just has this essence of excitement around it, that it was such a unique 

time in your life, and sort of like a glorious period that was short but marked by a lot of 

adventures and sort of this idea of ‘live your life to the fullest.’” 

 Although communication was a central theme and result for the Australia study 

abroad participants, students also made reference to other knowledge outcomes, which are 

intangible in nature, yet must be mentioned. Subject F applied his thinking to describe the 

Dewey (1916) “learning by doing” theory of knowledge when he expanded upon his 

experience by saying- “It's kind of an Aristotelian conception of knowledge. When you 

actually try to employ methods, and when you work with real people in a setting. I was in a 

classroom, I was outside the classroom working with teachers, and working with parents, 

and working with students with disabilities... All of those types of experiences are things that 

you can read about in a textbook but you don't understand until you've actually done them, 

which is what I spent a lot of time doing.”   

 Subject G brought this idea to the discussion as well – “If I had just been there for 

academics, I don't know that I would have gotten as much out of it (the experience). Because 

we had a lot of free time, I guess I was able to get a more personalized cultural experience, 

rather than sitting in a class learning about culture. I was able to actually go out and 

experience it.” 

Attitudinal changes. The Australia transcriptions indicated the four student participants had 

experienced some variation of attitudinal change from the study abroad experience. Subject C 

explained how he’s changed his attitude by being more open-minded – “I think I'm more 

open to people, especially here at home, working with international students now in my role. 

Its not that I'm more sympathetic but I understand a little bit of what it means to be so far 

from home” and “I think here I've been more accepting of people, especially my senior year. 

I'm trying to finish strong in this.” Subject C also said he “came back more confident” which 

seemed to help him adjust his perspective in a new, positive way.  

 Subject H remarked on how the Australia study abroad experience affected her attitude 

in response to stress – “I think I definitely stress out a lot less. I just give way to things that 
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don't merit it. Whereas before I would stress out and worry a lot about things that were really 

out of my control, such as ‘What am I going to do after I graduate? Am I going to have a 

job?’ These big questions that we think of as students and you constantly feel pressure, 

compare yourself to your peers, and look at what their accomplishments are.” She expanded 

on this idea further when she said, “Here in the US, life is very work-oriented and it’s about 

‘what are you going to do to stand out from others?’ And ‘what are you in the process of 

doing that will better your career or your education or whatever your goal may be at the 

time?’ Whereas there (Australia), I adapted to just a calmer lifestyle and sort of a more 

appreciative outlook on things.” 

 Subject G alluded to attitudinal changes when she described her feelings towards the 

American health care system after working in Australia – “It’s horrible with my profession 

(Physical Therapist). I don't know, after working there, and now I have my new job I realize 

how uptight and how terrible the healthcare system is here. I thought, “I'm getting out of this. 

There's no reason for me to stress out about. It's just horrible.’ So yeah, that's the plan.”  

 Subject F remained true to his philosophical convictions when he discussed the 

attitudinal changes he underwent regarding his perception of travelling and having new 

experiences – “whatever framework you have, or whatever your paradigm is; whether you 

want to explore yourself and find out who you are, whether you want to do what society is 

telling you to do, or whether you want to see what other societies believe about self 

actualization. All three of those point to having new experiences in different places and being 

abroad.” He also returned to “learning by doing and experiencing” and how that shaped his 

perspective about the experience – “So being in a different environment, those people grew 

up in a small town, I also grew up in a small town but it was completely different than mine. 

And so, they hold their convictions of certain things just as deeply as I hold mine. That 

understanding I think, is another one of those things that you get through experiences but 

also it confirms something that we can’t read about in a textbook.”  

Cultural awareness. The students individually reported their interpretation of cultural 

awareness or initial culture shock through studying abroad in Australia.  Most of the students 

said Australian culture “wasn’t a severe shock, but there was still some adjusting to do.”  

Subject G remarked on increased cultural awareness and some culture shock during her time 

abroad – “Not a huge culture shock, but there was still one. Learning the slang, learning 
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about the different coffee. They have million different kinds of coffee that's nothing like 

America, just little things like that. Their light switches are different. Everything is a little 

different. They don't really use dryers there, those little things. You figure it out as you go.” 

She then gave her perspective of Australian culture being a suitable starting point as a 

traveller – “Although Australia is an English speaking country, they have a completely 

different culture. I guess I just wanted to become a more well-rounded person, someone who 

is less ignorant of other cultures etc. I thought it was a good stepping-stone, a good place to 

start because I want to travel more now. It was a perfect fit for me honestly.”  

 Subject H had similar input regarding the culture a she mentioned the accent, its 

closeness to American culture, and provided context for her increased awareness – “I 

definitely believe in the sort of rhetoric that surrounds the study abroad experience, the fact 

that you're in a different place, surrounded by different people, and whether it be a country 

with a new language or a different culture, or one that's not so different like Australia, where 

they still do speak English. A different accent, but still, you feel pretty at home. Just the idea 

of changing the pace of your life and your everyday surroundings was very exciting to me. 

The fact that I could still get what I needed to get done in terms of classes and credits, but 

also do sightseeing, and go to a place that I didn't have in mind that I would visit.”  

