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ABSTRACT 

The Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) 2007 report, published by the American 

Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), highlighted “personal and social 

responsibility” (p. 12) as one of the essential learning outcomes for US undergraduates.  Many in 

the higher education community responded positively to the AAC&U’s report and the need for 

social responsibility, but research on the topic has shown faculty struggling to cultivate it (Dey & 

Associates, 2008; Colby & Sullivan, 2009, O'Neil, 2012). This project explored the following 

questions: Which study abroad program design components cultivate social responsibility among 

US undergraduate student participants?   How do study abroad program leaders and student 

participants understand social responsibility?  I explored these questions through the study abroad 

literature on social responsibility, an electronic survey sent to BestSemester student participants, 

and interviews with BestSemester program directors. Seven themes from the BestSemester 

program director interviews, BestSemester student responses from the electronic survey, and a 

theoretical framework from the literature review on the acquisition of social responsibility in study 

abroad are presented.    
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Doors, 2012).  Many universities and independent study abroad programs market with websites and 

brochures containing vivid descriptions of students who claim life changing experiences or in other 

words, significant transformation (Bishop, 2013; Canton & Santos, 2009), as a result of their time 

abroad. Transformation is an oft reported outcome of study abroad and many universities see a 

study abroad experience as an important step toward developing global skills necessary for today’s 

world (Bishop, 2013; Hanson, 2010; Crabtree, 2008; Hamza, 2010).   

While transformation is a common goal for both study abroad participants and providers 

(Hanson, 2010; Killick, 2012; Clarke, Flaherty, Wright, McMillen, 2009; Stephenson, 1999), 

whether students are increasing in social responsibility (one aspect of transformation), is still 

unclear (Braskamp, Braskamp, and Merril, 2009).  Larry Braskamp, David Braskamp, and Kelly 

Merrill had insightful findings on social responsibility and study abroad (2009). Braskamp et al. 

examined whether students “express changes and growth in their self reports of their global 

learning and development” due to their study abroad experience (2009, p. 103).  Braskamp et al. 

defined global learning and development as growth in students’ cognitive, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal perspectives.  Using a pre-post test design, Braskamp et al. developed and 

implemented the Global Perspectives Inventory (GPI) examining 10 different study abroad 

program sites around the world.  Of the findings, the lowest statistically significant difference was 

in the scale of social responsibility, meaning from pre to post test, students’ self reporting on 

changes in their perspectives on social responsibility changed the least.  One exception to the low 

rating in social responsibility came from participants in a social justice focused program in Mexico 

who scored higher in the scale of social responsibility than the rest of the sample (Braskamp et al., 

2009). Braskamp et al.’s research revealed a gap in social responsibility development and study 

abroad —while the theory and goal of social responsibility might be an ideal for study abroad 

programs and universities, “students in general did not show much change in their social concern 

for others during their semester abroad” (Braskamp et al., 2009, p. 112). 
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Braskamp et al.’s research on the gap between social responsibility and study abroad—the 

latter does not necessarily produce the former—along with the AAC&U’s call to prioritize social 

responsibility in higher education, leads to the need for further exploration in study abroad design 

and social responsibility.  Since only one program in Braskamp et al.’s research actually cultivated 

social responsibility, examining what this program and other similarly designed programs are doing 

differently is a useful inquiry toward understanding how study abroad programs can increase social 

responsibility among participants.   

The Meaning of Social Responsibility 

The AAC&U’s initiative, Core Commitments: Educating Students for Personal and Social 

Responsibility, identified five aspects of personal and social responsibility for traditional university 

and college age students: 

Striving for excellence: developing a strong work ethic and consciously doing one’s very 
best in all aspects of college; Cultivating personal and academic integrity: recognizing and 
acting on a sense of honor, ranging from honesty in relationships to principled engagement 
with a formal academic honors code; Contributing to a larger community: recognizing and 
acting on one’s responsibility to the educational community and the wider society, locally, 
nationally, and globally; Taking seriously the perspectives of others: recognizing and 
acting on the obligation to inform one’s own judgment; engaging diverse and competing 
perspectives as a resource for learning, citizenship, and work; Developing competence in 
ethical and moral reasoning and action: developing ethical and moral reasoning in ways 
that incorporate the other four responsibilities; using such reasoning in learning and in 
life. (AAC&U, 2007) 

A few points from the AAC&U’s Core Commitments identify the natural contributions study 

abroad programs can make toward the goal of cultivating social responsibility.  “Contributing to a 

larger community” refers to “giving of oneself for the welfare of others and giving back to a 

community that supports one’s development, educationally or socially, locally or globally” 

(AAC&U, 2007, p. 4) Exposure to other cultures is believed to help students broaden their 

worldviews and consider alternative ways they might contribute to another community (AAC&U, 

2007). “Taking seriously the perspectives of others” helps students in “respecting the right of other 

individuals to have varying interpretations of the world…appreciating well-founded opinions that 
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differ from one’s own… understanding the value that unique viewpoints bring to the development 

of knowledge” (AAC&U, 2007, p.5).  In a cross-cultural learning context, interactions with diverse 

viewpoints are inevitable and even a constant. 

Kevin Hovland, Director of Global Learning and Curricular Change with the AAC&U, 

bridges the definitions between social responsibility and global learning (2009) in his article, 

“Global Learning: What is it? Who is responsible for it?”  In 2001, the AAC&U highlighted global 

learning and social responsibility in its Shared Futures Initiative by helping “member colleges and 

universities envision and enact global learning models that foreground questions of diversity, 

identity, citizenship, interconnection, and responsible action.”(Hovland, 2009, p. 4)  In answering 

the questions of global learning’s definition and its connection to social responsibility, Hovland’s 

research at over 100 participating US higher education institutions found that the definition of 

global learning has multi-faceted characteristics. Indeed, global learning offers a “vehicle for 

integrating multiple disciplinary perspectives and weaving together existing commitments to 

explore diversity, build capacity for civic engagement, and prepare students to take responsibility 

for common global problems” (Hovland, 2009, p.5).  To build consensus around the multiplicity of 

meanings for global learning and its relationship with developing social responsibility, the AAC&U 

identified particular global, complex issues that could be addressed in general education, study 

abroad or in specific disciplines (Hovland, 2009).  These issues include: “health and social justice, 

sustainability, globalization, wealth and poverty, identity, culture and border crossing, and religion 

in global contexts” (Hovland, 2009, p. 6). 

Chickering and Braskamp (2009) also interweaved personal and social responsibility with 

developing a global perspective.  They fleshed out the meaning by looking at four vectors 

identified earlier by Chickering (1968) as critical “in the psychosocial development of college 

students.  Their four vectors are: 1. Moving through autonomy toward interdependence                  

2. Establishing identity 3. Developing purpose 4. Managing emotions” (Chickering & Braskamp, 
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2009, p. 27).  Moving towards interdependence involves interacting and having a relationship with 

those who have significantly different viewpoints and perspectives (Chickering & Braskamp, 

2009).  Identity formation speaks to the need to have experiences that help individuals understand 

themselves, especially their civic and moral selves, which increases the likelihood of personal and 

social responsibility (Chickering & Braskamp, 2009).  Developing purpose has both inward and 

outward dimensions, wherein students understand themselves and consider how they might serve 

others and the broader community.  Managing emotions involves becoming personally aware of the 

power and productivity of all emotions and using them in a way that will bring about self 

knowledge and positive relationships (Chickering & Braskamp, 2009).  

Braskamp and Chickering recommend the aforementioned vectors as critical components in 

developing personal and social responsibility and ultimately, a global perspective (2009). 

Chickering and Braskamp advocate for universities that aim to develop global perspectives to make 

it a campus-wide initiative, led by faculty who combine in and out of classroom experiences such 

as study abroad.  Further they propose faculty bring the study abroad experiences to campus since 

everyone is not able to study abroad, and finally, that colleges use internships and service-learning 

so students can interact with difference in a regular, sustained way (2009). 

Social responsibility, global competence and global civic engagement were the key themes 

for Duarte Morais and Anthony Ogden’s (2011) meta-analysis of global citizenship and their 

development of a scale to measure global citizenship.  Based upon their literature review of social 

responsibility and study abroad, Morais and Ogden defined social responsibility by identifying 

three significant themes: 

1. Global justice and disparities. Students evaluate social issues and identify instances and 
examples of global injustice and disparity. 2. Altruism and empathy. Students examine and 
respect diverse perspectives and construct an ethic of social service to address global and 
local issues. 3. Global interconnectedness and personal responsibility. Students understand 
the interconnectedness between local behaviors and their global consequences. (Morais & 
Ogden, 2011, p. 448) 
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Morais and Ogden’s definition of social responsibility relies on students becoming aware of social 

issues, connections, and beginning to make an internal commitment to care for others and the 

environment.  Morais and Ogden see social responsibility, global competence and global civic 

engagement as interrelated concepts critical to a more complete understanding of global citizenship 

(2011). 

This proposal, built upon the concepts of social responsibility in the study abroad literature, 

adopted a multi-dimensional definition of social responsibility, including:  “contributing to a larger 

community and taking seriously the perspective of others” (AAC&U, 2007); “taking responsibility 

for global problems” (Hovland, 2009, p.5); developing a global perspective, becoming 

interdependent, forming an identity, having a purpose, and establishing positive relationships” 

(Chickering & Braskamp, 2009); becoming aware of global inequalities, increasing in concern for 

diverse viewpoints and people, and understanding the inter-relationships of all beings (Morais & 

Ogden, 2011).  Figure 1.1 outlines the social responsibility definition used for this research. 
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Figure 1.1. Social responsibility definition compiled for this research project. 

A survey of the literature on social responsibility and study abroad program design, revealed 

that the philosophical commitments which promote social responsibility include: a social justice 

orientation (Braskamp et al., 2009) elements of critical pedagogy as first developed by Freire 

(Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002; Peterson, 2002); a focus beyond self enhancement towards 

peace and shalom (Stephenson, 2006; Slimbach, 2008); regular engagement with difference 

(O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002); 

collaborative learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-

Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002); service-learning and field-based learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 

2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002); and upholding the values 
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of mutuality and reciprocity (Peterson, 2002; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002). (see Figure 

1.2) All of the seven aforementioned philosophical commitments which promote social 

responsibility served as the theoretical framework for the exploration of social responsibility and 

study abroad program design.  

 

 

Figure 1.2. Philosophical commitments for cultivating social responsibility in study abroad. 
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a way to describe the types of experiences students were having on CCCU programs.  

BestSemester headquarters are in Washington, D.C. and its main function is to assist the various 

programs in the admissions and administration of the 12 BestSemester off-campus programs.  Each 

BestSemester program has a director who oversees all aspects of the program along with faculty 

and staff who help administer program activities.  Every year, over 500 students participate in 

BestSemester programs and 78 percent of the CCCU’s revenue comes from the BestSemester 

programs.  I am the director of the India Studies Program and received permission from the CCCU 

to explore social responsibility and study abroad program design. 

CCCU and non-CCCU students earn academic credit on BestSemester programs and the 

programs are reviewed every three years through the Student Academic Programs Commission 

(SAPC), an accrediting body made up of high level CCCU member administrators. SAPC’s role is 

to evaluate, give advice, represent the member institutions to BestSemester, and pass judgment on 

whether the programs should continue.  The review process includes an extensive report of the last 

three years, submission and review of semester evaluations, and on-site interactions with students, 

faculty and program administrators.  

The BestSemester programs are broken into two categories: culture-shaping and culture-

crossing.  The culture shaping programs of BestSemester are based in the US and have an 

internship component along with course work related to the program’s emphasis.  The culture-

shaping programs focus on film in Los Angeles (Los Angeles Film Studies), music in Nashville 

(Nashville Contemporary Music Center), and public policy, global development and journalism in 

Washington, D.C. (American Studies Program, and the Washington Journalism Center).  Nearly all 

of BestSemester’s culture-crossing programs emphasize knowledge about the cultural context 

through coursework, internships and service-learning placements, travel and intentional activities to 

promote student engagement with the local community.  The BestSemester culture-crossing 

programs with the aforementioned characteristics include: Australia Studies Centre, China Studies 
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Program, Latin America Studies Program, India Studies Program, Middle East Studies Program, 

and the Uganda Studies Program.  The Scholars Semester in Oxford and the Oxford Summer 

Programme are the exceptions to the culture-crossing programs of BestSemester, where the 

programs’ design encourages time in the libraries, interactions with texts and getting to know the 

academic culture of Oxford University. 

Research Questions and Approach 

Through my research, I explored the following questions: What program design components 

are present in study abroad programs that cultivate social responsibility among US undergraduate 

student participants?  How do program directors and student participants understand social 

responsibility?  The purpose of this research is to help study abroad programs intentionally 

cultivate social responsibility by identifying the components of study abroad programs which 

promote social responsibility.  As a result of this research, study abroad programs who want to 

prioritize social responsibility will be able to learn from CCCU BestSemester study programs and 

implement study abroad program components that promote social responsibility.  Understanding 

which study abroad components promote social responsibility will also help colleges and 

universities fulfill the AAC&U’s mission of a quality liberal education (AAC&U, 2007). 

