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Introduction
Short-term study abroad programs provide students with immersive international experiences within a limited time frame. These programs allow participants to engage deeply with new cultures through a combination of classroom learning, site visits, cultural activities, and interactions with local communities, which cultivates heightened cultural awareness and intercultural competence (Cunningham, et al., 2011). Despite their short duration, such experiences can lead to increased maturity, global-mindedness, appreciation for diverse cultures, and self-awareness (Norman, 2017). However, the intensity of these condensed experiences can create challenges. Students often face language barriers, homesickness, and difficulty communicating, which can impact their ability to adjust (Antonakopoulou, 2013). Cultural adaptation plays a central role in how students navigate and succeed in unfamiliar environments (Zhao, 2025). In agricultural education and communications, study abroad programs also offer unique opportunities to expand students’ knowledge of global agricultural practices and systems (Degreenia et al., 2023). These short-term impacts emphasize the importance of structured reflection tools like journals and photo prompts to support meaningful learning and emotional processing during the experience. By incorporating photographs with written reflections, these tools help students process their experiences more deeply, fostering emotional connection and critical insight that often surpass what is achieved through traditional written reflection alone (Skoy & Werremeyer, 2020).
Theoretical Frameworks
This study was grounded in Oberg’s (1960) U-curve theory of cultural adaptation and Pierce’s (1931) semiotic theory, providing a dual framework for analyzing students’ experiences in a study abroad setting. Oberg’s theory explains the emotional and psychological journey individuals often experience during cross-cultural encounters, which includes four key stages: the Honeymoon Stage (characterized by excitement and fascination), the Culture Shock Stage (marked by confusion, frustration, and anxiety), the Recovery Stage (as individuals begin to understand and adapt to the new culture), and the Adjustment Stage (where they feel increasingly integrated and at ease) (Lapitpova et al., 2017). This model guided the interpretation of students’ written journal entries by helping to categorize emotional responses and reflections based on their point in the cultural transition process while in Greece. 
In addition, semiotic theory originating from Pierce (1931) was used to analyze the photographs students selected for their photo journals. Semiotic theory focuses on interpreting signs and symbols to uncover deeper meanings embedded in the images. This approach allows for researchers to examine the visual representation of students’ cultural encounters, using recurring symbols such as nature, historical landmarks, and food to understand their perceptions, interpretations, and understanding of cultural experiences (Dobbins et al., 2020). By combining both theories, we were able to holistically explore students’ experiences, emotional and cognitive transitions through the U-curve theory lens, and symbolic, cultural interpretations through semiotic theory. This pairing strengthened the photo journal analysis by capturing not only what students felt but also how they visually represented and processed their study abroad experience in agricultural education, communication, and leadership contexts.
Purpose/ Research Questions
The purpose of this study aimed to explore how study abroad programs can enhance students' cultural understanding and adaptation to new environments by using photo journals and prompts that encourage deeper reflection on their experiences. This study will address three research questions, with the first and second being qualitative research questions and the third being a quantitative research question.
RQ1: Identify the themes that emerged from the narratives associated with students’ photo journals.
RQ2: Categorize the experiences into each cultural adaptation stage outlined by Oberg (1960).
RQ3: Identify the most common icons and symbols that emerged from the photographs
Methodology
This study utilized a mixed-methods content analysis using a convergent parallel design to provide a comprehensive understanding of the experiences of eleven students who participated in a fourteen-day summer study abroad program in Greece, conducted by the Department of Agricultural Education and Communications at Texas Tech University. For this study, the photo journals of eleven participants were specifically selected using purposive sampling. The analysis consisted of two different approaches: a qualitative analysis of the associated narratives and a semiotic analysis of photographs. The narrative analysis for the first objective involved a phenomenological approach with a two-phase process: initial open coding to identify the emergent codes, followed by a thematic analysis to get the overarching themes (Saldaña, 2015). For the second objective, to explore students’ journeys, the narrative codes were chronologically organized by day. Then they were categorized into Oberg’s (1960) U-curve cultural shock theory, detailing students’ progression through the study abroad experience. Finally, for the quantitative phase, the photos were analyzed by employing semiotic principles to categorize the images based on their iconic and symbolic characteristics. The frequency and distribution of these categories were then systematically counted and analyzed to identify the most common visual elements (Neuendorf, 2017). Intercoder reliability was established to ensure consistency in the coding process. Three coders were trained to measure reliability in the coding process and achieve consistency in thematic analysis. An agreement rate of Kappa = .86 was achieved, ensuring consistency. The findings from the qualitative narrative analysis and the quantitative semiotic and U-curve categorizations were integrated during the conclusions section to provide a comprehensive and triangulated understanding of students' experiences.
