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International acculturation: The good, the bad, and the ugly

Introduction/Need for Research
	Universities across the country are stressing the importance of international education (Connell, 2003; Jenkins & Skelly, 2004; Larsen, 2004). Cultural skills and understanding attained through international experiences are critical as graduates compete in a global society (Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2008; Samaan, 2005). Post-secondary institutions have implemented international experiences which have shown to enhance students’ cross-cultural skills and global understanding (Kitsantas, 2004). Results also indicate international immersion as an effective way for students to acquire cultural understanding (Brooks, Frick, & Bruening, 2006; Jenkins, 2002; Wilson, 1993). Although international immersion seems to benefit most, student responses to foreign environments can vary. Students who are exposed to new cultures often have visceral reactions (King & Young, 1994) that can range from negative to positive with extreme variance from case to case (Van Der Meid, 2003).

Theoretical Framework
Appraisal theory was used to evaluate student responses toward international immersion. Scherer, Schorr, and Johnstone (2001) describe appraisal theory as involving exposure to novel stimuli. Stimuli are appraised based on internal beliefs and cultural norms. If stimuli are perceived as aligning with beliefs, neutral or positive emotions are evoked. However, if stimuli challenge beliefs, negative emotions can be evoked. Reactions are often different to same stimulus, accessing a continuum of emotions. Scherer et al. (2001) note that after initial appraisal individuals identify coping mechanisms for each situation. In this course, students revealed thoughts (reactions) to different situations (stimuli) through journal reflection.
	
Research Context
	Participants included two professors, one graduate student and three undergraduate students in agricultural education. In the course, students worked with two Scottish agricultural island communities, evaluating the influence of agricultural groups within the rural communities. Students were divided into two groups and immersed in their community for 22 days. 

Research Questions:
1. What objects/events do participating students view as novel stimuli when immersed in an international setting?
2. How do students appraise/react toward identified stimuli within an international setting?

Methodology
Students maintained journals throughout the international experience and were collected at the end of the course. Journals were analyzed to identify student stimulus appraisal and correlating reactions. Data analysis included first round holistic coding then second round axial coding (Saldańa, 2009) using the primary tenets appraisal theory. Data were substantiated through inter-rater reliability and by confirming qualitative themes with each participant.
Results/Findings
	Coding resulted in thematic stimuli categories, each creating various emotional responses from students. Results are presented with these thematic categories along with identified student appraisal/reaction. Student evidence is presented in the form of student quotes.

	Table 1
Student Reactions to Thematic Stimuli

	Thematic stimuli
	Appraisal/Reaction 
	Student evidence

	International travel
	Frustration, fear, agitation, anxiety, excitement, elation
	“The days cannot pass quickly enough for me. Part of me is still regretting taking this trip.”
 “I hate London!! I want to come home.”

	Culinary differences
	Annoyance, disgust, enthrallment, amazement
	“I had pigeon (dove) for an appetizer (delicious), venison as a main course (AMAZING) and cheesecake for dessert.”

	Societal norms
	Apprehension, dismay, homesickness, amazement
	“It has truly amazed me how similar cultures and mentalities are across the world, but we always say cultures are different because we never break the surface.”
“He wouldn’t hardly look at me…because I was female. I guess that was frustrating…because times have changed and I expect equal respect.”

	International infrastructure
	Aggravation, optimism, irritation, isolation, joy
	 “While this place is beautiful, I am already tired of it and I feel trapped.”
 “We love the Isle of Bute so much we wanted to see it from a raw perspective on bicycles.” 

	Language barriers	
	Eagerness, optimism, exasperation, annoyance
	“He’s an older man you sometimes can’t understand because his accent is so thick.” 
“The conversation was phenomenal and we were able to put our knowledge to the test.”


				

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
	All students experienced visceral responses toward their experience. However, the stimuli for which they attributed the response differed from individual to individual. Additionally, the intensity and length of emotional response varied. Students who professed prior international experience generally coped with negatively appraised stimuli quicker than the student with no international exposure. Moreover, results indicate group dynamics greatly influenced student appraisal toward international novel stimuli. One group struggled with intrapersonal relationships, heightening the emotional intensity of appraised stimuli. Students were given time for reflection when returning from their experience. Post-reflection analysis indicated students viewed their international experience positively, stating it helped them develop both personally and professionally. However, data analysis revealed that during the experience students generally expressed negative emotions toward self-identified stimuli.
  
	It is critical that teacher educators in agricultural education understand the developmental process of students as they participate in international education programs. If this process is overlooked, students can often perceive their experience as negative, limiting their cultural development (King & Young, 1994). It is recommended that this process be evaluated further in multiple international contexts. It is also suggested that students preflect about their development prior to their international experience. Students may be able to better cope with negatively appraised stimuli better if they are metacognitive about their experience. 
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