In the summer of 2014, I collected data from two sources of BestSemester’s off-campus 

programs.  The first set of data was collected during the summer of 2014 and came from eight 

program directors of the BestSemester off-campus programs of the CCCU.  I used the 

“standardized open ended interview” (Patton, 2002, p. 344) to gather data from the program 

directors, an interviewing approach which has a limited set of interview questions and does not 

deviate from the interview script.  The standard open ended interview approach was used so the 

program directors were asked the same questions, kept the process uniform and maximized the time 

spent on the interview.  In addition, the standard open interview approach assisted my analysis by 

facilitating access and structure to the interview answers and data comparison (Patton, 2002).  
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Analysis of the program directors’ interviews followed Van Manen (1984) and Patton’s 

outline of phenomenological data collection (2002), by first suspending my judgment about the 

topic and bracketing the “world and presuppositions to identify the data in pure form, 

uncontaminated by extraneous intrusions” (p. 485).  Upon bracketing, each form of data held equal 

value and I sought to understand it from multiple perspectives, thereby finding themes and 

synthesizing those themes within the data collected (Patton, 2002).  As themes emerged from the 

directors’ interview (see Appendix B), they were compared with the theoretical framework 

gathered from the literature review (see Figure 1.2) and with the students’ survey responses on 

study abroad program design and cultivating social responsibility. 

The second source of data came from an electronic survey sent to students who participated 

in BestSemester programs during the academic calendar year of 2013-14. (See Appendix A for the 

list of survey questions).  The survey questions were based upon the theoretical framework found 

in the study abroad literature portrayed in Figure 1.2.  I used the data collected from the student 

perspectives to support, challenge or expand the findings from my first data source, the program 

director’s interviews, because I saw the program director’s as key stakeholders in the design 

process.   

While social responsibility has been highlighted through the AAC&U’s 2007 LEAP report, 

there is not much evidence students are becoming socially aware through participation in study 

abroad (Braskamp et al., 2009).  Identifying study abroad components among programs that are 

cultivating social responsibility will build upon Braskamp et al.’s seminal work.  Exploring social 

responsibility and study abroad with program leaders and participants provides a narrative to guide 

study abroad directors and administrators in the right direction to increase social responsibility 

through their program design.   
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Chapter 2 — Review of Literature 

The purpose of this research was to explore how study abroad programs can intentionally 

cultivate social responsibility in students by identifying the components of study abroad programs 

which promote social responsibility.  This project seeks to explore the following questions: Which 

program design components cultivate social responsibility among US undergraduate student 

participants?  How do program leaders understand and facilitate social responsibility? In this 

review of literature, since there is a dearth of research on social responsibility and study abroad, I 

first connect the related concepts of study abroad and social responsibility, social transformation, 

personal transformation, transformational learning theory.  Social responsibility and the above 

mentioned constructs: social transformation, personal transformation, and transformational learning 

theory, are not synonymous, yet their meanings are closely linked in the literature.  Exploring how 

program leaders in the study abroad literature understand social responsibility as it relates to social 

transformation, personal transformation and transformational learning theory helps answer the 

second question of the research focus.  In the study abroad literature, social transformation, 

personal transformation and transformational learning theory are discussed more often than social 

responsibility and so each of these constructs are examined in relationship to social responsibility.  

Furthermore, I explore social responsibility and study abroad program designs to answer my 

first research question, to understand which study abroad components support social responsibility 

and study abroad according to the study abroad literature.  Examining the concept of social 

responsibility and its connection to transformation gives clarity to how study abroad program 

leaders understand social responsibility. Exploring related program designs in the literature gives 

further insight into the way programs have increased social responsibility outcomes.   
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Social Responsibility and Transformation 

Social responsibility in international education was highlighted as a goal in UNESCO’s 

report published in 1974, stating that “international education….should develop a sense of social 

responsibility and of solidarity with less privileged groups and should lead to observance of the 

principles of equality in everyday conduct” (as cited in Buergenthal & Torey, 1976, Principle #3).  

Warner (1992) highlighted the related concept of “social transformation” saying study abroad 

experiences ought “…to give students a deeper awareness of international and intercultural issues 

related to equity and justice and to give them the tools to work actively and critically towards social 

transformation” (as cited in Knight, 1994, p.4).  Social transformation, in Lori Hanson’s 

understanding, “calls for recognition of the reality that globalization leads to increased 

marginalization of significant groups of people around the world” (2010, p. 73).  Understanding 

global inequalities and student’s privilege may be one of the factors study abroad administrators 

should consider in cultivating social responsibility in study abroad program design (Buergenthal & 

Torey, 1976; Knight, 1994; Hanson, 2010). 

In the study abroad literature, personal transformation is another often reported view of 

transformation, which links the study abroad experience “with significant life changing learning” 

(Killick, 2012, p.374).  Hanson (2010) sees personal transformation as “ongoing change or shifts in 

one’s values, beliefs, behaviors, skills, insights...” (Hanson, p.83) Aswan Hamza conducted 

qualitative research on a number of American professors in Gulf countries and noted “three themes: 

changes in personal and professional attitudes, experiencing a new classroom environment that 

included different students’ learning styles and unfamiliar classroom behavior, and broadening of 

participants’ global perspectives” (Hamza, 2010, p.50).  Richard Keily, who longitudinally 

examined transformation in an international service-learning program in Nicaragua, defined 

personal transformation as a “process of reevaluating one’s identity, lifestyle choices, daily habits, 

relationships, and career choice” (2004, p.13).  Personal transformation then, combining the above 
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findings, is a process of a change in attitude, beliefs and actions (Keily, 2004; Hamza, 2010; 

Hanson, 2010). 

Many study abroad educators point to the potential of interaction with the “other” as the 

primary vehicle for how personal transformation occurs (Killick, 2011; Hamza, 2010; Hanson, 

2010). As the student interacts with difference, the “other” presents a new vantage point from 

which to see, understand and live in the world in contrast to the student’s own perspectives and 

lived experiences (Killick, 2012).  As students engage with difference, they gain awareness of their 

beliefs, attitudes and responses to difference more definitively (Killick, 2012).  Personal 

transformation, as it relates to encounters with the other and difference, contributes to the trajectory 

of social responsibility; learning is not just about the individual but how that person interacts with 

and responds to difference.  Study abroad program designers wishing to increase social 

responsibility among their participants might consider designs which allow for maximum exposure 

to people from different economic, political, religious and social backgrounds. 

Social Responsibility and its Theoretical Foundations 

Current ideas and practices on social responsibility and its related concept of personal 

transformation can trace their theoretical roots to the work of educator and philosopher, Paulo 

Freire (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002; Hanson, 2010; Keily, 2004; Crabtree, 2008).   Paulo 

Freire developed his theory of critical pedagogy in the slums of his native Brazil and was a strong 

proponent of using education to awaken awareness of one’s context and oppression as a means to 

empower and challenge the status quo (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Freire’s theories 

were born out of his literacy work in the slums of Brazil, where he rejected traditional methods of 

education and instead taught Brazilians how to read and write not from a textbook but through the 

everyday life of the slums.  Freire’s “theory of libratory education focused on developing 

educational methods that develop people’s critical thinking skills through collective reflection and 

analysis upon the experience or ‘dialogue’” (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002, Paragraph 12). 
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The study abroad literature acknowledges Freire’s work on pedagogy as one of the foundational 

concepts of how to cultivate critical pedagogy leading to social change or in Freire’s words, 

“praxis” (Hanson, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Praxis “extends to engaged 

collective action directed at changing oppressive social structures” (Hanson, 2010, p. 76).  In 

Freire’s words, praxis is “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 

2005, p. 51) and is an ongoing collective process, whereas the AAC&U’s definition of social 

responsibility focuses more on the individual and their response to different perspectives and 

realities.  The literature review suggests then, that social responsibility, as highlighted in 

UNESCO’s 1974 report, is the precursor to social transformation, where students become aware of 

global inequities and will do something about the challenges of global issues. 

Another theoretical foundation of the cultivation of social responsibility is transformational 

learning theory. Transformational learning theory helps study abroad educators articulate the 

learning experiences of students (Killick, 2012; Keily, 2004; Perry, Stoner, & Tarrant, 2012) and 

informs educators how students become socially responsible while participating in study abroad 

programs.  Transformation learning theory in study abroad has its roots in educational theorists 

such as Mezirow, Kolb, and Dewey (Crabtree, 2008; Berry, 1990). Jack Mezirow, the theorist who 

put transformational learning theory on the map, defined transformational learning as  “the process 

of learning through critical self-reflection, which results in the reformulation of a meaning 

perspective to allow a more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative understanding of one’s 

experience” (1990, p.16).   The study abroad literature also highlights Mezirow’s understanding of 

perspective transformation, which is “the process of becoming critically aware of how and why our 

presuppositions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and feel about our world” 

(1990, p.14) Transformational learning “occurs when individuals surface, evaluate, and revise 

distortions in the sets of assumptions above through critical reflection and discourse” (Keily, 2004, 
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p. 7). Transformational learning, as understood by Mezirow, noted Morris (2005), sees the changes 

in the individual’s ideas, ethics and actions (as cited in Hanson, 2010).  

Smith and McKitrick connect transformational learning theory to social responsibility (2010). 

For them, transformational learning theory  “involves learners to critically examine, question and 

consider assumptions, ways of making meaning, multiple points of view, and values not only in the 

classroom but throughout their lives and their interactions with others” (Smith & McKitrick, 2010, 

p. 50).  They see change resulting in both the individual and in society (Smith & McKitrick, 2010). 

Smith and McKitrick argue that “education can act as a vehicle by which to transform society 

through increased use of transformational learning approaches” (2010, p. 48).  Concepts that 

harness transformational learning theory to cultivate social responsibility include: “critical thinking 

and learning perspectives…self reflection…question current rules and regulations that are 

exclusionary to certain populations…examines power dynamics…the revitalization of service-

learning through experiential education” (Smith & McKitrick, 2010, p. 55).  Study abroad 

administrators might consider transformational learning approaches to increase social responsibility 

by focusing on curriculum which harnesses Smith and McKitrick’s (2010) aforementioned 

connections to social responsibility and transformational learning theory.  

Earlier educational theory, such as Kolb’s experiential education theory (1984), prioritized 

personal interaction, reflection, and analysis as key elements for learning.  John Dewey, arguably 

one of the parents of experiential education, defined the educational process as a "continual 

reorganization, reconstruction and transformation of experience" (1916, p.  50)  For Dewey and 

many experiential educators, central to the learning experience is reflection and analysis. Mere 

experience is not enough, but needs the dialectical process of reflection on the experience and an 

understanding of the context to make learning meaningful (Dewey, 1916; Joplin, 1995; Lutterman-

Aguilar, 2002; Jacoby, 1996; Sullivan, 1999; Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011; Smith & McKitrick, 
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2010).  Personal and group reflection on the context is another ingredient in increasing social 

responsibility in study abroad. 

The most focused and recent research in the study abroad literature on Mezirow’s perspective 

transformation research and transformation in study abroad comes out of Richard Keily’s longitude 

study in 2004 of an international service-learning program in Nicaragua.  Keily used a 

phenomenological approach to understand the transformative experiences of students who 

participated in the program by interviewing past participants from all of the former cohorts of the 

Nicaragua program.  Keily articulated the students’ process of transformation as “emerging global 

consciousness” (2004, p. 9) and relied on all three aforementioned categories of transformation 

found in the study abroad literature: transformational learning theory, social transformation, and 

personal transformation.  

Keily’s interviews revealed three themes related to transformation, which he situated under 

the umbrella of “emerging global consciousness”: “(1) envisioning, (2) transforming forms, and (3) 

chameleon complex” (2004, p.9). Keily’s “envisioning,” was similar to Freire’s ideas on 

transformation and UNESCO’s understanding of social responsibility, an “imagining alternative 

possibilities for changing one’s lifestyle.”  Further it included, “a willingness to ally with the poor 

and to challenge oppressive institutional policies, and social, economic, and political systems” 

(Keily, 2004, p. 10).  While social transformation and Keily’s envisioning process share common 

threads, the key difference is that the envisioning process involved intention, not actual 

transformative actions (Keily, 2004).  In Keily’s understanding of envisioning, students come away 

from their international experience with a willingness to be concerned about social issues, not 

necessarily engaging in the desired actions connected to social transformation (2004).  

