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Critical Thinking Evidenced During a Ten-Day Graduate Study Abroad Experience

Introduction
	“Globally competent students will become globally competent citizens” (Russo & Osborne, 2004). Study abroad experiences can significantly influence a student’s life. Through these experiences, students are able to gain important skills that can enhance their employability in the short term and can help enhance a person’s ability to relate to others through increased intercultural skills and communication. Additionally, their ability to reason through critical thinking skills can directly be influenced through a student’s participation in a study abroad experience.  
	With an increasingly global society and workplace, students must acquire the skills necessary to be not only competitive, but also successful. Study abroad programs promote the development of both creative thinking and critical thinking (Ngyuen, 2012). Study abroad has been shown to advance critical thinking through the acquisition of the traits necessary to develop competent, well-rounded individuals (Ngyuen, 2012).

Literature Review/Theoretical Framework
	Dwyer and Peters (2004), found participants’ personal development, academic commitment, intercultural development, and career development were all enhanced through their participation in study abroad experiences. All of the above mentioned go hand-in-hand with the skills required for critical thinking. Critical thinking skills are necessary for employability. Robinson, Garton, and Vaughn (2007) found that supervisors indicated that the new graduates were deficient in problem-solving and analytic skills. 
	Critical thinking skills are vital for success in today’s workforce. In order for students to reach their full potential in society, it is important for them to be able to learn to think and reason critically (Meyers, 1986 in Irani and Lamm, 2011). Students proficient in critical thinking seek opportunities to use reasoning, are aware that problems are complex, and are open to varying points of view. Lastly, they are intellectually curious and innovative. 
With these personal dispositions are six skills with additional sub-skills considered to be essential for critical thinking. Those skills include Interpretation (comprehend and express the meaning or significance of a wide variety of experiences, situations, etc.); Analysis (ability to identify inferred expressions of beliefs, judgments, etc. within concepts); Evaluation (assess credibility of statements); Inference (identify information needed to draw reasonable conclusions); Explanation (ability to justify one’s reasoning); and Self- regulation (self-examination and self-correction to consciously monitor one's cognitive activities) (Facione, 1990).  Study abroad can enhance many, if not all of these skills. In today’s society of constant change, increasing complexity and growing interdependence, critical thinking is a requirement for economic and social survival (Paul, 2002 in Irani and Lamm, 2011). 

Purpose
The purpose of the study was to determine the use of critical thinking skills evidenced by graduate students on a study abroad trip in Trinidad Tobago.
The objectives established to address the purpose of the study are as follows:
1) to identify reflective statements associated with each of the five critical thinking skills and
2) to determine if over the course of the ten day trip if different CT skills were used.
Methods
The researchers chose a qualitative design using constant comparative methods (Glaser, 2008), to create themes from journal entries of the study participants.  The journal entries were the result of a ten-day study abroad trip to the island of Trinidad Tobago.  The required journal entries were prompted with the following questions: “What were your observations about the culture in Trinidad and Tobago? (think about how Trinis approach relations, language, clothing, time, space, food, bodies, and important people, places, things);” “Did your perceptions of Trini culture change today? If so, how? Why do you think your perceptions changed?;” “What activities of the day had the greatest significance to you? Why?;” What did you learn today? How will this influence you professionally and/or personally?;” “What do you hope to learn tomorrow?”
Using the critical thinking skills outlined by Facione (1990), one researcher categorized journal reflection statements of participants. Coded statements were then evaluated by a second researcher for consistency, followed by a third researcher who was part of the faculty coordinating the trip.  All three researchers agreed on the categorization of the statements.  

Findings
Objective 1
For the first objective statements were organized by theme or critical thinking skill evidenced in the journal entries.  Of the 235 unique statements categorized, 104 were identified as interpretative. Examples include, “Also, the barbed wire setting has been seen throughout the city: a segregation of populations and properties,” (3) “The campus seemed very similar to a campus in the [US],” (2) “I thought it looked a lot like American small airports.” (4). Students also used the skill of inference during their trip with 66 unique statements in this category.  Examples, included “he is very proud of the agricultural practices that go on,” (1) “The food on the beach seemed to be what the locales would eat,” (2) “It seemed like everyone was pretty open to sharing” (4).  The skill of self-regulation had 15 entries, including “I was probably naïve in thinking that everyone would be welcoming and accommodating…” (6) “My perceptions changed because I was able to personally experience it” (8).  The least used skill was evaluation.

Objective 2
	The intent of this objective was to identify if the students’ used different critical thinking skills during the trip.  Initially, and then most consistently used was the skill of interpretation. Many initial reflections were how Trinidad and Tobago compared to the U.S., but as the trip came to close and students had more experience to reflect on the skill of self-regulation was more prominent.  The thought of heading back to the states prompted more thought into how the overall trip changed their previously held perceptions.

Conclusions
	Students often need prompts to fully engage and utilize their critical thinking skills. This study provided that the use of specific consistent prompts permitted students to more thoroughly engage in their meta-cognition process through the use of critical thinking skills. Critical thinking can be influenced through a study abroad trip and the manner in which students examine their perspectives is greatly impacted by a rich cultural experience. This is consistent with the initial work by Ngyugen (2012) and promotes the use of study abroad experiences as a means to enhance career skill development (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).
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