 For Subject C it seemed that his biggest cultural shock was the internship he had taken 

part in and the cultural nuisances there he needed to process – “In Australia, there's no word 

for ‘intern.’ The word ‘intern’ doesn't even exist because it's kind of like you go there and 

they full incorporate you into what they're doing. Whereas here (United States) it's like, ‘get 

the coffee’ and things like that.” He added to this thought by saying – “at the school I was 

doing things that I was quite honestly pretty uncomfortable doing the first day. They threw 

me right into it because the students were high support and I had never worked with that 

level of special education before.”  

 Subject F gave a detailed analysis of his cultural experience and how it pertained to 

culture shock while demonstrating his cultural awareness as a knowledge outcome – “There 

were so many little details that I wanted to remember. Everything was different from right 

when we got there. It was weird. You hear someone talking in an American accent the first 

few days and it would stand out to you so much because you were surrounded by that accent 

(Australian). And they were driving on the left hand side of the road. It's very deeply 
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ingrained in a person to walk on the right hand side in America. It's not just that you walk on 

the right hand side; the escalators were on different sides. That was a big thing for me. Like 

you come into a conflict with someone. Like you're both walking in opposite directions, my 

instinct is to go right and theirs is to go left. So we crash into each other inevitably. That was 

a very awkward experience at first. The accent was very throwing.” Later in the interview he 

came back to the concept of culture shock and the common perceptions surrounding it – 

“They told us about culture shock, then you go there and the culture is different and that's 

interesting. Then you come back, and your culture is different from the culture you were just 

in. And having that compare and contrast experience definitely makes you think about those 

little things like, ‘why do we drive on the right-hand side of the road?’ which I thought of a 

tremendous amount.” 

 These results proved interesting because the Australia program students discussed 

culture shock more frequently than the Spain ones. This occurred in higher frequency with 

consideration given the initial language barrier suffered by the Spain program students. This 

idea will be examined again throughout the 5.5 Uncommon Threads section of this thesis.  

Adaptability. The transcriptions from the Australia interviews revealed that the students had 

gained the ability to adapt more easily in situations outside of their comfort zone. This was 

evident through their responses and was something all the students alluded to.  

 Subject G discussed adaptability during a couple of different moments throughout the 

interview – “You have to be adaptable. I guess my personality allows me to be adaptable, so 

I'm perfectly fine with just kind of following along and seeing what everyone else is doing and 

being like, ‘all right, well this is how they do it Down Under.’” She made reference to this 

again when she spoke about the slang Australians would use – “I guess that kind of just goes 

along with the adaptable thing, being more thoughtful about the fact that ‘okay, this person is 

from Australia. I can use this slang with them.’ I was just trying to integrate myself with the 

culture.”  

 When Subject H spoke about adaptability, she made a very clear point to how becoming 

more adaptable was something she developed through the experience – “I think adaptability 

is the biggest one (knowledge outcome), because I had such a good and positive experience 

overall despite whatever little challenges came along the way. I just think it made me more 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

57 

willing to pick up and move with opportunities as they present themselves. Maybe that's not 

something that I would have been 100% willing to do prior to travelling there.”  

 Subject C expressed that he considered himself quite well adjusted prior to the 

experience. His time abroad seemed to reinforce that and appeared to have developed it 

further – “I'm open to going wherever. I'm not really afraid of traveling, and also not afraid 

of doing it last minute. I know a lot of people, if they're going to go abroad have to mentally 

prepare for a while, but I would feel comfortable dropping everything and going somewhere 

tomorrow if time allowed it. But I think the next place I want to go is Southeast Asia.” 

 Subject F also regarded himself as being adaptable beforehand, but again, the experience 

abroad looked to have furthered his ability to adapt to situations outside his comfort level– 

“So I considered myself pretty adaptable in the sense that I went there. I didn't know anyone 

on the trip too. I saw all the other people that went to Australia with me that had all these 

connections already, they knew people that were going with them, they made friendships 

through the Facebook group, or they just had connections before hand. I didn't know a single 

person. So I went there not knowing any person, not knowing anything about Australia, not 

knowing where I was going to live or what internship I was going to have. I know that it was 

south of the equator and warm. So I figured it out when I got there.”  

 For the Australia students, adaptability meant integrating oneself into the culture, being 

open to new experiences and people, and understanding and using the slang Australians 

spoke in. Adaptability as a knowledge outcome, with the others of cultural awareness, 

attitudinal modification, and increased communication ability were evident results for the 

students through their articulated responses to the interview guide questions and their 

firsthand accounts of Australia.  

 

5.3.2 Skill-Based Implications 

The Australia transcriptions indicated three main themes for skill-based implications from the 

students’ time abroad. Those three themes are that of (1) job-related implications, (2) 

organization/navigation and (3) time management.  

Job-Related Implications. Each of the students made reference to job-related skills they had 

acquired during their period of study in Australia. Its important to note that all of the students 
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who had participated in the Australia study abroad program had been involved in an 

internship. The students reported that half the time was spent interning and the other half was 

spent in the classroom. This had a major affect on the job-related skills they developed as 

well as the implications on their life in the U.S.  

 Subject F worked as teacher through his internship program. He spoke about the 

knowledge he acquired and skills he developed through teaching – “I had to learn all of 

Australian history in a few weeks and teach it to high school students. I had to learn 

European history. I learned the history of Ancient China. See these things matter a lot more 

to Australia where there's a close proximity to China and has a lot of European influence. 