Keily’s “transforming forms”, however, refer to “ongoing and significant changes in the 

political, moral, intellectual, cultural, personal, and spiritual aspects of students’ worldviews” 

(2004, p. 10).  The transforming forms are the ways students who participated in the Nicaraguan 
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program actually changed their actions and worldviews.  Keily’s “transforming forms” category 

builds on and expands Mezirow’s perspective transformation by identifying six sub-categories of 

perspective transformation.  Keily’s research adds nuance by revealing that transformation in study 

abroad occurs on many levels, specifically in dimensions rarely mentioned in the study abroad 

literature, such as moral and spiritual transformation.  

Finally, Keily’s “chameleon complex” uncovers the internal challenges students face 

“struggling to take action that reconciles and integrates profound shifts in one’s worldview upon 

reentry to the United States” (2004, p. 10).  Keily sees the chameleon complex as the most 

challenging to Mezirow’s theory as applied in the study abroad literature because most of the 

research has looked at ways students’ perspectives have changed but not at how students are 

struggling to integrate the changes into their lives (Keily, 2004).  The chameleon complex raises 

ethical concerns for Keily, as educators who design programs with social transformation in mind 

perhaps do not sufficiently consider the difficulty student participants face when integrating 

themselves back into their home culture (2004).  This point complexifies the ideas surrounding 

transformation and study abroad, namely shaking assumptions regarding the nature and challenges 

of change.  Additionally, it highlights the necessity for programs with a social transformation 

emphasis to adequately prepare students for re-entry into their home culture.  Program 

administrators who lead programs with a social transformation emphasis, who will likely be 

concerned about social responsibility, should consider re-entry programs which address the 

chameleon complex.  Additionally, Keily’s “transforming forms” broadens the types of change 

which occurs in student’s experiences, especially in rarely discussed areas such as moral and 

spiritual change from study abroad experiences.  

In the study abroad literature, transformational learning theory, experiential education and 

critical pedagogy are key theoretical frameworks for study abroad educators to understand the 

change in study abroad participants’ perspectives on their experience and how educators might 
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provide transformative experiences (Killick, 2012; Keily, 2004;Perry, Stoner, & Tarrant, 2012) 

which may lead to students increasing in social responsibility.  Transformational learning theory, 

experiential education and critical pedagogy inform the process of transformation (Keily, 2004) and 

the acquisition of social responsibility.  Study abroad program administrators wishing to increase 

social responsibility among their students, should expose students to global inequalities and 

privilege (Buergenthal & Torey, 1976; Knight, 1994; Hanson, 2010), a variety of people and 

perspectives from a range of political, economic, and religious perspectives (Killick, 2012), and 

personal and group reflections leading to change in a number of different dimensions (Dewey, 

1916; Lutterman-Aguilar, 2002; Smith & McKitrick, 2010), and a supportive re-entry program 

which helps students in their journey in making changes in their lives (Keily, 2004). 

Cultivating Social Responsibility in Study Abroad Program Design 

Nancy O’Neil, in her 2012 report of a national collaborative research project sponsored by 

the AAC&U, entitled, “Promising Practices for Personal and Social Responsibility”, highlighted 

three sets of educational practices that helped cultivate personal and social responsibility within US 

undergraduates, “(1) diversity and perspective-taking experiences; (2) service learning and 

volunteering; and (3) other engaged learning experiences, such as discussing course content with 

students outside of class, active and collaborative learning, and integration of ideas, information, 

and experience.” (O’Neil, 2012, p. 8)  O’Neil’s report came from the collaboration of a number of 

large research projects: 

UCLA’s Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) using data gathered through their 
Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP), and by researchers at the Center of 
Inquiry in the Liberal Arts at Wabash College using data gathered through the Wabash 
National Study of Liberal Arts Education. Additional findings came from researchers with 
the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), AAC&U’s Core Commitments 
initiative, and UCLA’s Spirituality in Higher Education (O’Neil, 2012, p. 9). 

  

In addition to highlighting the three sets of practices to increase social responsibility, O’Neil’s 

report emphasized that the “type of practice and the frequency, as well as the degree of alignment 
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of intended outcomes, all matter” (2012, p. 59).  In other words, the data collected from the 

national collaboration of research on cultivating social responsibility “suggest that many students 

are not participating in these practices frequently enough to make an appreciable difference vis-à-

vis personal and social responsibility outcomes” (O’Neil, 2012, p. 49).  In order to cultivate social 

responsibility, students should be engaged with the three aforementioned practices regularly, and 

make sure the objectives of the program are connected to curricular outcomes (O’Neil, 2012). 

While O’Neil’s report (2012) for US higher education administrators reveals important practices to 

cultivate social responsibility among US undergraduates, Braskamp et al.’s research on global 

learning and social responsibility shows that many undergraduates who participate in study abroad 

experiences do not increase in social responsibility (2009).  This finding comes as a revealing 

surprise and possibly shakes prevalent assumptions about study abroad inherently developing social 

responsibility.  

Skye Stephenson, in her article, “Globally Responsible Study Abroad”, outlines two different 

paradigms in study abroad program design and mission that may shed light on why there is limited 

growth in social responsibility in study abroad (2006).  The first paradigm focuses on peace and 

justice; programs are designed so that students who participate will become more tolerant, selfless, 

and work towards peace and justice.  The other paradigm refers to programs that emphasize 

“growth and benefit” (Stephenson, 2006, p.67), focusing on personal enhancement and national 

interests, for participants to become globally competitive and help the national interests in a 

globalized world.  While the two paradigms can be compatible, Stephenson argues that most study 

abroad programs have shifted towards the latter paradigm of personal enhancement, which has the 

potential for unintended consequences (2006).  

Programs that focus on growth and benefit have the potential to commodify the experience 

(Stephenson, 2006; Jenkins & Skelly, 2004; Lewin, 2010); the experience narrowly focuses on the 

student and what he or she can gain from his or her experience.  Consuming program experiences 
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like commodities results in limitedly considering the needs of the hosts, the environment, and the 

privilege and power dynamics at play.  Furthermore, Stephenson argues, this position can increase 

the power gap between universities from the west and hosts in the global south due to the demands 

universities make to meet the perceived needs of their students (2006).  To counteract the concerns 

of the growth and benefit paradigm, Stephenson encourages program administrators to “expand the 

education abroad community, consider fair trade policies regarding education abroad funds, and 

reinforce education abroad experience outcomes” (Stephenson, 2006, p. 70, 71).  

Richard Slimbach, of Azusa Pacific University, a leader in considering ethical design of 

international higher education, critiques the growth and benefit paradigm, and highlights a number 

of concerns for study abroad participants who travel with consumer mindsets (2008).  Similar to 

Stephenson, Slimbach calls for programs to help students understand their privilege, the complex 

inequalities, and to consider a “serious analysis of the geographic conditions, historical relations, 

and real abuses (social, economic, political, and environmental) that explain the disparities they 

observe” (Slimbach, 2008, p.10).  Slimbach, along with other leaders in the field, raises relevant 

ethical concerns and questions related to international education programs. 

In what ways do ethnocentrism, racism, nationalism, and exoticism subtly operate within 
cross-cultural sojourns? How does educational travel tend to feed off of and service gross 
political and economic inequalities? Is it even possible for non-poor students to “encounter” 
resource-poor residents in anything other than a paternal and intrusive mode? What can they 
realistically expect to “export” abroad? (Slimbach, 2008, p. 10) 

 
Slimbach argues that the growth and benefit paradigm may be one reason why there is not a 

significant increase in social responsibility, because it is “hard to call people to radical responses to 

a world that has only served as backdrop for ephemeral episodes consumed purely for personal 

enrichment” (Slimbach, 2008, p. 10) 

Slimbach offers an alternative vision for the individual engaging in a study abroad 

experience: “the mindful traveler” (2008, p. 3).  Mindful travelers have  

a clear, intentional awareness of their motivations and expectations, and are alert to how they 
affect the social and natural environments they enter and act upon. They are to be 
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distinguished from both the carefree drifter and the mass tourist in allowing higher purposes 
to guide their attempt to grow in wisdom while, at the same time, enriching the lives of others 
(Slimbach, 2008, p. 3). 

 
In addition to advocating for an approach that cultivates the mindful traveler, Slimbach draws from 

philosopher Nicolas Wolterstorff’s understanding of shalom to guide the thinking of those who are 

designing educational experiences abroad.  Wolterstorff’s vision of shalom culminates when the 

earth and its inhabitants flourish in a myriad of expressions (2004).  Shalom is the great dream, 

Slimbach argues, and while it may be a far off dream, it is appropriate now to ask how might a 

program and all of its stakeholders further shalom in all its forms (economic, cultural, social, 

ecological shalom).  Slimbach argues that seeking shalom in all areas of life should be a guide for 

program design (2008).  

As Lily and John Engle demonstrated in their seminal work on study abroad program design, 

not all study abroad programs are the same (2003).  In their classification system of study abroad 

programs they identified seven key components of study abroad programs to help potential students 

make appropriate study abroad choices.  Furthermore, they hoped to help faculty and 

administration understand the multiple ways study abroad programs approach the study abroad 

educational process, and to distinguish between vacation and immersive study abroad experiences 

(2003).  Finally, for the Engles cross-cultural competence is the aim for study abroad, where 

“focused and reflective interaction with the host culture is finally what separates study abroad from 

study at home.  And the degree to which program design facilitates such experience is what most 

distinguishes one study abroad program from another” (Engle & Engle, 2003, p. 4).  The categories 

identified by Engle and Engle include: 

1. Length of student sojourn  
2. Entry target-language competence 
3. Language used in course work  
4. Context of academic work  
5. Types of student housing  
6. Provisions for guided/structured cultural interaction and experiential learning.  
7. Guided reflection on cultural experience (Engle & Engle, 2003, p. 8)  
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Engle and Engle also identified a spectrum of immersion experiences in study abroad to 

further show the degree to which a program’s design is more or less immersive: “study tour, short-

term study, cross-cultural contact program, cross-cultural encounter program, cross-cultural 

immersion program” (Engle and Engle, 2003, p.10, 11) with each level moving the participant 

toward a more immersive experience.  They see the educators’ role to be “challenging, stimulating, 

pushing students to push themselves toward the greatest possible personal growth, both intellectually 

and emotionally” (Engle & Engle, 2003, p. 5) and see immersive, educational experiences as a key 

way to deepen the potential for a transformative process.  Immersive experiences and program 

faculty who help the students process and expand their perspectives is the Engle’s emphasis; while 

not explicitly discussing social responsibility, program designers could consider the degree of 

immersion and the role of faculty in helping students become more socially responsible. 

Ann Lutterman-Aguilar and Oliver Gingerich address the natural partnership of experiential 

education and study abroad in their article, “Experiential Pedagogy for Study Abroad: Educating 

for Global Citizenship”, by highlighting ten essential ingredients for study abroad pedagogy and 

design (2002). Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich’s research was based upon the National Society 

Experiential Education’s Principles of Good Practice (1998), and three principles of service-

learning identified by Mintz and Hesser’s (1996) research on service-learning (as cited in 

Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  The experiential and service-learning design principles to 

inform the design of study abroad programs included: “Process and Personal 

Integration/Development; Problem Based Content; Critical Analysis and Reflection; Collaboration 

and Dialogue; Community, Diversity and Intercultural Communication; Action and Social 

Transformation, Mutuality and Reciprocity, Facilitation by Trained Faculty and Staff, Evaluation 

and Assessment” (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002). 

Process and personal integration/development refers to developing an awareness of personal 

learning styles, an emotional connection to the content, creating a challenging context for learning 
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and connecting the learning to their own lives (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Problem 

based content grows out of Freirian theory, which first gives voice to students’ concerns on the 

topic, teaches content connected to issues, and allows students to hear from multiple perspectives 

on the problem (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Critical analysis and reflection highlights 

the importance of regular, guided reflection by faculty, and assignments and readings to aid 

students in understanding complex issues.  Collaboration and dialogue builds upon the premise that 

multiple perspectives give a clearer picture of an issue, especially when conflicting ideas are 

presented from diverse viewpoints on the same topic.  Collaboration places the teacher and student 

together on a learning journey, co-constructing their understanding of an issue (Lutterman-Aguilar 

& Gingerich, 2002).  

Students, when participating in a study abroad program, form a learning community and learn 

from the host community through immersive experiences such as home stays and service-learning 

experiences (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Diversity and intercultural communication 

encourages programs to design experiences that engage non-dominant voices in the community and 

nurture intercultural understanding and skills in students to increase better communication and less 

ethno-centered behavior (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Problem based content, 

Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich argue, invites a response, where students are encouraged to think 

about how they might be advocates for social change (2002).  Mutuality and reciprocity focuses on 

all stakeholders, especially the host partner, encouraging administrators to ensure benefits for all 

involved in the study abroad process.  Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich advocate for service-

learning, field experiences and internships as possible ways to address concerns of mutuality 

(2002).  Faculty and staff who share the above values and are skilled at facilitation are key players 

in helping students process their learning (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Evaluation and 

assessment, tied to the goals and objectives of the program serve programs that desire to link 

learning outcomes with the program mission (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Lutterman-
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Aguilar and Gingerich present a useful outline for study abroad program design as it relates to 

social responsibility.  Their emphasis uses the language of social transformation, not social 

responsibility, but as demonstrated earlier in the chapter, social transformation and social 

responsibility are closely linked.  Considering how their aforementioned experiential and service-

learning design principles should help those study abroad administrators interested in increasing 

social responsibility in study abroad students. 

