 Study Abroad Experiences: Interpreting Students’ Reflective Journals and Papers

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

Studying abroad improves a student’s critical and reflective thinking proficiencies by exposure to global perspectives and multiculturalism (Özturgut, 2007). As concerns of worldwide integration and cultural diversity have been emphasized in higher education, there has been a push to offer and encourage international experiences (Edgar et al., 2018; Irani et al., 2006; Wingenbach et al., 2003; Zhai & Scheer, 2004). Özturgut (2007) stated “participation in study abroad programs enhance[s] academic, social and cultural skills of students, makes them aware of transnational issues, and makes them better leaders of tomorrow” (p. 44). Harrell et al. (2017) identified global engagement aids in adding empathy for citizens and communities, broadening viewpoints, and managing courage to tackle real-world challenges. Along with heightened appreciation for diversity, independence, and self-awareness of beliefs and values (Lindsey, 2005), “students who study abroad are challenged to attain a level of comfort and familiarity with new and different surroundings, resulting in a more realistic appraisal of their capabilities” (Chieffo, 2000, p. 2). According to Rodriguez and Roberts (2011), these beneficial takeaways would not transpire without reflection as it is a crucial piece to experiential learning. “The experience will tend to merge with the background of all the stimulants that assail our senses” (Beard & Wilson, 2006, p. 20). Overall, reflecting allows students to assimilate and break down culturally and cognitively complex situations (Roberts & Jones, 2009).

The reflection process allows us to make sense of the world (Boud, 2001). Boud (2001) continued to describe reflection as a way to transform raw content into refined understanding. According to John Dewey, reflection is a form of problem solving as interconnected thoughts are organized (Hatton & Smith, 1995). In fact, reflective thinking allows for thorough questioning to transpire before outcomes are settled on (Hatton & Smith, 1995). To rationalize reflections, feelings and observations are detailed in journal format (Hiemstra, 2001). “Journaling in its various forms is a means for recording personal thoughts, daily experiences, and evolving insights” (Hiemstra, 2001, p.19). As reported by Hubbs and Brand (2005), journaling “holds potential for serving as a mirror to reflect the student’s heart and mind” (p. 61). Writing permits students to break the mold by mulling over ideas to make connections (Hubbs & Brand, 2005), thus enhancing ground for growth and learning to take place (Hiemstra, 2001).

Purpose/Objectives

Although universities encourage study abroad, research lacks in understanding the importance of these experiences. The purpose of this study was to add insight into the value of study abroad experiences. The study highlights and summarizes students’ journals and papers about perceptions of a summer 2019 Thailand study abroad. The guiding research question for this study was “What themes emerged from students’ reflective journals and papers?”

Methods/Procedures

This study used qualitative content analysis methods to examine students’ reflective journals and papers from a study abroad experience in Thailand. Eleven students — four undergraduate, six graduate, and one doctoral — in the Oklahoma State University Ferguson College of Agriculture participated in the travel course. The goal of the study abroad course was to provide students with a unique international experience emphasizing various aspects of food, agriculture, and natural resources fields. Students also were enriched by a blend of agriculture, art, culture, education, history, language, and religion. As instructed, students kept a daily log and recorded observations, reflections, and thoughts to capture what they did, what they learned, and how they felt about their experiences. Instead of writing what they thought their program leader wanted to read, students were encouraged to express their honest feelings. Journals served as a percentage of their final grades, which incentivized daily writing and reflection. Students also submitted a final 10-page paper. These reflective journals and papers were scrutinized for thematic meaning and understanding.

Qualitative content analysis methods ensure information is categorized and organized in a manner easily communicated and understood (Lawver & Soto-Cruz, 2007). The analysis identified and coded emergent themes related to the students’ international experience. These themes represent “broad units of information that consist of several codes aggregated to form a common idea” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186). With an accessible population, coding occurred until data saturation was reached (Creswell, 2013). One possible limitation was if students were reluctant to reveal honest feelings when reflecting and writing for a travel course. Confirmability was obtained as another researcher confirmed themes truly represented data and not personal thoughts and opinions. Regarding transferability, a thick description was provided, outlining data collection, data analysis, and all aspects of the study. Dependability was carried out as an external researcher reviewed the overall methods of the study to ensure the inquiry process was sound. Lastly, two different types of data were collected and analyzed with the hope of triangulating thoughts to ensure credibility. Throughout the findings section, quotations are provided as evidence for emergent themes from students’ interpretations and viewpoints.

Results/Findings

Coding was completed using MAXQDA, a software program for analyzing qualitative data. From students’ reflective journals and papers, eight themes originated from 65 code titles and 1,167 coded segments: broadened horizons, camaraderie, comparisons, cultural observations, increased wanderlust, international travel, memorable experiences, and surfaced feelings. These themes represent how the study abroad experience impacted participants. In this abstract, the three themes mentioned most often by participants will be highlighted.