These things don't matter much in America.” Although the subject matter he taught may not 

have specific relevance in the American classroom, he gained valuable hands-on experience 

in a classroom setting, which will prove respected in any teaching context.  

 Subject C worked in a school during his internship in Australia as well in a hearing loss 

center, which he commented on during the interview session – “I worked in two different 

environments, so I got a very up close and personal look at the Australian workplace 

culture.” He then added, “I think I've come to appreciate team structures.”  He stated that at 

times he “felt uncomfortable” because he was “thrown right into working with students who 

needed high support.” He did not comment on how it has impacted his work life in the U.S. 

because he has not graduated yet. However, one can surmise it will have a significant impact 

on his career in respect to the knowledge and skills he’s acquired through interning.   

 Subject H stated a similar response to Subject C about the way an internship functions in 

Australia – “I worked in an environment where you are a peer and not necessarily just an 

intern, which is the culture that surrounds doing internships in the U.S. Here in the U.S. there 

are a lot of regulations and stipulations as to what an intern can and can't do in different 

fields.” She continued her explanation of this theory when she said, “for my field I guess 

there's a little bit more leniency of what I can do at a law firm, but even then you're in the 

background and providing assistance rather being a complementary part of a team. Whereas 

in Australia I was doing the work of a paralegal, or the same work as the law students that 

were working at the firm.” Next, she talked about her experience at the internship, which had 

implications related to the skills she was able to acquire – “It was an experience that I 

definitely grew from, but while I was in it I also didn't necessarily enjoy the work that I was 
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doing day-to-day. I wanted to be challenged more, and I overcame the fact that I started 

doing menial tasks just like in the US, and I wanted more than that. So I kept pushing and 

pushing until the point where I was able to do the same work as my peers, but it's something 

that definitely didn't start that way.” 

 Subject G participated in an internship working as a physical therapist throughout her 

time in Australia.  She made reference to skills acquired, the individuals she worked with, 

and the implications on the position for her in the U.S. – “The internship really set me up. It's 

in my field. I worked with a physical therapist for seven weeks. I worked long days with him 

and learned his philosophy.” She then added, “I learned a lot of PT related skills in terms of 

biomechanics, anatomy, and all of that” and “I learned how to interact with patients in a 

professional manner, so that was really a big thing.” She talked about the work related skills 

she acquired in terms of  “how to stretch this person's soleus muscle. I know how to stretch 

the piriformis muscle.” In her final evaluation of the internship she said, “The internship was 

definitely the best piece of my academic experience, because it was more like the ‘real 

world.’” 

Organization/Navigation. One student discussed organization/navigational skills he attained 

in Australia, which subsequently differs from the Spain interviews where all four of the 

participants reported organization/navigation as a skill they acquired from the journey. When 

Subject C was asked about the relevant skills he obtained he said “Planning, finding deals. 

I’m great at organizing travel.”  He considered himself a leader in this way – “Yeah, I was 

always the one that was leading us through the airport, getting a cab, getting us to the hostel, 

etc.”  

Time Management.  Two of the Australia program participants discussed time management. 

This seemed to be a skill of importance in organizing time for school, work, and 

leisure/travel. Subject F spoke about these various facets and how he managed them – “It was 

the first time I lived on my own, really. I had lived on campus at my university in the U.S. but 

this was a total different thing. I was living on my own and scheduling things on my own. 

Especially since I was in a school, I had to work out how much time I was going to spend in 

the school, and when I was going to go there on weekends, or when I was going to stay late 

after school, and then commuting.” He then reflected on the numerous skills he acquired, 
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“Time management, schedule management, transportation, budgeting. That's a job related 

skill, that's a life skill I suppose as well.”  

 Subject C made similar points to Subject F on time management saying, “I actually 

utilized my time there” and “I learned to prioritize school versus life.”  He went into detail 

about time management and the way he developed it as a skill while in Australia – “I was 

already pretty good at time management and prioritizing things before Australia, but I 

became a wizard while I was there because I didn't want school work to be the reason I 

wasn’t experiencing something.”  

 The dominant skill-related implication for the students was that of job-related ones. This 

can be credited to the students all having internships which related to their field of study. 

Time management and organization/navigation were considered, however they weren’t as 

prevalent a dialogue as they were in the Spain interviews  

 

5.3.3 Social and Personal Implications  

Relationship Developments. The four students who studied in Australia provided detailed 

responses to the types of the relationships they cultivated and developed overseas. These 

relationships ranged in closeness and have had implicit effects on the students since returning 

home.  

 Subject H described the types of relationships she formed in Australia – “I think my 

relationships were small just because my program was developed by the university in a way 

that we were all together. All the students were from the same university. I wasn't in an 

exchange program where I was in a university abroad in Australia, I wasn't enrolled or 

matriculated in a place there, so I think that limited my ability to meet people, at least in my 

age, in a way that would allow us to interact more.” She appeared somewhat discouraged 

that she did not have an opportunity to develop relationships with a greater array of 

individuals. She elaborated on her relationships further by describing the nature of them – 

“Academically, and just on a friendly basis, the people that I would meet was when I would 

go out, so I guess with my peers I think it was limited.” She described her work relationships 

as being more practical – “In terms of my workplace I definitely formed a relationship with 
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some of my co-workers that I needed in terms of understanding what it was that my tasks 

were, and how to do them. It was just such a different scenario.”  