Results/ Findings
RQ1: Overarching Themes
Three primary themes emerged from research objective one aimed to provide insight into the differences in agriculture, lifestyle, and culture, and how students adjusted to their unfamiliar surroundings during their study abroad experience in Greece. 
Agricultural Differences
Students observed notable contrasts between agricultural education and farming practices at Texas Tech University, and at the American Farm School in Greece. Participant 5 stated that “Agriculture education in the US is also much more classroom-based, while in Greece agriculture education lets the students learn on a first-hand experience”. These differences showed how the two schools vary in both how they teach and how they apply teaching in practice. Participant 2 shared, “Compared to the USA, where we mainly focus on the theory and classroom, the Greeks are invested in hands-on learning… as it plays into their real-world experiences.” This reflects how the Greeks model and emphasizes experiential learning so that students can immediately connect to real-life agricultural challenges. Participant 9 reinforced this by stating, “I thought this school would be a plain farm with a building, but it was way more than that. This is an ‘agora’ centered around using hands-on education to teach.” Participant 10 added further reflection by stating “When comparing what I saw to the US, I couldn't help but think... what our programs would look like we want these opportunities for our students.”
Lifestyle and Cultural Perspectives
The second theme was lifestyle and culture, where participants recognized distinct differences in how Greeks approach daily life, health, and well-being. Participant 7 stated, “The American Farm School was a culture shock for sure... not having air conditioning in the classrooms was also different than what I am used to.” Many students reflected on the emphasis placed on mindful eating, shared meals, and balance in daily routines. Participant 3 stated “There are so many things that are not apart of their diet that we eat regularly...glad we got to learn and take home healthy habits. I am definitely going to implement aspects of the lifestyle into my own...” These cultural practices encouraged them to reflect on their own habits and inspired positive lifestyle changes, such as adopting healthier routines and being more intentional with their time and choices after returning home. Participant 8 stated that “I enjoyed getting to experience the slower way of life and have more appreciation for sit down conversations. I will be trying to implement more of these things into my life as I want to invest myself.” 
Reality Check
The third theme was a reality check, as students faced the initial challenges of adjusting to life in a new environment. Many described moments of homesickness, language barriers, and adapting to unfamiliar routines. Participant 4 shared, “I’m enjoying visiting and learning in Greece, but I still find myself a bit homesick… I’ve become more grateful for simple things, like a cheeseburger with a bun.” These early difficulties brought moments of discomfort but also sparked personal growth. Participant 11 stated “While studying abroad takes a great deal of independence and self-reliance… I learned the importance of inclusivity, communication, and accommodation... this experience has allowed me to grow.” As students navigated cultural differences and new systems, the challenges they faced fostered independence, resilience, and intercultural awareness, ultimately helping them grow more confident, open-minded, and globally aware.
RQ2: U-curve Theory 
Objective two sought to categorize participants' experiences into the four cultural adaptation stages outlined by Oberg (1960) U-curve theory: the Honeymoon, Culture Shock, Recovery, and Adjustment stages. These classifications were based on coded narratives from participant journal entries collected throughout the study abroad experience. The Honeymoon Stage, characterized by initial excitement and fascination, was reflected in participant experiences during Days 4 through 6. During this period, participants expressed admiration for the local culture and environment. Participant 5 noted, “I absolutely love Thessaloniki. I love the graffiti and the ancient Roman buildings. The history here is fascinating.” Participant 3 added, “The focus on sustainable/regenerative agriculture was also a very intriguing aspect of the school… I love the amount of hands-on learning and working implemented in the classroom.” These statements reflect the excitement, curiosity, and positive outlook typical of the honeymoon phase, where everything new is seen as interesting and enjoyable. The Culture Shock Stage was classified on Days 1–3, 9, and 14, when participants began to feel disoriented and overwhelmed by the differences in their new environment. Participant 7 shared “Greece is definitely not what I thought it was going to look like. I was not expecting the city to be so large with everything right on top of each other... all the Greek people were very overwhelming.” Participant 1 reflected, “Greece was even more beautiful than I thought I would be, I will never get over the views I saw…” The mixture of unexpected realities and emotional overwhelming during these days fits with the confusion, frustration, and overstimulation that define the culture shock stage.
