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Research


Student Preferences for and Perceived Barriers and Influencers to International Experiences: A Comparison between Colleges at One Land Grant University

Introduction / Need for the Study
International experiences provide students with the opportunities to gain a better understanding of the interdependence of nations, to improve the value of diversity, and to develop a global perspective (Kitsantas & Meyers, 2001).  Before engaging in an international experience students must weigh the benefits of the opportunity; students categorize characteristics of potential international experiences as either motivators or deterrents (Payan, Svensson, & Hovegold, 2012).  Additionally, research notes that students consider budget and career impacts as primary goals when deciding whether or not to pursue an international experience opportunity (Salisbury, Umbach, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2009).  Furthermore, the influence of family is especially strong for undergraduate students when making decisions about international experiences (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002).  Agriculture is increasingly internationalized, thus it is important for agricultural students to gain insights into international effects on agricultural policy and practice (Edgar & Edgar, 2009).  Research has been conducted to assess the effect of international experiences on agriculture students (Zhai & Scheer, 2002), yet little research exists to compare agriculture students and non-agriculture students regarding their preferences for and what causes or hinders them from engaging in an international experience. 

Theoretical Framework
These motivators and deterrents guide students in making choices about engaging in an international experience, a decision-making process that can be observed through the lens of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986; Conner, 2013).  Bandura (1986) postulated that for learning to occur people must have prior capacities for learning, which include symbolizing capacity and forethought capacity.  Symbolizing capacity allows students to integrate and assign meaning to an international experience; this guides their decisions, namely, if students cannot integrate and assign meaning to an international experience they are less likely to engage in it (Bandura, 1986; Conner, 2013).  Forethought capacity allows students to weigh consequences about international experiences before they engage (Bandura, 1986; Conner, 2013).  

Methodology
This study’s purpose was to determine if significant correlations (p < 0.05) existed between agriculture and non-agriculture students at the University of [State] concerning preferences and influences/barriers for engaging in international experience.  The population for this descriptive survey methodology was a stratified random sample (Trochim, 2001) of large-enrollment fall 2013 undergraduate courses at the University of [State] (N = 2,617).  A sample size of 1,543 was gathered, for a response rate of 59%.  The survey instrument used to assess students was created by the researchers and contained 13 questions about students’ international experience preferences, perceived barriers and influencers to studying abroad, and demographics.  Face and content validity were assessed by faculty of the college’s International Program; a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88 was achieved when assessed for reliability (Cronbach, 1951).  

Results / Findings
There were a total of 773 respondents from the college of agriculture and 770 respondents from other colleges.  There was an approximately equal mix of student classifications for the agriculture group, but in the non-agriculture group there was a higher frequency of sophomores (45.1%) compared to other classifications.  Of the agriculture students, 66.3% were interested in an international experience, and 66.0% of the students from other colleges were interested in an international experience.  Both agriculture (52.4%) and non-agriculture (56.0%) students were most interested in study abroad as an international experience.  Regarding preferred length of stay, both agriculture (32.2%) and non-agriculture (34.3%) students chose 4 to 6 weeks most frequently.  Both groups of students were most interested in international experiences during the summer, with frequencies of 49.8% and 45.6% for agriculture and non-agriculture students, respectively.  

Students in both the agriculture (M = 3.30, SD = 1.28) and non-agriculture (M = 3.37, SD = 1.32) groups listed parents as the most important influencing factor when deciding to engage in an international experience. Yet students in both groups responded with neutrality or disagreement as to whether parents, faculty, peers, or siblings influenced their decision to pursue an international experience; standard deviations for this section of the survey were large (greater than 1.00), indicating large variation in responses.  Both groups of students listed cost as the barrier that inhibited them the most from engaging in an international experience, with a mean of 3.92 (SD = 1.16) for agriculture students and a mean of 3.89 (SD = 1.22) for the non-agriculture group.  Fear of travelling outside of the country was the least-inhibiting barrier for both groups, with a mean of 1.89 (SD = 1.18) for agriculture students and a mean of 1.74 (SD = 1.09) for non-agriculture students.  There were no significant differences between any group of responses from agriculture and non-agriculture students. 

Conclusions
The data from this study highlights the similarity between agriculture and non-agriculture students regarding their decision-making process for international experiences.  The fact that frequencies regarding international experience preferences were similar and there were no statistically significant differences in barriers and influencers for international experiences between the two groups points toward not only similar decision-making processes, but similarities in symbolizing and forethought capacities (Bandura, 1986).  Both agricultural and non-agricultural students are interested in international experiences with short time commitments and that cost them little in terms of their educational timeline.  Additionally, both groups of students are concerned with the cost of engaging in international experiences.  

Implications / Recommendations
The college of agriculture at the University of [State] should be aware that it can advertise and promote international experiences that cater not only to its students but to students of other colleges as well.  The college should promote international experiences that provide students with skills and insight other than what they can receive from curriculum, as well as programs that fit students’ desired preferences.  Doing so will improve both symbolizing and forethought capacities for students (Bandura, 1986; Conner, 2013).  Promoting international experiences to agriculture and non-agriculture students will increase the likelihood that both groups of students will understand agriculture internationally, which is an important competency (Edgar & Edgar, 2009; Kitsantas & Meyers, 2001).  
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