 Subject G had much to say about the relationships she formed in Australia. She seemed 

to have formed close bonds with people and remarked on this several times – “My 

roommates and I were really close. We lived in a suite. We each had our own room. We were 

all in the health field, which was cool. I knew no one going into the trip. These three other 

girls became very close with me and especially one other girl in my room. We would do so 

much together. I feel like we had such a good group of people, because I think I got to know 

almost everyone on the trip and there were probably seventy people.” She explained how she 

personally felt about these relationships – “These friendships will definitely last a lifetime, 

because we just experienced so much together, so many new things. It was such a unique 

experience that I think really pulled us together.” She described how these relationships have 

opened up networks for her around the U.S. and abroad – “We also met and had some 

students from other schools like Brandeis, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and such, so now I have 

connections everywhere.”  Then, Subject G spoke about the types of situations in which she 

met these people – “Outside of the program I met people in my internship, my coworkers. My 

boss takes a lot of interns every couple of months, so I became really close with some 

Australians that were doing an internship there and two students from the Netherlands.”  

 Subject C developed relationships comparable to Subject G in nature – “I met some very 

close friends that I'm still very close with now, both people that were in my program as well 

as this fun group of British kids who were there on a gap year. We were pretty close with 

them. Also, my advisor while I was there, who works for my university, is from Sydney. She 

has no kids and every semester she ‘adopts a child’ jokingly. I was that child because she 

made a mistake with my job placement and felt bad for me. I'm actually very close with her to 

the point where we text often.” Subject C seemed content with the relationships he developed 

as it had indications of networking capabilities in the U.S. and internationally.  It also seemed 

as if he developed a close, personal bond with these individuals.  

 Subject F established relationships that were an important part of his time abroad – “I 

had a girlfriend there that I met through the program. She wasn’t an Australian, but that's the 

first thing that comes to mind. I did a lot of really awesome things with her, just traveling and 

experiencing things. It's fun to experience something in a different place with someone that's 
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coming from a similar place that you are. You're learning about them and learning with the 

experience.” He explained his other relationships as well – “ I ended up building a lot of 

secondary relationships with people that lived in the same building that were in the program 

and that were taking the same classes with me. They were traveling the same places as me.”  

Then, he discussed one relationship in particular that had a meaningful impact on him – “the 

program director had a huge influence on me” and this was because “I've never felt more 

cared for as a student than when I was with this program director and the administration 

there. They were just so accommodating, so student-focused in a way that an institution like 

my home university doesn't do in America. And I'm sure that's a result of it being small, but 

also it being a more specialized group. And it was great. He took us to a million different 

social events, and even started a band for us, and got us instruments, and we played in a 

band with the program director.” The inferences from these relationships affected his 

perspective on how staff at American universities treats their students versus staff overseas. It 

also left an impression on his personal life through meeting a person whom he developed a 

romantic relationship with. 

Independence. Three of the four students from the Australia interviews expressed how they 

felt greater independence through studying abroad. Subject G stated that she “knew no one 

going into the experience” similar to Subject C who said, “I went with no friends to 

Australia. My whole friend group went to Dublin together.”  Subject F expanded upon his 

thoughts in greater detail regarding the independence he gained through being abroad – “I 

lived on my own, actually, I was in my own room, I didn't have roommates, so I learned to 

live on my own. I learned to be comfortable with myself and to have experiences with 

myself.” From there he added –“So I definitely want to keep going abroad to as many places 

as I can through one form or another. Whether that's through schooling, to go to school 

somewhere else, or whether that's working somewhere else. We'll see where that takes me.” 

This statement had evidence of the effects that he had developed a greater sense of 

independence since returning from the trip abroad. 

 Other personal implications expressed by one Australia program student were higher 

awareness and better listening skills. Subject H – “I think my listening skills are just a lot 

better, and sort of the way in which you try to relate to people was definitely enhanced by just 

having to be a lot more careful in not offending somebody, because of the fact that they don't 
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have the same background as you.”  Then, a newfound appreciation of the ability to ‘seize 

the day’ by Subject C – “While I was there I didn't sleep in a single day. We woke up and 

actually did things. So I went around with people in the program, even ones I wasn’t a friend 

with if I wanted to do something. And if that person wanted to do something, regardless of 

whether or not we were friends, we would do it.”  

 The Australia interview sessions proved fascinating through the student responses and 

study findings. The buzzwords or phrases such as “travel bug” and “go abroad again” were 

frequently mentioned, which exhibited comparability to that of the Spain interview sessions. 

A spark in the curiosity of other cultures, to learn about a new place while developing long 

lasting relationships, and gaining relevant labor market skills/experience were the most 

notably discussed topics for the Australia students.  

 

5.4 Common Threads  

Common to both groups of students who studied in Spain and Australia was the degree to 

which they felt more self-confidence and an ease of communicating with different peoples 

from outside their friend group or comfort zones. The students from each of the country 

locations reported an increased sense of wanderlust or wonderment about what else exists in 

the world. The students all gained a developed sense of curiosity and yearning to explore 

other exotic locations outside of the U.S., which is often referred to as the “travel bug.” The 

study abroad experience opened up a new and exciting world to the student participants. 