Through students’ reflective writing, 22 code titles surfaced and unified into one theme. Change in taste, touristy, culture focused, quickly caught on, observation, culturally aware, appreciation for culture, resourceful, important to culture, fruit, durian, willingness to go extra mile, diverse scenery, warmed my heart, went above and beyond, language barrier, dinner atmosphere, food plays vital role, appreciation for work, Thai cuisine, eye-opening conversation, and interactions with Thai people were the descriptive terms and codes chosen to nestle under the overarching theme: cultural observations. As a prevalent theme, students reflected on their immersion of cultural activities, interactions, and observations. Comments by paper five and paper six participants implied visiting the Maeklong Railway Market and the Damnoen Saduak Floating Market were top-notch adventures where they perceived day-to-day life for Thai people. Specifically, paper six student stated, “When I think of Thais and their lifestyles, the train market comes to mind. The train market exhibits Thais’ work ethic with how quickly they dismantle and restore their setup as scheduled trains roll through.” The Maeklong and Damnoen Saduak markets provided unique opportunities and encouraged one-on-one engagement among students and Thais. Paper two participant was told before leaving the U.S. that Thailand is the “land of smiles.” He or she was skeptical of the statement until Thais welcomed students with open arms and were genuinely eager to teach them about their culture. As paper five student wrote, “I have never been around such gracious and kind people in my life.” Paper five participant also said:

I think everyone can learn from the people of Thailand. There is something about their attitudes reaffirming there is always something to be happy about and thankful for. Even though some of the people may not have had much, they made the most of what they had.

	As students’ reflections continued, they were infatuated by the attention to detail and copious amounts of gold incorporated in elaborately carved buildings and statues. Paper nine student said, “The amount of detail they put into their palaces and temples is impeccable. I could not image how tedious the work was to make it look the way it does.” Aside from the palaces and temples, students were impressed by the elephants, Umbrella Making Center, and Thai Silk Village. As paper three student said, “Elephants are known for their incredible durability, longevity, and strength, so I was eager to make a memory in Thailand with elephants where they are honored as their national animal and symbol.” Paper six writer said the Umbrella Making Center and Thai Silk Village highlighted a key piece of Thai culture. Another observation to detail, not physically but mentally, came from paper two:

Learning how to be conscious of my actions in order to be considerate was more difficult than I imagined. I did not have to make large changes to my behavior by any means, but I would catch myself nearly doing things that were so normal to me but would have been culturally disrespectful to Thais.

Served two or three times a day, food played a major role in the students’ time abroad and was a popular reflection topic. Both sides of the spectrum were evident as participants either approved or criticized Thai cuisine. Paper seven student was nervous from the get-go about food in Thailand because of his or her limited affection toward seafood. Paper three participant adored Thai cuisine from color, context, detail, and spice. Paper four participant tended to be a picky eater but decided to branch out and ended up savoring most meals. Meals mainly were served family style, which let participants try a wide variety of foods, according to paper nine student.

As students reflected in their journals and papers, six code titles surfaced and unified into a second theme. As a result, living in the moment, rare opportunity, overall reflection, take advantage of travel opportunities, and caught travel bug were the descriptive terms and codes chosen to nestle under the overarching theme: increased wanderlust. As a result of students’ trip to Thailand, whether their first international experience or seventh, most wanted to travel again. Several activities and experiences solidified their decisions. Paper three and eight students were living their best lives when they rode, fed, hugged, and watched elephants perform at Maesa Elephant Camp. Journal two participant mentioned, “With each step my elephant, Jumblebee, took, my seat swayed, and it became surreal to interact with the largest existing land animal without restriction.” Journal five student was in awe of Bangkok’s skyline as it passed by during their dinner cruise. For paper three student, the “4 Islands – Fast and Fun by Speed Boat” excursion in Krabi caused wanderlust. Paper four, paper five, and paper nine students expressed a strong desire to travel because of their Thailand experience. “This was my first time leaving the country and my time in Thailand has inspired me to travel much more in the future,” said paper four’s author. Paper five stated, “I definitely think because of this trip I will go on more trips out of the country, and I look forward to those experiences.” Paper eight participant elaborated:

Overall, my Thailand experience was one I will never forget. The connections and memories made are not like any other. It is not about the amount of time spent in a place, but how much of an impact a person and a place can have on you in a short amount of time. Thailand has a piece of my heart, and it is only a matter of time before I travel back to take in the culture, food, and people again.