The Recovery Stage was represented by Days 7, 10, and 13, when participants began to understand and adapt to their surroundings. Participant 6 wrote, “I really enjoyed this [experience] because it made me feel at peace.” Participant 2 noted, “The island culture is something that I want to have at home. Just relaxed, not stressed, and not in any hurry at all.” These reflections show the beginning of cultural understanding and emotional adjustment, which are signs of entering the recovery stage where discomfort gives way to appreciation and reflection. The Adjustment Stage, which occurred on Days 8, 11, and 12, was marked by a sense of ease and integration into the Greeks culture. Participants expressed a growing comfort in their new environment. Participant 9 stated, “After this first week I feel excited and adjusted it to the Greek life.” Participant 10 added, “I'm gradually adjusting to my new environment… overall, it's been a rewarding experience.” These reflections indicate that the participants had begun to feel more settled and confident navigating the cultural environment, key traits of the adjustment phase where daily life becomes more normalized and comfortable.
RQ3: Content Analysis
Research objective three sought to identify the most common icons and symbols that emerged from the photographs in students’ journals. A total of 435 photographs were analyzed. The most frequent type of pictures found in the photo journals were photos of places (n = 111), followed by one-person pictures (n = 74) and group pictures (n = 68). On the other side, the least frequent type of pictures were vehicles pictures (n = 5) followed by animals (n = 8) and selfies (n = 27). The average number of icons identified in one picture was two, with five being the max number in a single photograph. The most identified symbol in the photos was nature (n = 124) followed by historical symbolisms (n = 89) and culture (n = 83). However, the least frequent icons found were vehicles (n = 5) followed by art (n = 8) and patriotism (n = 9). According to Table 1, the highest number of photos found in their journals was on day 10 (n = 91), day 6 (n = 87) and day 4 (n = 85). However, the days when students shared the lowest number of pictures were day 8 (n = 35), day 1 (n = 48), day 14 (n = 49) and day 9 (n = 52).
Table 1
Frequencies of Pictures Identified on each Day of the Study Abroad Program.
	
	Days

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14

	Number of pictures (n)
	48
	68
	74
	85
	70
	87
	58
	35
	52
	91
	59
	56
	68
	49



Conclusion/ Implications/ Recommendations/ Impact 
Students became more aware of differences in agricultural practices, including sustainability, which aligns with previous literature (Degreenia et al., 2023). Participants encountered eye-opening situations that heightened their awareness of cultural and agricultural differences, supporting Zhao’s (2025) and Cunningham, et al. (2011) findings on the impact of international experiences. This exposure may contribute to participants feeling more prepared for future travel. Regarding cultural adjustment, participants primarily remained in the culture shock phase of Oberg’s (1960) model. Consistent with Antonakopoulou (2013), students experienced challenges adjusting to a new culture. However, this study did not fully support the traditional U-curve model of cultural adaptation. Students did not report culture shock exclusively at the beginning of the trip, but rather intermittently throughout the experience. Additionally, the culture shock experienced was not perceived as entirely negative, contrary to the theory’s original framing. A distinct recovery stage was also not observed. These findings suggest that, despite preparation, cultural adaptation may not follow a predictable pattern. The content analysis of student photo journals revealed that nature was the most common theme, followed by elements of history and culture. These images reflected students’ personal connections to the host country’s landscapes, heritage, and traditions (Norman, 2017). While lifestyle and cultural themes were strongly supported by both narratives and images, the theme of agricultural differences was less prominent in the photos. Although students noted agricultural insights in their written reflections, cultural immersion appeared to have a greater overall impact on their experience. Notably, photo frequency was influenced by the students’ emotional and cultural adjustment. Fewer photos were taken during periods associated with culture shock, while more images were captured during the honeymoon phase. This pattern suggests that students’ engagement with their surroundings, and their willingness to document it, was shaped by their stage in the cultural adaptation process. These conclusions support the need to utilize photo journals as a reflection tool for study abroad trips to gain a deeper understand of their experiences (Skoy & Werremeyer, 2020).
A recommendation for practice includes introducing students to cultural practices before starting the study abroad program to reduce culture shock. Pre-departure training could include interactive workshops, scenario-based activities, and informational sessions on local customs, communication styles, and expectations in the host country. Incorporating cultural adaptation models such as Oberg’s U-curve and engaging students in scenario-based learning can help improve their adjustment process (Conner & Roberts, 2015). Additionally, incorporating reflective activities such as group discussions during the program can support students' cultural adjustment. Future research could investigate how domestic study away experiences might offer comparable intercultural benefits, particularly in enhancing student adaptability and awareness (Cruz & Whatley, 2024). These types of programs are often structured to enhance traditional academic instruction by engaging students in real-world, experiential learning settings, whether abroad or within their home country (Meyers & Arnold, 2016). Researchers could also examine how these experiences shape students’ long-term career goals, interest in sustainability, and decision-making processes.
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