Once that knowledge platform had been reached for many of them, it seemed there was no 

returning to a previous way of thinking. Many students said they did not want to be regarded 

as the “ugly American” or a “tacky tourist” while abroad. They worked hard to develop an 

international persona of acceptance, worldliness, and global citizenry. This newly acquired 

global outlook and persona was prevalent in all of the participants and was recognizable from 

the early onset of the interviews.  

 The students from both programs also shared in similar knowledge outcomes, skill-based 

implications, and social or personal implications. Students from both country locations 

commented on increased communication ability, attitudinal changes regarding their 

perspective of American culture and the world outside of the U.S., increased awareness of the 
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cultural aspects of their respective countries, and a greater ability to adapt to varying 

situations that are be presented when one is abroad. Many of the students from both the Spain 

and Australia programs claimed this knowledge is applicable to their lives in the U.S.  

 The skill-based implications for students from each program had overlap. They all 

reported acquiring transferable skills to the labor market and an appreciation of how those 

skills will be valued.  Other skills attained for both groups of students were ones of 

communication, navigation, time management, and organization. These skills had fluctuating 

levels of ability and proficiency. They were indicated as being significant to the students 

because travelling and living abroad had taught them these skills without purposefully 

meaning to acquire them. It was a rather welcomed side effect of the study abroad sojourn.  

 Social/personal implications among the Spain and Australia program students were a 

common bond for all. The participants each reported several types of relationship(s) they had 

cultivated overseas. For many students, the expansion of their social circle in Boston had 

grown due to studying abroad. They explained how they’d see their study program friends 

around campus. They would meet up with them to reminisce about the time abroad. Some 

discussed how these relationships have helped to build their professional networks, which 

translated into furthered career expectations. Others said they were planning to return abroad 

in the near future to visit the friends they had made. Many students fostered relationships 

with individuals from other countries, who had offered accommodation to them when they 

decide to visit.  

 In some regards, it did not seem to matter whether the student had studied in Spain or 

Australia. The researcher found there are certain fundamental attributes, which an individual 

naturally acquires during a time period spent overseas. The country location could in some 

cases, be considered irrelevant if one intends to become more adaptable or develop 

relationships. This is attributed to the students being outside their comfort zone when they’re 

away from their hometown, city, or state. And therefore, are required to adapt and develop 

relationships to “survive” (Vande Berg, 2012; Twombly, 2012).  In other cases, country 

location is very significant in reference to knowledge of cultural variety, language types, and 

geographic locations (Bryman et al, 2012; Lauder et al, 2012).  
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5.5 Uncommon Threads  

While many of the fundamental knowledge outcomes, skills based, and social/personal 

implications remained quite similar for the students, certain facets did differ for the 

participants. As a result, several uncommon threads were established between each of the 

case locations.  

 The primary difference between the Spain and Australia SA results was the acquisition 

of a second language (L2) by the students who had gone to Spain. Since Australia uses 

English as its native language, the U.S. students were not able to learn an L2. The students 

who went to Spain however, all reported a developed capability for speaking and 

understanding Spanish. Many students listed learning Spanish as one of the central reasons 

they had chosen Spain when deciding upon a country to study in. The students recounted they 

had become better communicators due to having learned Spanish. This outcome plainly could 

not apply to the students who studied in Australia. They credited their enhanced 

communicative ability to being placed in situations with diverse types of people, who spoke 

in a different accent, where higher awareness and communication skills were required. 

 Conversely, the students who studied in Spain discussed Spanish as being their key to 

having a better understanding of the culture, people, and traditions. They also described how 

knowing another language would be useful in their future careers as teachers, engineers, or 

scientists because of the high number of individuals who speak Spanish in the international 

community.  As a result, the Spain students were able to develop a new persona in Spanish. 

The Australia students were able to develop a new persona, but through reinventing 

themselves in English.  

 Another central difference between the students of the Spain and Australia programs was 

that of implications for the labor market. The Australia students gained an advantage over the 

Spain ones in this regard, because they had all participated in internships of some kind. The 

internships directly correlated to their field of study. They reported a greater understanding of 

their respective field and the numerous tasks that go into the day-to-day aspects of the job. 

They were given many responsibilities at these internships and were expected to meet the 

requirements set out for them. Some of the students stated they were currently working in 

part-time or paid internship positions in Boston because of the practice they had gotten 
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through interning. The undergraduates of the Spain programs did not report this outcome as 

frequently. However, several upcoming teachers stated they were speaking Spanish in the 

classroom. Others emphatically stated they planned to use it in the future.  

 The U.S. students who studied in Australia discussed culture shock in somewhat greater 

detail than the students who studied in Spain. The Spain students described the Spanish 

language as the biggest barrier for them, which seemed to lessen the impact of culture shock 

since they were busy mastering a language. The Australia students did not have a language 

barrier, apart from misunderstanding the accent or not being privy to local slang. This seemed 

to imply a greater impact of culture shock for these students because they were not 

preoccupied learning a language.  Instead, they were concerned with adjusting to a fellow 

English speaking country with a clearly defined and alternative set of cultural norms from 

what they were accustomed to in the U.S.  