Since Braskamp et al.’s research showed the social justice focused Mexico program 

participants increasing in social responsibility (2009), Chip Peterson’s research on common 

characteristics of social justice study abroad may shed some light on study components which 

increase social responsibility.  Chip Peterson, of the University of Minnesota Learning Abroad 

Center, (2002) reviewed three social justice focused programs: the Higher Education Consortium 

for Urban Affairs (HECUA), the Center for Global Education out of Augsburg College and the 

University of Minnesota’s Studies in International Development. In his report he identified a 

number of program design similarities, including: an emphasis on pedagogy, encouraging the non-

analytical side of learning, community learning and regular processing, hearing from multiple 

viewpoints, examining the differences in class and culture, internships/service-learning sites, 

preparing students for field-based research, extensive orientation, hiring locally based faculty, and 

trying to harness non-structured learning(2002).  Peterson’s review of social justice’s focused 

programs provides another helpful design framework in considering how social responsibility may 

be cultivated in study abroad. 

In Transformations at the Edge of the World: Forming Global Christians through the Study 

Abroad Experience (2010), Cynthia Toms Smedley and Ronald Morgan present a number of 

perspectives from Christian higher education on study abroad, transformation, and program design. 

Their collection of essays “examines cultural immersion pedagogy as an extension of the Christian 

higher education mission” (Morgan & Smedley, 2010, p. 21) by having seasoned study abroad 
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program veterans describe the intersection of transformational theory, philosophy and theology, and 

their practice as international educators.  Smedley and Morgan offer four domains of transformation, 

couched in forming global Christians, starting with the individual’s spiritual transformation, 

progressing to the community’s role of transformation, followed by intentional engagement with 

difference or other, and finally being in solidarity with the earth and poor.  Smedley and Morgan did 

not necessarily chronologically order the domains but offered the different types of transformation 

for consideration in study abroad program design. 

Their essays on individual and spiritual transformation, explore three related concepts, “the 

development of self-awareness; a sense of the interconnectedness between all things; and a 

relationship with a “higher power” or a “higher purpose” (Morgan & Smedley, 2010, p. 26).  The 

second part of the book recognizes the social aspects of both study abroad and transformation, where 

community serves to move students along towards understanding themselves, their faith, and the 

world.  The third part of their book “considers how program leaders can cultivate cultural bridge-

building and empathy in students,” (Morgan & Smedley, 2010, p. 28) by the “transformative power 

of face to face experiences with the other” (p. 28).  The final essays in the book focus on programs 

designed to engage with the poor and the environment, hoping for students to “discover an active 

stance on solidarity and service” (Morgan & Smedley, 2010, p. 29).  While similar to Peterson’s and 

Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich’s frameworks on study abroad design emphasis on personal and 

social transformation, Smedley and Morgan’s four domains also incorporates spirituality as another 

component to consider when constructing a study abroad program.  

Summary 

Social responsibility, personal transformation and social transformation are interrelated, 

leading to changes in attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors about oneself and society (Keily, 2004; 

Hamza, 2010; Hanson, 2010).  The theoretical foundations for cultivating social responsibility in 

study abroad come from Freire’s theory of critical pedagogy and praxis ((Lutterman-Aguilar & 
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Gingerich, 2002; Hanson, 2010; Keily, 2004; Crabtree, 2008); Dewey and Kolb’s work on reflection, 

experiential education, and analysis (Dewey, 1916; Kolb, 1984;  Joplin, 1995; Lutterman-Aguilar, 

2002; Jacoby, 1996; Sullivan, 1999; Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011); and Mezirow’s transformational 

learning theory (Mezirow, 1990; Killick, 2012; Keily, 2004;Perry, Stoner, & Tarrant, 2012).  Study 

abroad program designers wishing to increase social responsibility among their participants should 

incorporate into their design Dewey and Kolb’s work on reflection, experiential education, and 

analysis (Dewey, 1916; Kolb, 1984;  Joplin, 1995; Lutterman-Aguilar, 2002; Jacoby, 1996; Sullivan, 

1999; Trilokekar & Kukar, 2011); and Mezirow’s transformational learning theory (Mezirow, 1990; 

Killick, 2012; Keily, 2004; Perry, Stoner, & Tarrant, 2012). 

 Additionally, program designs which may cultivate social responsibility include: a social 

justice orientation (Braskamp et al., 2009) with an emphasis on Freire’s theory of critical pedagogy 

and praxis ((Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002; Hanson, 2010; Keily, 2004; Crabtree, 2008); a 

focus beyond self enhancement towards peace and shalom (Stephenson, 2006; Slimbach, 2008; 

Lewin, 2010); regular engagement with difference (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & 

Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002); collaborative learning (O’Neil, 2012; 

Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002); service-learning 

and field based learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-

Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002); and upholding values of mutuality and reciprocity (Peterson, 2002; 

Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  The seven aforementioned philosophical commitments 

serve as the theoretical framework for the exploration of social responsibility acquisition and study 

abroad program design.  
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Chapter 3 –Purpose, Methodology and Research Questions 

The purpose of this research was to explore how study abroad programs can intentionally 

cultivate social responsibility in students by identifying the components of study abroad programs 

which promote social responsibility.  This project seeks to explore the following questions: Which 

program design components cultivate social responsibility among US undergraduate student 

participants?   How do program leaders understand and facilitate social responsibility?  This 

chapter restates the background and gap in the literature on social responsibility and study abroad, 

outlines the steps taken to answer the two research questions on social responsibility and study 

abroad, details how analysis will be undertaken, and establishes the limits of the type of research 

undertaken.  

The Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) 2007 report, published by the 

American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), highlighted “personal and social 

responsibility, knowledge of human cultures and the physical and natural world, intellectual and 

practical skills and integrative learning” (p. 12) as essential learning outcomes for US 

undergraduates.  Many in the higher community responded positively to the AAC&U’s report and 

the need for social responsibility, but research on the topic has shown faculty struggling to cultivate 

it (Dey & Associates, 2008; Colby & Sullivan, 2009, O'Neil, 2012).  Larry Braskamp, David 

Braskamp, and Kelly Merrill developed the Global Perspectives Inventory (GPI), a pre and post 

test design, to see whether students “express changes and growth in their self reports of their global 

learning and development” due to their study abroad experience (2009, p. 103).  In the initial run of 

the GPI, students’ answers from 10 different study abroad program sites around the world revealed 

the lowest statistically significant difference in the scale of social responsibility.  Meaning from pre 

to post test, students’ self reporting on changes in their perspectives on social responsibility 

changed the least.   An exception came from participants in a social justice focused program in 

Mexico who scored higher in the scale of social responsibility than the rest of the sample 
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(Braskamp et al., 2009). Braskamp et al.’s  Global Perspective Inventory’s results, as it relates to 

social responsibility and study abroad, calls for further research in social responsibility and study 

abroad program design, because “students in general did not show much change in their social 

concern for others during their semester abroad” (Braskamp et al., 2009, p. 112). 

The study abroad and social responsibility literature on cultivating social responsibility in 

study abroad revealed a number of overlapping principles, philosophical commitments and 

ultimately components which promote social responsibility in study abroad.  These overlapping 

principles, philosophical commitments, and study abroad components, which totaled to 7 (see 

Figure 1.2) served as the theoretical framework for the exploration of social responsibility and 

study abroad program design.  

Participants 

For this study on social responsibility and study abroad program design, I gathered data from 

the off-campus programs of the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU), an 

international association based in Washington, D.C. with over 110 institutional members in higher 

education.  The research study participants were either students of the BestSemester program or 

were program directors of BestSemester programs during the academic calendar year of 2013-

2014.  The student participants met the following criteria: they were over the age of 18, they 

participated in the BestSemester programs during the academic calendar year of 2013-2014, and 

they were willing to take an electronic survey.  The staff of BestSemester met the following 

criteria: they were willing to be interviewed for at least one hour and they worked for BestSemester 

during the academic calendar year of 2013-2014.  All of the students and program staff of 

BestSemester participated voluntarily.  The program directors were contacted via email to request 

participation in the research via one-on-one interviews.  BestSemester staff participants were 

excluded if they didn’t work for the BestSemester programs during the academic calendar year of 

2013-2014. 
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My initial plan was to gather data from BestSemester program participants using the Global 

Perspectives Inventory (GPI) developed by Larry Braskamp, David Braskamp, and Kelly Merrill. 

During the fall of 2013, 96 undergraduate students from the BestSemester programs completed the 

Global Perspectives Inventory (GPI). The GPI examines how students express change in cognitive, 

interpersonal and intrapersonal development (Braskamp et al., 2009).  Within the GPI, social 

responsibility is a category which falls under interpersonal development (Braskamp et al., 2009).   I 

intended to use the data from the 96 students who completed the GPI to understand which 

BestSemester programs are cultivating social responsibility.  Upon establishing which programs are 

cultivating social responsibility, I intended to explore with program staff and student participants 

which program components helped students cultivate social responsibility.  

Upon receiving the data from the Global Perspectives Inventory, it became clear I would not 

be able to use the data for exploring social responsibility and study abroad design.  During the fall 

of 2013, 96 participants in the BestSemester programs completed the GPI. When I examined the 

data, it revealed only 13 participants took both GPI tests, an insufficient number for a robust 

experimental design.   Additionally, the GPI changed, without my knowledge between the first and 

second call for students to participate.   I was alerted to this change when I received the data from 

the GPI administrators and decided to change my research direction. 

Program Director Interview and Electronic Student Survey Development 

Subsequently, in the summer of 2014, I collected data on BestSemester’s off-campus 

programs from two sources in order to understand program participants’ and program leaders’ lived 

experiences of social responsibility and study abroad program design.  The first source of data was 

collected during the summer of 2014; eight program directors (n=8) of the CCCU BestSemester 

off-campus programs were interviewed.  I chose the standard open-ended interview approach so 

that the program directors were asked a uniform list of questions in order to maximize the time 
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spent on the interview.  In addition, the standard open-ended interview approach assisted my 

analysis by facilitating access and structure to the interview answers and data comparison (Patton, 

2002). The program directors were given pseudonyms to protect their identity and encourage full 

disclosure about the topic.  I asked the following questions:  

1. Tell me about the program. 
2. What are the components of your program? 
3. How do you see the program’s values being played out in the program? 
4. What does social responsibility mean to you? 
5. Can you share an example of how social responsibility connects to your program? 
6. Are there any other questions that you wanted to answer that I didn’t ask? 

 

The questions were developed in consultation with my dissertation advisor and took on multiple 

drafts. 

The second source of data came from an electronic closed survey sent to students in the 

summer of 2014 who participated in BestSemester programs during the academic calendar year of 

2013-2014.  The electronic survey questions were based upon the theoretical framework found in 

the study abroad literature on social responsibility and study abroad program design (see Figure 1.2 

for the theoretical framework).  The electronic survey was designed in consultation with my 

dissertation chair who teaches research methods and qualitative inquiry at Plymouth State 

University.  Multiple drafts and conversations were undertaken with my chair to ensure accuracy 

with the survey (Appendix A: Electronic survey). 

The survey began with a consent form and then gathered demographic information about the 

student’s college, program, semester at BestSemester, gender and age.  After gathering the 

demographic information in questions 1 through 6, the seventh question asked students for their 

definition of social responsibility and offered choices from statements found in the literature on the 

meaning of social responsibility.  Social responsibility had been defined in the literature in a multi-

dimensional manner and the following definitions were used in the survey and as the foundation for 

this research, including “contributing to a larger community and taking seriously the perspective of 
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others” (AAC&U, 2007); taking responsibility for global problems (Hovland, 2009); developing a 

global perspective, becoming interdependent, forming an identity, having a purpose, and 

establishing positive relationships (Chickering & Braskamp, 2009); becoming aware of global 

inequalities, increasing a concern for diverse viewpoints and people, and understanding the inter-

relationships of all beings (Morais & Ogden, 2011). 

 In the eighth question students reported on their participation and their frequency in service-

learning and internships which addressed two of the seven social responsibility and study abroad 

program design theoretical framework found in the study abroad literature, service-learning and 

field based learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar 

& Gingerich, 2002) and regular engagement with difference (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; 

Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  The focus of the ninth question 

also examined frequency, but focused on the frequency of their interactions with the community, 

and addressed one of the social responsibility and study abroad program design framework, regular 

engagement with difference (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-

Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  The tenth question asked students how many class 

assignments required them to interact with people from the local community, which addressed the 

social responsibility and study abroad program design framework such as  service-learning and 

field based learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar 

& Gingerich, 2002) and regular engagement with difference (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; 

Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002). 