As students reflected in their journals and papers, sixteen code titles surfaced and unified into the third theme. Expected, adjusting, culture shock, spurred curiosity, unexpected, exhausting but worth it, hot and sweaty, conflicted, skeptical, surprised, tired, frustrating, concerned, challenging, overwhelmed, and nervous were the descriptive terms and codes chosen to nestle under the overarching theme: surfaced feelings. Students experienced a range of emotions and feelings prior to departure and while in-country. Paper two student, who had never traveled out of the U.S., was frustrated by being unable to read street signs or understand local conversations. In the papers, participants one, six, and nine noted being overwhelmed by Bangkok’s size, proximity to people, and new aromas. As the paper eight participant phrased it: “The smells were odd and off-putting on the streets and at the markets. Nothing says, ‘Welcome to Thailand’ like humidity mixed with the smell of fish, fruit, and people.”

To wrap up surfaced feelings, students expressed three main responses to their travel course’s agricultural component. One reaction was of spurred curiosity as paper six participant wanted to know more details regarding rice outputs, smallholder farmer commodity productivity, and Thailand exports and imports. He or she also wanted to know more about swine production considering Thais, per capita, consume an enormous amount of pork annually. Paper three participant was “disappointed in the trip’s lack of agriculture” as they wanted to see suppliers, manufacturers, and wholesalers rather than continuous retailers. The third main response was surprise as paper seven student did not tie silk to agriculture when visiting the Thai Silk Village. Students were intrigued to learn silk originates from silkworms, which prompted understanding for its expensiveness. In addition, participants learned how to distinguish between an original piece of silk woven with organic means and a synthetically made piece of silk.

Conclusions/Recommendations/Implications

	Study abroad programs open doors for students to develop cultural awareness and competence, expand knowledge through experiential learning, and strengthen interpersonal proficiencies (Meyers & Arnold, 2016). This study sought to assess those opportunities and qualities from students’ reflective journals and papers, which provided comprehensive and detailed explanations of what they saw, learned, felt, and experienced while abroad. An analysis of the students’ writings revealed eight emergent themes: broadened horizons, camaraderie, comparisons, cultural observations, increased wanderlust, international travel, memorable experiences, and surfaced feelings. From these eight themes, study abroad programs may discern important benefits and effects originating from study abroad experiences. Students found traveling to and embracing new locations broadened their perspectives and encouraged them to expand their comfort zones. By participating in cultural exchanges, students gain the multicultural competencies needed to be better suited for their fields of interest (Edgar et al., 2018; Irani et al., 2006; Wingenbach et al., 2003; Zhai & Scheer, 2004).

	Students drifted into cultural immersion by way of their senses as they viewed elaborately carved buildings and statues, heard a new language, smelled and tasted Thai cuisine, and touched Thailand’s national animal and symbol. Through cultural immersion, participants connected with locals through genuine emotions and shared experiences. In turn, locals celebrated their culture while educating visitors. These lasting impressions trigger wanderlust, a strong desire to travel, as students gain a greater appreciation and understanding for the world around them. Whether their first international experience or seventh, a snowball effect builds as most students want to travel again. Aside from raving about sights seen and experiences had, students were less than thrilled by the international flight, in-country transportation, and overwhelming number of people. However, “students who study abroad are challenged to attain a level of comfort and familiarity with new and different surroundings” (Chieffo, 2000, p. 2). Despite being intimidated by the city’s hustle and bustle, participants learned to adapt to new sights, smells, and sounds. Between catching the travel bug and stepping outside comfort zones, students acquire a newfound sense of confidence and composure in the face of uncertainty.

	Instructors should provide depth and clarity to course expectations and guidelines as well as writing prompts for daily reflections while abroad. Pre-reflections and post-reflections would allow further insight into students’ “personal thoughts, daily experiences, and evolving insights” (Hiemstra, 2001, p. 19). Before leaving, leaders should explain differences between reflecting and summarizing to ensure optimum growth and learning occur. To support transforming raw content into refined understanding (Boud, 2001), a reflection period should be scheduled regularly to unpack observations and perceptions. Students’ 10-page reflection and evaluation essays provided relevant feedback, suggesting more opportunities in agricultural sectors indigenous to the trip’s location. Lastly, students should research the country beforehand to have a well-rounded knowledge base and a better sense of what to expect while in-country.

	In terms of research, program leaders should continue to analyze study abroad experiences to conclude if similar themes emerge. They should conduct a pre-trip analysis to gauge students’ preparedness as well as a post-trip analysis by way of focus groups to evaluate students’ experiences, thoughts, and emotions. Another recommendation for research is to compare and contrast long-term and short-term study abroad experiences to determine whether themes are applicable and interchangeable among lengths of time abroad. Adopting and using a quantitative analysis approach would potentially offer a varied perspective, too. Lastly, examining the culture and value on both sides of the aisle, home country and visiting country, would prove beneficial to indicate if conclusions and implications are alike or different.
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