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		Critical Thinking and Soft Skills Development: 
Implementing a Framework for Study Abroad Experiences 

Introduction/Need for Research
	The national trend for postsecondary students studying abroad has steadily increased for the past two decades. In fact, from 1987–88 to 2007–08, the number of U.S. students studying abroad quadrupled. (Aud et al., 2010). Data from study abroad research has revealed that these experiences are life changing and can impact participants for years to come (Nguyen, 2012). However, although there are studies that explore students’ outcomes in relation to intercultural development, academic development, future orientation influence and personal growth few have included the development of specific critical thinking skills. Given the global context of Food, Agriculture, Natural Resources, and Related Sciences (FANRRS), study abroad opportunities have the potential to positively influence learning outcomes and career opportunities when the programs are designed to be multidimensional and include explicit technical, intercultural, and critical thinking objectives (Lamm, Harder, Irani, Roberts, & Snyder, 2011)

How it Works/Methodology/Program Phases/Steps
	These study abroad contexts, which can be conceptualized as globally integrated educational activities (Roberts, Stedman, Harder, Gouldthorpe, & Coers, 2013), can be examined through the lens of experiential learning theory in which the learner has an experience, reflects on it, develops abstract concepts, and tests the concepts in subsequent experiences (Kolb, 1984; Roberts, 2006). Roberts, Stedman, Harder, Gouldthorpe, and Coers (2013) assert that globally integrated educational activities provide a unique context for the experiential learning cycle, producing a variety of outcomes including the three dimensions of critical thinking, technical competence, and intercultural competence. These dimensions can be intellectualized as a change in personal variables such as their knowledge, attitudes, skills, and aspirations (Rockwell & Bennett, 2004; Roberts et al., 2013). The model set forth by the conceptual framework for studying globally integrated education activities provides a structure by which to design and evaluate these competencies for study abroad experiences related to agriculture and natural resources. 

	Study abroad programs related to FANRRS are characteristically grounded in a technical context, which easily fits into the framework. Specific technical learning outcomes will be based on the instructor’s goals (e.g. global scale of agriculture production, growing zone differences, etc.) Intercultural competence is a broad concept, which includes effective and appropriate behavior in intercultural situations (Deardroff, 2004). Detailed outcomes will be aligned with the expectations within the particular global context and the students’ expansion of the understanding of their cultural norms and biases and worldview. Finally, critical thinking is the emphasis of the framework’s outcomes as it is the least studied, perhaps due to its complexity and time in which it takes to develop. Within the framework, critical thinking is designated by both disposition and skill of an individual (Roberts, et al., 2013). 




Results to Date/Implications
	This pilot study of 97 participants establishes a foundation for how the students perceive enhancement of their soft skills and critical thinking style of as a result of their study abroad experience. The sample was obtained through the University of Florida International Center and includes student in programs other than FANNRS. The researcher designed instrument was developed using the identified soft skills established by Crawford, Lang, Fink, Dalton, and Fielitz (2011). These soft skills constructs aligned with changes in students’ knowledge, attitudes and skills. The skill observed the least was problem solving, with only 65% of students agreeing or strongly agreeing it was incorporated in their program. Teamwork was reported the most with at least 86% of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing there were opportunities for development. Finally three additional constructs were strongly tied study abroad experiences with respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that leadership (69%), professionalism (67%) and self-management (77%) were integrated into their program. 

	The UFCTI (Lamm & Irani, 2011) was also used to compare students’ self-reported changes in critical thinking style related to components of engagement and seeking prior to and after the study abroad experience. There was a 5% positive change in students that agreed or strongly agreed that they listen carefully to opinions to others even if they disagree with them, a 2% positive change that agreed or strongly agreed they look for opportunities to solve problems, and a 4% positive change that agreed or strongly agreed that they enjoyed learning about many topics. Those who agreed or strongly agreed they were interested in many issues and able to relate to a wide variety of issues both had a 9% positive change.  The data suggests that students’ level of engagement improved due to the study abroad experience.
Future Plans/Advice to Others
	In order to facilitate this process, educators should tailor study abroad programs to student developmental needs. This includes time within the experience to practice soft skills, but to also reflect and built in time for meta-cognition. Integrating problem solving specifically should be purposeful in the objective and experiences since it is tied to both technical competence and intercultural competence. Tailoring study abroad experiences to increase positive outcomes in students’ knowledge, attitudes, skills, and aspirations will support the growing need for students to be globally competent. Designing programs using the conceptual framework for studying globally integrated education activities will enable faculty to take a multidimensional approach to study abroad programming. 
	The integration of critical thinking skill and critical thinking style into the objective and experiences of study abroad programs would be important to create an experience that provides the opportunity to build the students’ interpretation, inference, self-regulation, explanation, analysis, and evaluation skills as well as develop the students engagement in both styles of critical thinking. 
Cost/Resources Needed
· Incorporate UFCTI, soft skills assessment, and critical thinking skills assessment into evaluation planning.
· Professional development in aligning framework to study abroad program objectives and evaluation.
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