Question eleven of the survey addressed the frequency of collaborative assignments, 

investigating another social responsibility and study abroad program design framework, 

collaborative learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-

Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  In the twelfth question, students looked at formal reflection and 

debriefing exercises and the regularity of journaling, which addressed the service-learning and field 
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based learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & 

Gingerich, 2002), elements of critical pedagogy as defined by Freire (Stephenson, 2006; Slimbach, 

2008; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002; Peterson, 2002), and a focus beyond self 

enhancement (Stephenson, 2006).  In question thirteen, students were asked how true five 

statements were to their experience, addressing the social responsibility and study abroad program 

design theoretical framework of elements of critical pedagogy as defined by Freire (Stephenson, 

2006; Slimbach, 2008; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002; Peterson, 2002), a focus beyond self 

enhancement towards peace and shalom (Stephenson, 2006; Slimbach, 2008; Lewin, 2010), and 

service-learning and field based learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; 

Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002). 

In question fourteen, the students were asked which particular values were emphasized by 

their program, addressing the social responsibility and study abroad program design framework 

such as a social justice orientation (Braskamp et al., 2009) elements of critical pedagogy as defined 

by Freire (Stephenson, 2006; Slimbach, 2008; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002; Peterson, 

2002) and upholding values of mutuality and reciprocity (Peterson, 2002; Lutterman-Aguilar & 

Gingerich, 2002).  In question fifteen, the students’ beliefs on how particular components might 

have helped them become more socially responsible were examined, while in question sixteen  

students rank ordered the same components which helped them become socially responsible. Both 

questions addressed the social responsibility and study abroad program design framework such as 

regular engagement with difference (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; 

Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002), collaborative learning (O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; 

Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002), service-learning and field based 

learning(O’Neil, 2012; Peterson, 2002; Morgan & Smedley, 2010; Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 

2002). 
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In question seventeen, the impact the program had on students’ beliefs, behaviors, and career 

choices was examined.  Question eighteen was one of two open-ended questions; the students are 

asked their definition of social responsibility.  In question nineteen the students are asked to reflect 

on whether they had become socially responsible based upon their definition and experience in 

their off-campus program.  In the final question, the second of the open-ended questions, the 

students are asked to comment on any other information relevant to social responsibility and their 

program experience.  

The electronic survey was developed using the survey software Qualtrics and obtained 

through Plymouth State University.  Qualtrics was chosen because of its availability through 

Plymouth State University and its usability to generate reports and email contact with the potential 

respondents.  Email communication to the student participants occurred three times over the course 

of seven days in early September 2014.  The emails were sent to the student addresses obtained 

from the BestSemester main office in Washington, D.C.  Students were asked to complete the 

survey within a few days of receiving the email.  Of the 480 BestSemester student participants in 

the academic calendar year 2013-2014, 130 completed the survey (n=130). 

Materials, Procedure and Data Analysis 

A phenomenological approach was used to understand the participants’ lived experience 

while studying abroad as it relates to their development of social responsibility. A 

phenomenological approach “is a focus on exploring how humans makes sense of experience...how 

they perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it, make sense of it, and talk about it 

with others” (Patton, 2002, p. 104).  It explores how the participants understand a phenomenon and 

articulate it (Creswell, 1998). Student participants’ and program directors’ understanding and 

communication about their experience with study abroad program design and social responsibility 

cultivation gave insight on which program components support growth in social responsibility. 

According to Van Manen, one of the foundational educational theorists in phenomenology, the 
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phenomenological research should aim to “sponsor a critical educational competence: knowing 

how to act tactfully in pedagogic situations on a basis of carefully edified thoughtfulness” (1984, p. 

ii) critical to exploring a pedagogical focus, study abroad components and social responsibility. 

In the summer of 2014, I collected data on BestSemester programs from two sources, 

examining the program directors’ design components and the program participants’ lived 

experiences studying abroad in relation to growth in social responsibility.  The aim of this research 

was to explore how study abroad programs cultivate social responsibility by identifying the study 

abroad program components which promote social responsibility. Thus, the data gathered from the 

program directors on program design served as the starting point. The student survey results and 

literature findings on social responsibility and study abroad design were used to illuminate and 

expand the themes that emerged from the program directors’ interviews on program design 

components and social responsibility cultivation. I followed Van Manen’s outline of four 

interactive steps in pursuing phenomenological research, not intended to be in chronological order 

but to be pursued simultaneously: 

a. turning to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the world;  
b. investigating experience as we live it rather than how we conceptualize it;  
c. reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon;  
d. describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting. (1984, p. 2) 
 

“Turning to a phenomenon” means understanding the issue in its full context, clarifying the 

questions of exploration, and understanding the researcher’s bias towards the phenomenon (Van 

Manen, 1984). In my turning to the phenomenon of social responsibility and study abroad program 

design, it was important to recognize my experience and bias in support of international education. 

I have been in the field of international education since 2000, first as the Director of Service-

Learning and Missions at Gordon College, a Christian liberal arts college in Massachusetts, then at 

Plymouth State University, a public university in New Hampshire as a Field Experience Manager 

in the Global Education Office, and now working as the Director of the India Studies Program with 
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the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities.  As an undergraduate I studied abroad in 

Kenya at Daystar University during the fall of my junior year.  

As a participant and practitioner in international education, I have personally experienced the 

transformative effects of studying abroad, leading to a greater self-awareness and global 

consciousness, and becoming more socially responsible.  I have also heard many of my students 

attribute the positive changes in their lives and growth in social responsibility to their international 

experiences.  Therefore, when I read Braskamp et al.’s research on the GPI’s results on social 

responsibility and study abroad (2009), I was surprised that many students did not increase in social 

responsibility following their international education experience.  As a director of a study abroad 

program, I started to wonder if there were particular components that might help students increase 

in their social responsibility besides having a basic commitment to social justice.  My intent was to 

understand the critical components that help students become socially responsible so that 

ultimately, I could apply those same components in my own program. As a practitioner of 

international education, it is my aim that students should become more socially responsible after an 

international experience. 

After understanding my bias and experience with the phenomenon, and consciously 

attempting to reduce the impact of my bias on the data in pure form (Patton, 2002), I explored the 

concept of social responsibility and study abroad program design to understand the issue in its full 

context and clarify my questions for exploration (Van Manen, 1984).  My literature review focused 

on how social responsibility was understood in the international education and higher education 

field.  Additionally, my exploration of study abroad program design and the questions raised about 

its capacity or failure to develop social responsibility came out of my desire to help my program 

and other programs interested in increasing social responsibility among their students.  

I began Van Manen’s step of “investigating experience” with an investigation of my own 

experience with the topic, understanding the meaning and theoretical roots of key words, paying 
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attention to repeated phrases, soliciting descriptions that capture the lived experience, and 

exploring the literature about the topic (Van Manen, 1984).  My own experience with the topic of 

social responsibility had been limited, in the sense that I had not used the formal term of social 

responsibility when I designed international educational experiences for my students.  Yet, I 

resonated with some of the meanings found in the literature on social responsibility and realized the 

concept had long impacted my thinking in designing educational experiences.  While at Gordon 

College, I had the opportunity to design a number of short-term domestic and international service-

learning experiences.  Among the faculty and students at Gordon, a strong history of dialogue 

existed regarding the value, purpose and critiques of these short-term experiences.  Gordon’s 

atmosphere of critical engagement emphasized ethical approaches in program design and pushed 

me to consider how I might design experiences that would be mutually beneficial for the local 

community and the students.  At Plymouth State University, I was introduced to the formal 

assessment process attached to internships.  I also visited study abroad programs on behalf of the 

university in Argentina, Italy, Spain, Australia, Greece and Cyprus and was exposed to a variety of 

study abroad designs.  Currently, as the Director of the India Studies Program for BestSemester, 

I’ve had the opportunity to launch a new study abroad program in 2011 and to apply the ideas 

gleaned from my previous experiences.  At each of the three institutions, based upon students’ 

feedback and the observable direction of their lives, I have witnessed my students develop a 

personal understanding of global problems (Hovland, 2009) and gain awareness of global 

inequalities and the inter-dependence of all beings (Morais & Ogden, 2011) as a result of their 

cross-cultural experiences, though not using the language of social responsibility.  Conversely, I 

have seen students not grasp these concepts and struggle to integrate their experience abroad with 

their lives at home.  

“Investigating experience” prompts the researcher not only to look inward, but also outward 

by paying attention to repeated phrases and soliciting descriptions that capture the lived experience 
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(Van Manen, 1984). While interviewing the BestSemester program directors,  I took copious notes, 

recorded the interviews on two devices in order to ensure a back-up system, asked for clarifications 

of key terms such as the definition of social responsibility, and used open-ended questions so the 

program directors could articulate their experiences.  While most of the student survey contained 

closed responses, the few open-ended questions gave me an opportunity to pay attention to the 

repeated phrases found in the student responses. 

“Reflecting on the essential themes” is the process of 

“uncovering...isolating...composing...gleaning...determining” (Van Manen, 1984, p. 5) themes 

relative to the phenomenon.  After completing the interviews, I began the process of transcribing 

which I found quite cumbersome.   After a few weeks of trying to transcribe, I hired an online 

transcription company and upon review of the documents, I began to notice that there were many 

mistakes.  Using the documents from the transcription company as a base, I then fully transcribed 

the documents.  After transcribing all of the interview data into a word document, I uploaded the 

word document into a qualitative software program called HyperResearch 3.5.2.  

The process of reflecting on the essential themes included: interviewing the program directors 

and taking notes, listening to the recorded interviews, transcribing the interviews, re-reading the 

interviews in the software HyperResearch, and attaching a code to a phrase or paragraph in the 

interviews.  The code reflected my understanding of the exact phrase of the meaning or intent of 

the program directors’ response to my questions.  Forty-two unique codes were identified and the 

top reported codes were selected as the most significant themes.  Seven themes emerged with a 

frequency rate above 40. The seven themes (along with their frequency rate) are: engaging the 

community, difference and the other (86), rethinking faith (56), challenging students (49), 

experiential learning (48), hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives (47), service 

projects, internships, and field experiences (44), and understanding context (44). (see Figure 4.1) 
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 “Describing the phenomenon” allows for the original intent of the phenomenon described to 

be heard through the writing of the researcher by providing different examples to portray a fuller 

view of the phenomenon (Van Manen, 1984).  Van Manen suggests five ways to organize 

phenomenological writing to account for the variant thematic representations of the phenomenon, 

“thematically, analytically, exemplificatively, existentially, or exegetically” (1984, p. 27).  Each 

category of phenomenological writing, notes Van Manen, might be used together to describe a 

phenomenon or could be the definitive way of description.  It is up to the researcher and their 

interpretation of the themes (1984).  Upon further reflection of the themes and the meaning of 

social responsibility as understood by the program directors and students, I started my analysis by 

constructing a working understanding of social responsibility—by examining what the idea meant 

to the program directors interviewed and in the responses from student participants in the electronic 

survey.  After reflecting, writing, and rewriting on the themes and their connection to social 

responsibility and study abroad program design, I chose to order the themes according to their 

frequency in the interviews.  

Limits 

In any research project, decisions need to be made about purpose, data collection methods, 

and the analysis of the data (Patton, 2002).   Patton believes “qualitative findings are highly context 

and case dependant” (p. 563, 2002).  He goes on to note “three kinds of sampling limitations… in 

qualitative research designs: Limitations in the situations…Limitations from the time 

period…Limitations based on selectivity” (p.563, 2002). “Limitations in the situations” refers to 

the inability of the researcher to observe or interact fully with a context.  While interviews were 

conducted with program directors and students gave feedback through an electronic survey, a fuller 

understanding of the context could have been achieved through direct observation at the program 

site and additional face to face interviews with the students and other key stakeholders in the 

program.  
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“Limitations from the time period” refers to the limits of time on the data collected and the 

type of data collected.  Face to face interviews were conducted between breaks in the midst of an 

annual gathering of CCCU BestSemester program directors.  While conducting interviews between 

breaks in the annual four day meeting produced results, it is likely the time constraints and other 

concerns of the day could have impacted the quality of data collected.  The students who gave 

feedback through the survey were only given a few days to respond.  This limited window of time 

could have impacted the results as some may not have responded in a thorough manner. 