 The Spain students made reference to organization and navigation more often than the 

Australia students. This is considered due to the necessity of using Spanish to navigate cities, 

read signs or maps, speak to locals, and listen to directions on a train/bus. While the Australia 

program students did not mention organization and navigation as often, they did comment on 

the many places they had traveled to within the country. Theoretically, it might have been 

easier for them to travel within Australia over Spain because they did not have to navigate the 

country in a foreign language. In that sense, one obstacle was not present and traversing 

around was made a bit more straightforward.  
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Chapter Six 

Discussion  

 

6.1 Overview 

Other studies have been carried out which exercise focus on why students choose to study 

abroad, the types of programs they might participate in, length of a stay in a particular 

country, assessment of intercultural competence, and other student-centered aspects 

(Hellstén, 2008; Vande Berg, 2012; Twombly, 2012). The researcher remained vigorous in 

sustaining the studies aim to create a research dissertation that presents study abroad results 

from two divergent case countries through the perspective of U.S. college students. The 

research and results remained true to the researchers initial intentions and might provide 

additional social scientific knowledge to the fields of study abroad and international and 

comparative education.  

 

6.2 Experiential Learning and Capitals Theory  

Experiential Learning Theory has been explained in this study as knowledge acquired 

through transforming experiences into usable information (Kolb, 1984).  The learning style 

encompasses a recurrent process of concrete experience feeling, reflective observation 

watching, abstract conceptualization thinking, and active experimentation doing according to 

the ELT learning cycle (Kolb, 1984; Vande Berg, 2012; Moon, 2004). The students remarked 

on how they had acquired new knowledge through experiencing different facets of the 

foreign culture. Most of this learning took place outside the classroom and occurred naturally 

while the students were doing activities like interacting with locals, working at their 

internships, or learning how to navigate a city by using a map and their sense of direction.  

 Many of the students who studied in Australia commented on how they had been 

expected to quickly adjust to and become proficient in their new role at the internship. They 

also reported that many of the skills they gained were through interning.  The students also 

observed how these skills would be applicable in the future. This emerged as an example of 
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ELT. The students were required to have the practice of working at the internship (feeling), 

while observing their colleagues in the same work environment (watching). The students had 

then thought critically about what they were responsible for (thinking), and finally, had to 

actually experiment or attempt to fulfill these responsibilities through action (doing). Vande 

Berg (2012) discusses the ideal setting for ELT as one where the student is exposed to and 

experiences all four learning modes simultaneously (Pg. 364). It is reasonable to say then that 

the students were exposed to all four learning modes of ELT throughout the various 

internship programs they were engaged in. They gained the abilities necessary to fulfill their 

role in the internship and have since developed those skills in the U.S.  

 The students in the Spain program experienced the ELT learning cycle throughout their 

process of acquiring Spanish. This too could be considered a case of all four learning modes. 

The students reported practicing their Spanish (feeling and doing) with the locals, their 

classmates, and their host families. They also reported ways in which they retained the 

language through writing it down, looking up vocabulary words/phrases, asking their host 

family the meaning of certain words, watching television, listening to the radio, and listening 

to how others spoke (watching and thinking) (Kolb, 1984).  For many, this process resulted in 

learning the language inherently during the time in Spain. All recounted a greater proficiency 

in Spanish regardless of the level they had reached.  Further, the students stated that being 

immersed in the culture while constantly being exposed to the language was what helped 

them develop language the most. This was considered more practical than learning Spanish in 

a classroom.  

 Other ways experiential learning theory could be applied was through the students 

learning to navigate cities, towns, and villages without the aid of IPhones or other modern 

technology. Also, the method of how one handles oneself in new social or cultural 

surroundings, and learning how to live more independently without the close proximity of 

friends, family, or comfort zone.  

 Another function of Kolb’s theory is through transformative learning (Kolb, 1984). 

Transformative learning is a knowledge outcome that involves a deeper level in 

understanding of the meaning behind an experience (Moon, 2004). This aspect of experiential 

learning theory applies to the student’s explanation of the SA trip being “life changing” and 
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how the knowledge outcomes they processed had a deep and impactful significance, which 

would remain with them indefinitely (Moon, 2004).  

Social Capital Theory was discussed previously in Chapter Three: Conceptual and 

Theoretical Framework, Section 3.2.2. In the simplest terms it is defined as the construct of 

social connections, which can at times be converted into economic gain (Bourdieu, 1986). It 

seemed the social connections and relationships the students built were the most significant 

aspect of their trip abroad. For many, these connections were not made with the intention of 

economic gain, but rather created out of enjoyment of the exciting, fascinating experience.  

This transpired holistically with the students through befriending locals and meeting with 

them socially. It occurred through watching a favorite television show with a host sister or 

developing friendships with students of the same or different backgrounds by sharing in the 

exhilaration of a unique opportunity. Many students described the potential of travelling to 

other countries in the future to meet with the individuals they had befriended abroad.  

 The students spoke of their professors, the staff, and/or the host families affiliated with 

their program that encouraged and supported them. These individuals helped open a world of 

possibilities for students to seize the opportunities their host country had to offer. Students 

also commented on connections they had made with individuals from other universities 

around the U.S. and discussed social circle expansion on their home campus. Some described 

these relationships as purely for friendship sake while others saw them as the potential 

networking opportunities that may come (Bourdieu, 1986).  

 Finally, some students made reference to unwanted social capital (Lauder et al, 2006). 

They discussed how they became somewhat tired of the many interactions they had with the 

same individuals in their program or internship and began to prefer time alone. These types of 

feelings typically sparked a weekend trip away or prompted an autonomous experience to 

have “alone time.”  

