
Learning Abroad: more than good intentions required





• Focus on Staff

• Pre-departure – in field follow 

up

• 3 credit course

• Certificate in International 

Learning

Key Strategies for Facilitating Learning



•Intercultural Skill Training

•Project

•Regular Brown Bag Lunch Sessions

•On-going In Services

Staff Development



Student Advising

On-line Pre-departure course

• open to all students going abroad

• mandatory for those going on 
central programming or with 

scholarship

In person pre-departure 

orientation

Pre-departure and in Field Follow Up



Something’s Up Model



Advisors email key 

questions for 

reflection

• Up to 3 depending on 

length of program

• Content of email links 
back to on-line course

Local coordinators 

facilitate regular 

discussions

In-Field Follow Up



Reflection on intercultural skills developed

STAR model to help students articulate outcomes from 

experience abroad

Strategies for continued learning

Returning Student Conference



On-line, self-paced course, 3 credits, students enroll and 

complete while abroad

Course objectives:

• Understand concept of culture and intercultural competencies

• Develop awareness of own culture and influence on values, beliefs 

and actions
• Enhance skills critical for studying or working globally.

Education Abroad: Global Perspectives (EXT 300)



Learning outcomes:

• Knowledge of international and global issues and systems

• Knowledge of other countries and cultures and understanding 

of one’s own culture as one worldview in a global context

• Ability to apply one’s awareness and understanding of culture 

and language skills to communicate and interact with people 

of other cultures in local or international contexts.

Certificate in International Learning
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Successes

• All staff approach – training and implementation from 

intake advising through re-entry.

• Advisors have better engagement with students while 

abroad

• Broad reach across disciplines

Challenges

• Engaging students with on-line content – continuous 

process of improvement

• Re-entry programming - motivating participation

Reflection



“It was almost four years ago that I almost left the profession I have found my 

purpose in. I entered nursing after two years of general sciences, with a general 

interest in working in a fast-paced hospital. Today, four years later and two weeks 

away from completing my nursing degree, here I am, practicing in public health in a 

Saddle Lake Cree Nation. I have found my purpose as a nurse in global health. I 

would have never found my passion without participating in the International 

Learning certificate. And I know for sure, that I wouldn’t be graduating this year 

without finding this area of study.”

- Paisly Symenuk, Faculty of Nursing

Impact

“I've taken few classes at university that have truly opened my eyes and 

forced me to look critically at myself, my culture, my biases, and the way I 

interact with culturally-different others. The module content and readings were 

incredibly interesting, and I've found myself applying what I learned from this 

course in almost every one of my classes this semester.” 

- Kate McInness (student, summer 2016)



Assessing Intercultural Competence in 
Short-term Study Abroad Students: 

Lessons for Educators

Dr. Lynne Mitchell
Centre for International Programs
University of Guelph



The Immersion Assumption



Immersion Alone Doesn’t Work

‘…giving microbiology students the keys to the 
best-equipped lab on-campus, leaving them alone 
for four to eight months and expecting to return to 
find they have made a major scientific discovery.’ 
~CBIE World of Learning 2013

6/21/16
Paras and Mitchell, University of 

Guelph, Ontario, Canada

We wouldn’t do it for other kinds of learning….





Intercultural Competence

“The capability to shift cultural perspective and 
adapt behavior to bridge cultural difference.”

-- M. Hammer, 2012



Research Questions

1. Does short-term study abroad improve 
students’ level of intercultural competence?

2. What are effective methods for measuring 
the development of intercultural 
competence in study abroad students?

Co-investigators: Andrea Paras (Department of Political Science); 
Lynne Mitchell (Centre for International Programs)



Our Argument

“If we want to intentionally develop intercultural 
competence in students who study abroad, we 

need to know how different students learn 
differently when it comes to intercultural 

competence.” 



Overview of Field School 



For-Credit Course (pre-departure)

• The purpose of experiential learning and study 
abroad

• What is global citizenship?

• Critiques of voluntourism

• Unpacking privilege

• Intercultural competence

• Reflection and reflexivity

• Photography and representation

• Gender and development

• Indian and Tibetan politics



The Research

Participation: 13 students (out of 15 enrolled 
students)

• 10 International Development Studies majors

• 1 Environmental Governance major

• 1 Criminology major with Political Science minor

Data collected from:

1) IDI surveys

2) Written Student reflections



Theoretical Framework

• Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity 
as measured by the Intercultural Development 
Inventory (IDI)

• Mezirow’s Model of Transformative Learning 



The IDI assesses intercultural competence along 
the Intercultural Development Continuum

Denial

Polarization

Minimization

Acceptance

Adaptation

© 2015-2017  IDI, LLC used with permission

Modified from the Developmental Model of Intercultural 
Sensitivity (DMIS), M. Bennett, 1986 Monocultural

Mindset

Intercultural  
Mindset

Misses
Difference

Judges
Difference

De-emphasizes
Difference

Deeply 
Comprehends 
Difference

Bridges across 
Difference



Mezirow’s Model of Transformative Learning 

Experience
Disorienting 

Dilemma
Reflection

Integrate New 
Perspectives

Transformation

Paralysis



“Before, I believed that 

simply being aware of 

these challenges 

would help me to walk 

around them. Instead, 

I walked straight into 

them and became 

quite stuck!” 

Knowing something doesn’t mean you 

can do it



Learning from “disorienting dilemmas”

“I was constantly struggling with the implications 
of skin tone. …the environment surrounding the 
fascination with our whiteness was not hostile in 
the least, how did minorities in Canada feel all the 
time? How was it that I could come to India and be 
the minority, and still only experience my skin tone 
as giving me power and privilege?”



Lessons for Educators

Educators and students should prepare for the 
possibility of moving backwards.

6/21/16
Paras and Mitchell, University of 

Guelph, Ontario, Canada

0 2 4 6 8

Decrease in IDI

No significant change in IDI
score

Increase in IDI

Change in IDI Results



Backwards Isn’t Always Bad

• The IDI helped us measure intercultural 
competence but not intercultural learning

• Students could identify what happened and 
why their IDI scores went down

• Developing intercultural skills is not a linear 
process 

6/21/16
Paras and Mitchell, University of 

Guelph, Ontario, Canada



Start Where Students are at…

• Intercultural learning happens at various 
starting points. Educators should tailor 
teaching interventions according to student 
needs.

• Students who start at a lower-level of 
intercultural competence have just as much 
capacity to gain competence during the 
program.

6/21/16
Paras and Mitchell, University of 

Guelph, Ontario, Canada



Pre and Post IDI Levels

IDI Level (Pre) IDI Level (Post)

Minimisation Minimisation

Minimisation Minimisation

Acceptance Acceptance

Polarisation Minimisation

Minimisation Minimisation

Acceptance Acceptance

Minimisation Acceptance

Minimisation Minimisation

Acceptance Minimisation

Minimisation Minimisation

Minimisation Acceptance

Minimisation Minimisation

Minimisation Minimisation



Lessons for Educators

• Using IDI survey results in combination with 
written reflections provides an effective way of 
assessing intercultural learning.

- Pedagogical benefits: Timely interventions

- Research benefits: Trace learning processes

• There needs to be coordination among course 
instructors, study abroad administrators, and 
senior levels of administration.



Conclusion

If the improvement of intercultural competence is 
an important learning outcome of study abroad 

programs, it should not be left to chance! 

Universities should devote adequate resources and 
make intentional pedagogical interventions to 

promote the intercultural competence of study 
abroad students.



Questions?