Additionally, the data from the students’ survey could have been far richer if I had the time to 

follow up in person on the questions.  Finally, my research had “limitations based on selectivity”, 

as other programs or students might have been selected to explore the topic and could have 

produced different themes.  My sample was chosen due to my access to the program directors and 

students of BestSemester and as such, the findings from both sets of data are limited to the 

experiences and perspectives of program directors and students of BestSemester. 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

Patton highlights three aspects of credibility that increase the trustworthiness (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1986) of the research project: “rigorous methods for doing fieldwork…the credibility of the 

researcher…philosophical belief in the value of qualitative inquiry” (p. 570, 571, 2002).  In regards 

to rigorous methods, Patton advises the use of triangulation to increase “diverse ways of looking at 

the same phenomenon” (p. 556, 2002).  It “increases credibility and quality by countering the 

concerns…that a study’s findings are simply an artifact of a single method, a single source, or a 

single investigator’s blinders” (p.563, 2002).  

In this study, two sets of data, along with the study abroad literature on social responsibility, 

were used to generate conclusions to increase credibility and gain a fuller understanding of the 

phenomenon.  I developed a theoretical framework based upon the literature review which was a 

synthesis of research on social responsibility and study abroad program design. The first set of data 
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came from my interviews with the program directors where I used a standard open-ended interview 

practice (Patton, 2002).  In the data analysis of the program directors, I followed Van Manen’s 

(1984) steps to phenomenological research and analysis.  

The second set of data came from an electronic survey I developed based on the theoretical 

framework found in the literature review on social responsibility and study abroad.  The survey 

allowed me to gather data from students who participated in BestSemester programs during the 

academic year of 2013-2014.  Since the focus of the research was exploring study abroad designs in 

relationship to social responsibility, the primary data set was the program directors’ interviews.  

The BestSemester program directors are in charge of the program and curriculum design; therefore, 

their comments and answers are critical to answering the first research question which explores the 

study abroad components which support social responsibility.  The other two sets of data gave a 

fuller view of social responsibility and study abroad program design in relationship to the program 

directors’ themes.  Figure 3.1 portrays the relationship of the data and the preeminence of the 

program directors’ data (see Figure 3.1).  

 

Figure 3.1. The data relationship between program directors’ interviews, student survey, and the 

study abroad literature. 

The credibility of the researcher, Patton states, is “dependant on training, experience, track 
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student is limited to my graduate work at Boston University and now at Plymouth State University.  

As stated earlier, I have been in the field of international and higher education since 2000, serving 

at a private liberal arts college, a public regional university, and an association of colleges and 

universities. 

Finally, to increase credibility following Patton’s guidelines, the researcher must have a 

“philosophical belief in the value of qualitative inquiry” (Patton, 2002, p. 584).  This commitment 

begins with an understanding of the debate between qualitative and quantitative inquiry, and holds 

an “appreciation of naturalistic inquiry, qualitative methods, inductive analysis, purposeful 

sampling, and holistic thinking” (Patton, 2002, p. 571).  Ultimately to ascertain credibility, Patton 

advocated the usefulness of the data (2002).  The AAC&U have made a clear commitment to 

developing socially responsible students in connection with study abroad and cross-cultural 

learning.  Previous research has revealed difficulty in achieving these ends (Braskamp et al., 

2009)—not all study abroad programs inherently produce socially responsible students. Inquiring 

about how program staff and administrators consider study abroad design, including the role of the 

faculty and the ways in which programs move students to engage difference, hear from multiple 

perspectives, and rethink faith as it relates to their lived experience is useful. Thus, it seems 

valuable to explore what study abroad program components may help students cultivate social 

responsibility.  

Conclusion 

Examining and understanding study abroad program design components that aim to develop 

social responsibility and the lived experiences of student participants may help other program 

directors and administrators who would like to increase social responsibility among their student 

participants. The themes that emerged through the data analysis were compared against the 

components which promoted social responsibility identified in the study abroad literature and the 

electronic survey completed by the BestSemester students.  The theoretical framework derived 
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from the study abroad and social responsibility literature and the data I collected from program 

directors and student participants on study abroad design and development of social responsibility 

mutually informed one another.  The findings from all three sources enrich our understanding of 

the ways social responsibility can be cultivated.  
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Chapter 4 –- Analysis of Data 

The purpose of this research was to explore how study abroad programs cultivate social 

responsibility by identifying the study abroad components which promote social responsibility.  As 

a result of this research, study abroad administrators and staff who want to prioritize social 

responsibility as an outcome might learn from CCCU BestSemester programs and their experience 

with study abroad program components that promote social responsibility.  Understanding which 

study abroad components promote social responsibility may also help colleges and universities 

fulfill the AAC&U’s mission of a quality liberal education (AAC&U, 2007).  

During the summer of 2014, I collected data on BestSemester’s program directors and student 

participants in order to understand their lived experience of social responsibility and study abroad 

program design.  The first set of data was collected during the summer of 2014 in which eight 

CCCU BestSemester program directors (n=8) were interviewed (see Chapter 3 for the list of 

questions).  For the second set of data, 130 out of 480 student participants completed the electronic 

survey (n=130).  After transcribing all of the interview data into a word document, answers were 

coded using the software HyperResearch 3.5.2.  This means that the words, phrases and concepts 

that directors spoke about most often or with greatest emphasis were noted and categorized and 

then counted for overall frequency.  Forty-two unique codes were identified and the top reported 

codes were selected as the most significant themes.  Seven themes emerged with a frequency rate 

above 40 (See Appendix B for the list of the codes and their frequency).  The seven themes (along 

with their frequency rate) are: engaging the community, difference and the other (86), rethinking 

faith (56), challenging students (49), experiential learning (48), hearing from the community’s 

multiple perspectives (47), service projects, internships, and field experiences (44), and 

understanding context (44) (Figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1. Program directors’ themes for program design and social responsibility. 

This chapter will describe my research process and look at the most frequent themes that 

emerged from interviews conducted with CCCU BestSemester program directors, and how student 

survey results and the literature review compliment or expand the directors’ program design 

themes.  The central task, to answer the first research question, was to determine which program 

components developed social responsibility in student participants according to the perspective of 

the directors, students and literature.  This task included exploring where the three data sources 

confirm one another, diverged, or revealed new insights. The themes’ relevance, from the program 

directors’ interviews, is based on their frequency in reporting, and following each theme are 

supporting examples from the interviews and literature.  Examples are provided to tease out the 

multi-dimensional manner of the respondents’ understanding of social responsibility as it relates to 

study abroad design and its various design themes.  The first step in my reporting and analysis 

looked at the program directors’ and students’ understanding of social responsibility to answer the 

second research question of this project: How do program directors and students understand social 
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responsibility?  After exploring how students and program directors understood social 

responsibility, I present the 7 program directors’ interview themes in the order of their frequency. 

The Meaning of Social Responsibility 

When asked to articulate the meaning of social responsibility, the program directors mostly 

focused on the importance of students engaging difference, the other, and the local community. 

Alice’s understanding of social responsibility included the respectful treatment of society’s 

marginalized; it is countercultural and critical to those who profess faith, “a really counterculture 

way you can act is to treat people with respect, even people who are obviously low in the social 

strata” (personal communication, July 23, 2014).  Sarah’s description of social responsibility was 

similar but broader than Alice’s, which focused on helping students “treat other humans more 

humanely” (personal communication, July 23, 2014).  

Mary spoke about the importance of understanding the local and global context, “simply to 

recognize that we live in a pluralistic, differentiated reality”.   Further, she narrowed her focus to 

local neighbors as opposed to professional relationships, stating that social responsibility involves 

one’s “sense of my responsibility to my neighbor, right to my community of neighbors” (personal 

communication, July 25, 2014).  When reflecting on social responsibility, Wilson emphasized 

positive, creative, and life-giving actions for all, including the earth, to counteract the pain and 

suffering of this world (personal communications, July 25, 2014).  Gary identified “being and 

dwelling in a community and living my life in the context of people”, citing examples of service 

and telling stories of the “other”.  James addressed the individual’s inter-relationship with all of the 

community and a thorough understanding of oneself in relationship with the other for the 

betterment of society, asking “How do we see ourselves engaging in or understanding the common 

good, beyond my own ethnic, cultural, political boundaries?” (personal communications, July 25, 

2014).  Respectful treatment of your neighbor and the marginalized of society, understanding 

personal responsibility, life-giving actions for all, including the earth, being in community, and 
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ensuring the common good for all was the language the programs directors used to articulate the 

meaning of social responsibility. 

The BestSemester student participants articulated their understanding of social responsibility 

on question eighteen in the electronic survey, which was an open-ended question inquiring about 

one’s definition of social responsibility.  Students’ definitions of social responsibility were coded 

using the software HyperResearch 3.5.2. Two themes emerged based upon frequency, 

“understanding context” with 43 mentions” and caring and compassion” with 42 mentions.  

“Understanding context” involved becoming aware of and understanding more deeply the local 

community, world, and marginalized of society, “to be aware of the people around you, and also 

around the globe” and “being aware of what's going on around you (e.g. inequality) and doing 

something about it” (Social Responsibility Survey, Retrieved on November 4, 2014).  “Caring and 

compassion”, the second most common theme on the students’ meaning of social responsibility, 

was closely linked to action, especially acting in solidarity with those who are marginalized, 

evidenced by the following quotes from students.  Social responsibility means“caring and speaking 

up for the people who cannot speak for themselves” and “take care of others, stand up for those 

who don't have a voice, and to fight for justice and equality” (Social Responsibility Survey, 

Retrieved on November 4, 2014).  

Based upon the study abroad and social responsibility literature in this research study,  I have 

defined social responsibility in a multi-dimensional manner, such as giving back to others and 

listening to people with different social, economic, religious and political backgrounds (AAC&U, 

2007); taking ownership for global problems (Hovland, 2009); gaining a global perspective, and 

growing in maturity (Chickering & Braskamp, 2009); understanding global inequalities, having a 

concern for diverse viewpoints and people, and seeing the inter-relationships of all beings (Morais 

& Ogden, 2011).  Upon examination of the program directors’ definition in comparison with the 

various facets of social responsibility found in the literature, the program directors’ definitions do 



49 
 

not add another dimension but confirm the multi-faceted nature of social responsibility.  Students’ 

repeated use of “care and compassion”, however, portrays their understanding of social 

responsibility in a less technical form, yet similar to Hovland’s taking responsibility for global 

problems (2009).  Students’ understanding and use of the words “care and compassion” also adds 

to the multi-dimensional definitions of social responsibility by giving it in an emotive, deeply 

personal perspective.  

Theme 1: Engaging the community, difference and the other (86). The theme of 

“engaging the community, difference and the other” was the most repeated concept (86) in the 

interviews with the program directors.  All of the program directors addressed this theme, while 

some spent more time on it than others.  Three of the five respondents directing programs outside 

of the US combined for 56 mentions.  “Engaging the community, difference and the other” was 

even a foundational program goal; the director who mentioned it the most (25), described its 

centrality in that they have “a strong emphasis on putting students in contexts for natural 

relationships…. that’s an important criteria as we make decisions in what we do” (Drummond, 

personal communications, July 24, 2014).  

Relating to the humanity of the other or experiencing the common human condition in spite 

of difference, was one reason the directors choose to prioritize students’ engagement with 

difference, community and the other.  Wilson put it this way, “we challenge them on that point of 

taking other people seriously as human beings, all other people, by continually pushing them into 

settings where they are meeting people and relating to them and hearing different perspectives” 

(personal communication, July 25, 2014).  All of the program directors shaped their curriculum to 

facilitate students engaging with difference, but not only by crossing cultures.  Seven of eight 

program directors had students engage with people across the socio-economic spectrum, 

particularly through some type of service project or internship experience.  Martin described his 

program’s intentionality with service placement and community engagement this way:  
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We try to make sure the service placement isn’t hanging out with the youth group. It’s 
homeless people, elderly people, the populations of people that they wouldn’t see if they 
came on a touristy experience.  So that’s a very important thing to me, that they are not with 
people who are like them and dealing with fun young kids at the church, right? It’s actually a 
marginalized population. (personal communication, July 24, 2014). 

 
Internships are another tool program directors use to give students opportunities to “engage 

the community, difference and the other”.  Six out of the eight programs examined had internship 

opportunities for students.  When asked about the value of social responsibility as an outcome for 

their program participants, Alice spoke about the role of internships in helping students understand 

the context and engage the community, 

When they are interns, we really press them to make friends with the people that they’re with, 
and to be as helpful as they can. We tell them, if they invite you to come to dinner, if they 
invite you to come to a Saturday picnic, they invite you to anything, you go. I say don’t look 
at that as optional. If they invite you, you go because that’s part of being part of the group 
(personal communications, July 23, 2014). 

 

In Alice’s example, the internship provided a doorway for students to have a deeper connection 

with the community and to explore the context more fully. 