Cultural Capital Theory has been referred to as the “forms of knowledge, education, skills, 

and advantages that a person has acquired over time, which allows them higher status in 

society” (Bordieu, 1986; DiFante, 2016, pg 24). This can pertain to language skills, cultural 

knowledge, educational achievement, and professional skills (Bourdieu, 1986).  
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 It became evident to the researcher that the students of both program locations acquired 

cultural capital throughout their stay in the respective countries. The students who studied in 

Spain acquired knowledge of a foreign culture and language. Many mentioned they had felt 

more “laid back” as a result of living in Spain. They gained a renewed sense of taking one’s 

time and enjoying life rather than engaging in the hurried and more stressful life style they 

were familiar with in the United States. They discussed the various types of foods they had 

tried and learned about and a respect for how people from other countries celebrated tradition 

and family. Students learning Spanish was the most staggering example of cultural capital. 

Becoming competent in a second language typically inspires one to learn another (Vande 

Berg, 2012).  An individual’s awareness of a foreign culture and the capability to speak 

another language are described as two aspects of obtaining cultural capital under the 

embodied state according to Bourdieu (1986).  The students in Spain also gained cultural 

capital through the classes they had taken, which were transferred as usable credits to their 

home university and facilitated them to graduate on time to receive a degree. This form of 

cultural capital is referred to as the institutionalized state and was discussed previously in 

Chapter Three, Section 3.2.3 (Bourdieu, 1986).  Graduating from a university and receiving 

education qualifications was one tangible result from studying abroad during a four-year 

bachelors program. This form of institutionalized cultural capital is typically the overarching 

objective for any college or university student.  

 The students from the Australia program stated that they too had become “more relaxed 

and easygoing” as a result of adapting to the Australian lifestyle while becoming more 

culturally aware. This cultural attainment was similar to the Spain program students as many 

of them reported the same types of thoughts/feelings that American culture was too fast 

paced. The students also gained concrete professional skills from their internships. This was 

examined in ELT, but also relates to cultural capital as “skills acquired” (Bourdieu, 1986).  

The Australia SA students remarked on how possessing talents for the labor market was 

important to them. It was given as a main reason why many completed an internship and 

were aware of the importance that cultural capital represents. The students from the Australia 

program also reported a significant number of “knowledge outcomes” from the period spent 

overseas. Bourdieu (1986) discusses one essential piece of cultural capital as knowledge, 

specifically cultural knowledge.  The student’s exposure to peoples from various international 
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backgrounds, their understanding of Australian culture and tradition, and the desire of some 

to live outside of the United States again, all represent cultural capital as knowledge.  

 

6.3 Suggestions for Future Research  
The complex insight this study offered evaluated the results of study abroad experiences from 

the American university students’ perspective. The research questions although general in 

nature generated extremely rich data. However, this study specifically accounted the 

experiences of eight American students attending the same university in Boston. A broader 

research study could be conducted with Americans from different regions of the country, 

such as the Pacific North West or the South, as opposed to New England. This study might 

also be conducted with students of other nationalities, universities, languages, and cultural 

backgrounds to offer an alternative point of view.  

 Sending a questionnaire to a larger number of participants rather than conducting 

interviews could produce a similar result piloted in a quantitative manner. This might yield 

interesting results appealing to data driven, statistic minded researchers. Also, research 

conducted in a longitudinal study documenting a student’s life one month, six months, one 

year, two years, etc. after study abroad would be stimulating in regards to the personal, social, 

and professional insinuations on an individuals life.  

 A critical perspective can be examined in future research as well. This study analyzed 

the results of study abroad experiences via the knowledge outcomes and implications on a 

student’s life. A future study could focus on students critically analyzing their own culture 

versus the host culture and questioning the fundamental elements that affect a nation such as 

education, economics, religion, culture, etc.  

 Other aspects that can be explored utilizing this framework or where data is insufficient 

are that of short term vs. long term study abroad sojourns, a comparison of university study 

abroad programs, comparing other case locations rather than Spain and Australia, and/or 

comparing results from specific ethic groups, gender types, religious backgrounds, or 

economic circumstances. 
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6.4 Concluding Remarks  

This investigation demonstrates how it is vital to promote the continued education of foreign 

cultures, nations, and languages through discourse and personal experience, as it contributes 

knowledge to the importance of international perspective and global citizenship.  

 The U.S. student participants provided answers to the research questions presented at the 

beginning of this thesis. They spoke about their knowledge outcomes, attitudinal changes, 

and the social/personal implications’ studying abroad has had on their lives. The research 

questions were answered throughout the interview process and were discussed in the Chapter 

Five: Comparative Study Findings. However, another concept became apparent during this 

four-month research process; the students appeared forever changed from their time abroad in 

a positive way. They all seemed to share in equanimity and held a very optimistic view of the 

world and their place in it. The researcher did not interpret a sense of negativity from any of 

the students. Satisfaction and content happiness was the central feeling the researcher 

observed from all of the participants in this study. An enlightenment of the world around 

them perhaps free of fear or anger, and recognition that the world we live in is not always a 

cruel place but one of shared values, cultures, tradition, and family.  