In addition to using service projects and internships as gateways for engagement with the 

local community, four out of five international program directors use home-stays as another 

pedagogical strategy to accomplish their goal of having students “engage the community, 

difference, and the other”.  The length of home-stays varies per program; some are for the entire 

semester, others are for a few weeks. One director discussed the value of students knowing the 

context through the organic dynamics of the home-stay experience; it presented an opportunity for 

students to engage with the local community in informal discussion over time.  James explained, 

“when they are in the host community setting and people are talking about stuff, it’s not just 

superficial stuff.  They have opportunities to be a part of conversations overhearing, initiating, 

conversing….about some issues” (James, personal communication, July 25, 2014).  James believed 

that students who come to understand the context, including the perspective of the other, through 
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formal lectures as well as in informal conversation, could more easily enter into conversations later 

about important topics in the local community. 

Besides service, internships and home-stays, some programs also send students out to 

neighborhood community meetings, in order to teach them how to ask good questions so students 

can get a fuller understanding of the community’s perspective.  When asked about how social 

responsibility was nurtured by their program, Mary talked about asking good questions and 

listening to the community through assignments to help students engage the community: 

Whenever our students are out in the city… the assignment always requires them to engage 
the locals there in conversation, in meaningful conversation… When it comes to social 
responsibility, learning to understand your responsibility to your neighbor, you have to 
develop these habits of relating to your neighbor, not just simply volunteering on behalf of 
your neighbor. (Mary, personal communications, July 25, 2014) 

 

Mary wanted students to slow down, interact with their surroundings, and learn to engage their 

neighbors so to learn how to be a responsible neighbor themselves.  For the directors’ theme of 

“engaging the community, difference and other” it was important for students to interact with a 

cross-section of people from across the socio-economic spectrum.  Service placement, internships, 

home-stays, and neighborhood engagement activities were the pedagogical tools employed for 

students to develop a deeper understanding of the local context.  

Theme 2: Rethinking faith (56).  All eight of the directors discussed the topic of faith and 

how they challenged students to reconsider their faith in light of their experience.  Alice discussed 

broadening students’ perspective on faith in response to the question about the values of her 

program, “I’m hoping that their experience of being in… [this program]…will broaden their way of 

looking at the Bible, looking at their faith, looking at God; that they look at those things in broader 

ways than they did before” (personal communications, July 23, 2014). 

Wilson, when responding to the question about values, wanted students to reconsider the 

source of their values and how that might impact their engagement with difference as it relates to 

their faith, 
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So I think we tend to come to things with a lot of values that have different sources…that we 
may or may not be aware of… so called conservative political values or American nationalist 
values.[We may be] pro this group or into that group because we grew up among people that 
had certain leanings… I hope to challenge us… to shift off of different values…what would it 
be to have Jesus as our source? (personal communications, July 25, 2014). 
 

Wilson challenged students to deconstruct their values, to gain self-awareness of their lens, and to 

consider Jesus in a new light (personal communications, July 25, 2014). 

Similarly, during the core class and debriefing sessions, Drummond challenges students who 

are coming from a different faith context to understand how their faith is influenced by American 

culture and deconstructs students’ ethnocentric views on faith and religion.  In the context of 

describing the program’s debriefing process, Drummond noted, 

At the end… we look back at our own Christian culture or our own American Christianity 
and look to see how much of that is culturally formed and [we] are skeptical…but our 
assumption is that you come with…inherent bias.…We’re going to push you to consider the 
legitimacy of …[the local] culture more than you might naturally do.  We’re going to push 
you to critique your…own ethnocentrism (person communications, July 24, 2014). 

 
Gary noticed that his students were rethinking their faith not only due to discovering a different 

point of view from people in the local context but also  due to discovering contrasting perspectives 

and theological differences with fellow student participants which surfaced when living in 

community, 

The biggest culture shock is facing other Christian kids from other Christian traditions and it 
is terrifying to a lot of them because it…shakes up their foundations of beliefs. …The 
beautiful thing is that many students come thinking ‘Well, I just don’t simply believe all of 
this,” and they are very, very tired of it… They ask questions…and realize that what they 
didn’t like was the very acculturated Christianity and it wasn’t the Christianity they see in 
other people (personal communications, July 24, 2014) 

 

Additionally, those students who did not profess faith coming into the program, Gary found, were 

now reconsidering faith because of what they deemed to be authentic expressions found in the 

program community (personal communications, July 24, 2014). 
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 Gary also highlighted examples of students who were challenged in their internship context 

by professionals who believed in different ideas and realities than the students, but whom students 

found to be kind and caring, 

They get there and through their internships, they find that these people are so nice to 
them...They want to see if they can make connections for them.  And because these people 
are so nice, [the students think,] ‘they are better than I am, they’re like more Christian than I 
am, so what’s the big deal about Christianity?’ And what we…[the program leaders,] say is, 
‘Since when was Christianity about being nice?  What does it have to do with what you’re 
doing and who God is within us and why he redeems us? (personal communications, July 24, 
2014)  

 

Gary saw students discovering through their internship experience kind people outside of their own 

“community” which created dissonance within and an opportunity to discuss the meaning of their 

faith in a new light (personal communications, July 24, 2014).  

 In his interview, James said that he uses various speakers who raise ideas to intentionally 

challenge students to rethink their faith in light of the new information and their experiences 

abroad.  When asked about the values of the program, James used faith language in connection 

with challenging students, specifically in how he challenged them to reflect on their 

presuppositions:  

We say it’s a ‘Christo-centric’ [program]...but we also say we’re not church. That is, we don’t 
have a particular doctrine...but we put Jesus there all the time in our questions. So reflection 
may revolve around a challenge to, well, in a cliché sense, what would Jesus do? What would 
Jesus say? What does Jesus have to do with the situation? It’s that kind of reverberating 
sense... I’m not going to assume, because I think it does them a disservice that I know what 
that means to them.  I’m asking: What does that mean to you if Jesus is in this? What is your 
faith in Jesus, your understanding of who Jesus is and was? How does that impact the way 
you think about this? (personal communications, July 25, 2014). 
 

Students should arrive at their own conclusions about faith, James argued, and the role of the 

faculty was to guide and challenge assumptions about faith (personal communications, July 25, 

2014). 

 Theme 3: Challenging students (49).  The “challenging students” code surfaced 49 times 

throughout the interviews, third in frequency following “engaging the community, difference, the 
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other” (86) and “rethinking faith” (56).  The code “challenging students” had a variety of 

applications, but primarily directors communicated it as an intentional pedagogical approach to 

move students along in their journey of understanding the context and the students’ role in the 

world. Martin explained which aspects of his program were intentionally designed to challenge 

students:  

We try to make the program so that it’s not actually wimpy:  you actually have to study and 
you actually have to live in your home stay family and you are by yourself…  I am the person 
saying to home stay [hosts], ‘Give them chores. You are not there to enhance their tourism 
experience. You’re actually there to help them to learn (personal communication, July 24, 
2014). 

 
For Martin, learning involves challenging students and this extends beyond the classroom.  James 

also talked about challenge and its connection to learning when he described a travel component of 

his program,  

They feel quite uncomfortable again, by design… Using the limited time we have, we try to 
create safe discomfort… We are very intentional about trying to push them, because we are 
not doing them any service to try and make it as comfortable as possible… Learning is about 
uncomfortable places (personal communication, July 2014). 

 
James highlights his intent in designing experiences to create the dialectic of a “safe discomfort”, 

between challenging students and keeping them safe.  

Sarah articulated another dimension of how directors challenge students, by giving them 

ownership of their learning process.  This includes, as she said, learning “to be fairly comfortable 

with failure” (personal communications, July 23, 2014).  In her answer to the question about her 

program’s values, Sarah spoke about challenging students to focus more on what they are learning 

and less on the grade, 

The failure piece means finding…an emphasis away from the great letter [grade], which I 
think is a ball and chain, and toward an ownership of what you’re learning… The phrase I 
often use is, ‘I defer to you’… [meaning] what do you think? You decide (personal 
communications, July 23, 2014).   

 

Students grow best, according to Sarah, when they fail and learn how to take ownership over the 

process of their learning (personal communications, July 23, 2014). 
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Wilson challenged students not only to hear from multiple perspectives and to engage 

different ideas, but to be ready to present on their study abroad experience incorporating those 

different perspectives once back in their home communities.  After their semester away, he wants 

them to, 

challenge maybe some of the prevailing views among the people …at home and present some 
different perspectives…, They have a different perspective now than they had before they 
spent the semester with us… They are reading from a different and wider spectrum of reports 
on the situation than they would have and they are seeing those reports differently (personal 
communications, July 2014)   

 
Empowering students to challenge common perceptions about a people group, community, geo-

political situation or any other topic related to their context abroad, is one way the program 

directors move the conversation from the immediate semester abroad experience to how the lessons 

learned apply in the participants’ home context. 

One way Martin reported challenging students was to prompt them to connect their beliefs 

with their practice concretely.  During the semester, staff and students voluntarily, “pick one thing 

that we will do to change our lives…something that’s hard.  So the first thing we did was only 

purchase chocolate that was fair trade” (personal communications, July 24, 2014).  Like other 

directors, Martin prioritized the connection between the study abroad context with the students’ 

home context; therefore, he challenged students to learn not only about their study abroad context 

but to think through how they will respond once home to what they have learned.  Martin’s practice 

of challenging students to change one thing in their life and Wilson’s practice of challenging 

students to be prepared to articulate  another viewpoint may allay Keily’s concerns of the 

chameleon complex (2004) by helping students identify practices and strategies to continue in their 

change process once in their home context. 

 When discussing home-stays, Drummond explained how his program focused on a mundane 

daily activity within the context to challenge students: walking to and from their home-stays.  The 

destination distance from the home-stays, he described, are “all walk-able… We define that as an 
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hour or less. Sometimes we have a student or parent that disagrees with us” (personal 

communication, July 24, 2014).  Drummond wanted students to understand what it meant to be in 

the shoes of a person in the community, even if this understanding comes at the cost of the 

students’ comfort.  Further, the directors’ strategies reveal that they stand by the belief that a 

greater depth of learning or personal ownership of lessons may occur due to discomfort or 

cognitive dissonance in their process.  

Drummond differentiated between the degree of challenge of semester long internships and 

semester long home-stays.  He found students struggled more with their internship sites than with 

their home-stays due to difficulty in navigating the cultural supervisorial landscape:  

The students in semester home-stays [used to report] the most intense cross-cultural 
experience; but I would say now our…400 hours [internship placement], over the course of 
the semester, in a local organization is the most intense. [This is] because, at the end of the 
day, our home-stay is kind of personal and voluntary and if it’s not going well,  [a person 
can] kind of checkout.  But for these students, the internship relates to their career… 
Supervisors are all different and not all of them you get along with… [Still our program 
priority is to] submit to local authority as much as possible (personal communications July 
24, 2014). 

 
As in Drummond’s example above, challenging students involved different degrees of intensity, or 

greater pushing out of one’s comfort zone, where some students struggled with the challenge of the 

physical distance of their home-stay, and other students struggled with the difficulty of the 

internship context, especially in working with the different expectations of the host supervisor. 

Another dimension in which directors actively design their programs to challenge students is 

by “sensitizing students to their privilege”, a code mentioned 17 times throughout the interviews. 

When asked about her definition of social responsibility and how it was emphasized in the 

program, Alice reflected that “most Americans come to a country with a pretty innate sense of 

superiority”.  She reported that the service component helped students develop self-awareness 

about their privilege and entitlement, “I think for most of the students, it’s just a real wake-up call 

to them…what a strong sense of entitlement that they have” (personal communications, July 23, 

2014).  
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Drummond provided another example of challenging students in regards to their privilege; 

his program design emphasizes the importance of relationships, especially with local university 

students because of the natural connections that North American university students can have with 

local university students.  While North American students’ backgrounds may differ significantly 

from students they encounter abroad, the common ground of a university experience presents 

opportunities for connections.  Yet Drummond pushes students not to take the common ground for 

granted, nor to assume that their common humanity reduces the real the power distance created by 

their privilege as US students in higher education.   “None of our students are lacking in privilege, 

even though within their own contexts, they might come from a wide variety [of backgrounds].  In 

the global sense, none of them lack privilege” (personal communications, July 24, 2014). 

Drummond pushed students to consider the power dynamics of post-colonialism and those created 

by the United States’ presence and reputation in the world. (personal communications, July 24, 

2014). 

Finally, when it comes to the strategies directors report using to challenge students, James 

identified significant durations of time spent immersed in the context as an important consideration 

in his program design.  James reported a point in which he started to notice a lack of depth in the 

student reflections which they were assigned to do during their field experiences.  . After exploring 

the reasons behind the lack of depth in the students’ written reflections, he and his staff decided to 

increase the field experience duration, to better harvest the learning opportunities.  