 This result is intangible and not easily put into discourse. The human experience is 

something of grand wonderment.  Study abroad is part of the human experience because it 

helps satisfy the feeling of grand wonderment, even if for a mere moment. Because study 

abroad can be considered an intricate part of the human experience, it can be said to require 

research and examination such as the one this study has undertaken. The scientific nature of 

this study was to explore the results of study abroad through personal anecdotes, thoughts, 

and experiences.  

 If universities are to continue to create successful study abroad programs, it must be 

done so with the student experience in mind. The student aspect of study abroad is the most 

critical aspect because of the development of a worldview. It is then the responsibility of 

universities, governments, and institutions to create study abroad programs that reinforce a 

progressive worldview while providing individuals with remarkable stories to tell. This is not 

a simple task for the various actors of study abroad to undertake. Perseverance, research, and 

strong program development must be present for this to occur. It is the researchers hope that 
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this action will transpire and that study abroad programs will continue to provide an outlet for 

students to gain an enlightened sense of the world around them.   
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Institute of International Education  
Department of Education 
 
To whom it may concern, 
 
Hello, if you’re receiving this message it is because you’ve been selected as a potential 
participant in the study I’m conducting with your university! My name is Louis DiFante and 
I’m a master’s student of international and comparative Education at Stockholm University in 
Sweden. I’ve recently returned home to Boston to research and write a masters thesis. The 
thesis I’m writing is based on the study abroad field. My research questions revolve around 
assessing study abroad experiences and reactions to life after returning home to the United 
States.  
 
I’m planning to look at and compare student results from study abroad experiences in Spain 
and Australia. I’m going to hold interviews with four who’ve returned from Spain, and four 
who’ve returned from Australia. The interview would take 45 minutes to an hour of your 
time, and will include open- ended questions; I’ll also provide coffee/tea and snacks. You 
will be able to take pride in knowing that your study experience did not go unnoticed or 
undocumented. All student participant names however, will be left anonymous.  
 
A study of this nature has not yet been conducted in regards to qualitatively comparing 
student assessment, and implications on life after returning to the U.S., through the scope of 
Spain and Australia. Once the study and writing of the thesis is complete, I will be returning 
to Stockholm to defend the paper to my professor and an opponent this May. 
 
If you’re interested in taking part in this study as an interviewee please confirm with me 
directly as soon as possible. Interviews will be held throughout the month of February on 
the campus near the study abroad department. I’d like to get those scheduled at your earliest 
convenience. Send your availability for the month of February and I’ll reach out once you 
confirm. I’ll also work around your schedule in order to facilitate this project. 
Please assist me in this academic endeavor, as you’ll finally be able to receive the attention 
you might have hoped in discussing your grand adventure abroad! Thank you in advance for 
your time and consideration. I sincerely hope we get to meet face-to-face soon enough! 
 
 
Kind Regards,  
 
 
Louis A. DiFante 
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Institute of International Education  
Department of Education 

 

Confidentiality Agreement 
 

This document guarantees that every student participant involved in the study abroad 
master’s thesis research project conducted by Louis DiFante for the international and 
comparative education program at Stockholm University will have their personal information 
kept anonymous and private. The research in the study will entail holding interviews with 
American college students who’ve returned from study abroad experiences from the countries 
of Spain and Australia, in order to establish learning outcomes and implications on life in the 
U.S. The researcher will utilize Subject A, Subject B, Subject C, etc. rather than use students 
first or last names.  
 
This document also guarantees the personal safety of every student participant involved in the 
study. Interviews will be conducted in a university-sanctioned area. The interviews will 
include an interview guide with open-ended questions. Students will have the opportunity to 
share information about their experience abroad. If students at any point during the interviews 
feel the need to withdraw from the study, they will be able to do so without any issue. Also, 
the university name will not be included in the study. Instead, “a university in the Boston 
area” will be employed. 
 
You may also ask to read the MA thesis once it is completed. If you wish to do so, please 
contact the student researcher on the contact details provided above. Should you have any 
further questions about the safety issues or potential risks, please contact my supervisor 
Meeri Hellsten. (E-mail: meeri.hellsten@edu.su.se) 
 

 
Student signature:                 Researcher signature: 
 
 
 
________________________      __________________________ 
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Interview Guide 
 

 
Date: February 2016  

Name of the Study: Americans Abroad in Spain and Australia  

 

Background Questions 

1. Male/Female:  

2. Age:  

3. Birthplace/Home Location:   

4. What is your Major? Which program did you take part in? 

5. Which season did you study abroad and for how long?  

6. Did you study Spain or Australia? Why did you choose this country? 

 

Study Abroad: Spain/Australia 

1. What factors led you to want to study abroad? 2. Why did you decide to study abroad? 

3. What did you expect to get out of this experience? 

4. What job- related skills have you acquired while abroad? If so, what are they? 

5 How has studying abroad influenced your communication skills?  

6. Has studying abroad made you more adaptable? If so, how? 

7. Has studying abroad made you a more engaging, thoughtful person? If so, how? 

8. Did you have an “aha” moment while abroad? 

9. Explain the types of relationships you formed abroad, if any. 

10. Did you have any negative or adverse experiences while abroad? If so, what were they?  

11. How has your SA experience affected you after returning home?  

12. What skills and abilities do you see yourself having acquired while abroad? 

13. Do you plan to go abroad again in the future? Why? 
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