We were having difficulty in having these experiences get under their skin, get to their ribs. 
One of the things that we are doing [now] is increasing the duration. We get them away from 
other North American electronics and stuff for longer periods of time…, have them think 
about what’s real and not just a you-tube opportunity.  We do field experience for four and a 
half weeks now. (personal communications, July 25, 2013) 

 
James’ quote reveals that the duration of time is as much about moving toward a certain type 

of experience and away from other experiences, such as North American comforts like technology 

and entertainment.  He wanted to move students from escaping into the screen to the realities 
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surrounding them using extended time to disconnect from the usual patterns of their lives so they 

could enter fully in to the context and make learning connections.  In a similar vein, Drummond’s 

assignment for students on their rural home-stays is to disconnect and just be with a family for ten 

days without any formal commitment except to do what the family does in the community 

(personal communications, July 24, 2013).  Both of these pedagogical strategies employ extended 

time and intentionally remove the normal props that usually help students feel comfortable. 

Theme 4: Experiential learning (48). When asked to describe their program and its 

components, six of eight directors described their program either explicitly as an experiential 

program or with language synonymous to an experiential program.  Here is a sampling of their 

responses: “It’s an opportunity for Christian students to come … and learn experientially” (Wilson, 

personal communication, July 25, 2014); “…we also have a strong experiential component” 

(Drummond, personal communication, July 24, 2014); and “ours is an experiential learning study 

abroad program…” (James, personal communication, July 25, 2014).  While two program directors 

did not explicitly use the term, experiential, they alluded to it in their program description: “we act 

almost as …a high level academic vocational school.  They come and do internships with us to 

explore their careers” (Gary, personal communication, July 24, 2014); and “consider spending a 

semester at [X]… and let us introduce you to the institutions that lead. (Mary, personal 

communication, July 25, 2014). 

  The data analysis in the top three coded themes thus far, “engaging difference, community 

and the other”; “rethinking faith” and “challenging students”, reveals the program directors’ 

strategic use of experiential education in the community as a major component of their curriculum.  

The directors reported a variety of immersive experiences which include: internships, field 

placements, service opportunities, home-stays, technical training, field trips and field assignments. 

The time and centrality given to these program activities in the curriculum reveals the directors’ 

value of hands-on, interactive learning.  These activities give students personal encounters that 
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teach them about context, communities and their own presuppositions.  Further, these program 

activities harness and support students’ many different learning styles.  All of these strategies 

illuminate ways the program directors consistently favor experiential learning for the benefit of 

multiple learning styles as well as for deeper internalization of the lessons learned.    

 While describing the importance of experiential learning in their programs, the directors tied 

in reflection as an essential practice, mentioning it 33 times.  Program activities that were reported 

to facilitate reflection include: group debriefing and discussion exercises, journaling assignments, 

and other assignments that integrated personal reflection with new research.  Drummond noted the 

extent to which reflection played a part in his program design, “I mean in ways we debrief 

everything, it becomes a running joke with students and we say, if we can’t talk about it’s not 

worth doing.  So in different ways, we are debriefing everything we do… semester-long 

debriefing” (personal communications, July 24, 2014).  

According to the directors’ feedback, they use reflection exercises in different ways and at 

different times in each program.  Alice spoke about reflection as it relates to the process of re-

entry—of using reflection to prepare students for what they will encounter upon returning to their 

home culture.  Alice discusses with students “why re-entry is difficult and...  what kinds of things 

to expect and then when should that happen, when should you should seek counsel.” (personal 

communications, July 23, 2014).  Drummond uses reflection to help students think about the ways 

in which they might be responsible for their neighbors when they go home to the US, “if you can 

treat your [local host]… roommate this way, you can treat your American roommate this way… 

you can kind of hopefully reframe their whole semester as a preparation for going back” (personal 

communication, July 24, 2014) 

Another example of reflection, in Alice’s program, related to the students’ expectations and 

actual experience of entering into a new culture.  Initially they write essays in their study abroad 

applications.  Later in the semester they do a follow-up assignment looking back at their original 
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applications and reflect upon the cultural challenges and the emotional states they were actually 

encountering versus those they anticipated.  Alice described the assignment process:   

[We asked them] to write a case study where they talk about some event that happened, that 
either puzzled them, angered them or amused them, but to reflect more on what was going on 
in that incident… So then…I give back to them their applications… Often what we hear is 
laughter: I can’t believe what I said… I even had students cry, because they just read [their 
first essay] and they think, that is so far from the way my attitude is right now! And [they see 
they had] all these great….generous, charitable feelings towards wanting to help… And then 
they think about ’how I am acting now?’  That’s the point [of the assignment]… [To show 
them,] this is what you wanted, this is what you thought you would like and that’s good, but 
it takes the sustained effort (personal communications, July 23, 2014). 
 
The tool of self- reflection, Alice believed, was useful to help students understand the context 

and successfully navigate the cultural roadmap.  It involved a “sustained effort” of internally 

reflecting on their learning experiences and externally engaging the community through a regular, 

systematic approach. 

Theme 5: Hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives (47).  The theme of 

“hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives” was similar to “engagement with 

community, difference, and the other”, but was not synonymous for the directors regarding their 

program design.  The directors articulated the two themes in a complimentary way—“hearing” 

meant that students are given opportunities to listen to different viewpoints and community 

members, while “engaging difference” involved interacting with the entire context through multi-

dimensional activities.  The latter may include anything from eating meals to internships.  Directors 

design the curriculum to expose students to a number of different perspectives through their texts 

and readings, in the classroom, and on field visits to organizations.  In the classroom, directors 

bring in different speakers to provide unique perspectives on a spectrum of issues.  For example, in 

one particular class examining the local religions, James invited guest speakers representing diverse 

perspectives “to speak about how they see from their faith perspective… Catholic, Indigenous, 

Protestant, Pentecostal, a gay activist pastor…” (personal communication, July 25, 2014).  This 

program design strategy embraced multiple perspectives rather than a homogeneous conversation 
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on religion in that particular context.  Seven of eight program directors arrange formal field trips as 

part of the curriculum to explore relevant issues and expose students to different voices in the 

community, such as to “churches, non-government organizations, government organizations” 

(Drummond, personal communications, July 24, 2014).  

When asked how his program approached social responsibility, Martin focused on why 

hearing from multiple perspectives, especially from those on the margins, should be prioritized: 

Hospitality is the big theme in our program. And it’s a hospitality that isn’t a passive, lovely, 
‘well let’s have people over for dinner’, but an active resistance…When you welcome those 
people who are socially excluded, you challenge social norms, and you can often be scary to 
other people.  So hospitality is a big thing, recognition is a big thing, learning to recognize 
people that we normally wouldn’t recognize...” (personal communication, July 24, 2014). 
 

Learning how to give and receive hospitality can be an outcome of witnessing and listening to not 

only the loudest voices in society, but also to those voices less often heard.  Hearing from multiple 

perspectives, James acknowledges, is not easy and requires modelling by the faculty who help 

create an atmosphere of respect: 

We are all models…we are highly respectful of them [the students] and respectful of the 
people that we are engaging… We are not going to accept anything less than that… We have 
responsibility for shaping opportunities, for namely our students, that they would be highly 
respectful of anybody that crosses their paths.  That means you have to show that to 
everyone, fellow students, faculty, the cleaning lady, host families, speakers.  We may 
disagree, we may have trouble, but we are going to approach, anything with respect” 
(personal communications, July 25, 2014)  

  

Hearing from the local community teaches students to respectfully enter into the community and 

begin to understand another reality, another way of living in and seeing the world.  When asked 

how he would describe his program, Wilson focused on the concept of hearing when he described 

the rationale behind his program design: “actually hearing from the local speakers and meeting 

local people, entering into their lives, entering into their cultural setting and learning through being 

in the context” (personal communications, July 25, 2014).  

 The interviews revealed the directors’ intention for program staff and students to consider all 

segments of the community as legitimate partners, not merely for the students, but for the programs 
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themselves.  James focused on the concept of preparing the local community to interact with 

foreign students when he discussed his perspective on developing social responsibility: 

Our constituents are not just students, not just schools. It’s the [local] partners, the people that 
we come back to again and again. Those are our constituencies and we are trying to be highly 
sensitive to who we are introducing, how we are introducing, how we prep, how we lead, 
how we follow up and how we engage, how we compensate them. And we are trying to listen 
to many sectors on best practices, which come from frankly, not just the forum of 
international education, but from locals too—what do they think? (personal communications, 
July 25, 2014). 

  
For James, promoting social responsibility to student participants is born out of being a socially 

responsible program.  Hearing from the local community and considering them key stakeholders in 

the program, requires a mechanism to hear from multiple perspectives and a reframing of who 

comprises the “local partner” and how that partnership should look. 

Theme 6: Service/Field Experience/Internship (44). Seven of eight directors have an 

internship/field experience or service placement component in their program.  The time 

commitment varied; in some programs students  participate once a week while in others they 

participate for three to four consecutive weeks in a daily internship or service placement.  For those 

programs whose students participated in service projects rather than internships, their aim was that 

students’ experiences help them better understand the context and contribute to the community,  

They do a one day a week service project…That gets them out in a community doing 
something… partly they are doing something to contribute to some project that…is serving a 
needy segment of the population, but also so that they learn through just being in the 
community, being in a relationship with people. (Wilson, personal communication, July 25, 
2014) 

 
The service project allowed students to see a different segment of society thereby understanding the 

context in a more nuanced way.   The service projects serve the program goals by creating 

opportunities for students to explore their academic and potential career fields in a new way, in a 

way that includes different segments of society.  As Gary articulated:  

We have this capacity to tell stories...What is the face of the other like and what is that story 
that needs to be told that we can’t forget? Because …., this is what will always be there and I 
want them to actually experience the underground of the city. (personal communications, July 
24, 2014). 
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Program directors reported that internship and service placements allow students to explore 

their sense of vocation, ultimately to gain “a holistic understanding of what it means to be a 

responsible actor in the world” (Mary, July 25, 2014).  Internship, field experience, and service 

projects were understood as not merely a job-like experience but carried a broader vision “to 

connect purpose, practice, and place” (personal communications, Martin, July 24, 2014). 

Discussing the connection between internship and service placement experiences with vocation, 

Mary said it “reminds us that there are other contexts as well and so neighbourhood engagement 

really is how we challenge students to explore leadership or responsibility in a non-professional 

context” (personal communications, July 25, 2014).  

Theme 7: Understanding context (44).  “Understanding context” was a high priority 

program goal for each of the respondents, made clear by James’ response when asked about how he 

would describe the program.   “Our goal is that they would come to know something about the 

people and the culture that they’re rubbing shoulders with and that they would gain some tools to 

engage them thoughtfully” (personal communication, July 25, 2014).  Understanding context was 

not only limited to an understanding of the historical and cultural landscape; program directors 

identified this concept as an important skill for students’ future careers.   Having students 

understand the context involved a level of self -understanding, as James explained, “what we try to 

do is challenge them to think about one’s context and how that impacts who you are and how you 

think about the world” (personal communication, July 25, 2014).  Martin’s response highlighted 

“understanding context”, as he reported directing students to understand “place” through their 

interactions with people who are deeply connected to a place.  He says, “I think ...what is unique to 

our curriculum... is connecting  your belief and behaviour to a place… for us Westerners, we don’t 

connect with place, places, (instead) the locations serve us, we get what want from it and then we 

either move on or stay” (personal communication, July 24, 2014).  Grounding behaviour and 
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beliefs in a concrete place, Martin believes, allows for a fuller understanding of the context and self 

(personal communication, July 24, 2014). 

Electronic Student Survey Results 

 In questions one through six of the electronic survey, the students are asked for their consent 

to participate and their demographic information, including their college, BestSemester program, 

age, gender, and semester of participation.  Students who participated in the survey (N=130), came 

from a number of different colleges and universities in the CCCU (Appendix B).  The student 

participation in the electronic survey represented a broad number of CCCU institutions, with the 

highest percentage of participation from Messiah College with a nine percent participation rate. 

The other schools, above one and two percent, included Bethel University and Biola University 

with a percentage rate of five percent.  Other colleges with participation rates between three and 

five percent included Gordon College, Palm Beach Atlantic, Northwest University, Wheaton 

College, and Trinity Western University.  In the third question, the students are asked about the 

particular program in which they participated during the academic calendar year of 2013-2014.  

The number of student respondents  (N = 130) included:  17% from the regular Oxford Semester 

Program and 10% from Oxford Summer Program, 13% from the Uganda Studies Program and LA 

Film Studies, 9% from the Middle East Studies Program, 9% from the Australia Studies Centre and 

Contemporary Music Center, 8% from the India Studies Program and the Latin American Studies 

Program 3% from the China Studies Program and 1% from the Washington Journalism Semester 

and no student participants from the American Studies Program.  No American Studies Program 

students participated due to an oversight on my part.   I received the email contacts of the students 

from all of the programs except the American Studies Program—I realized this oversight well after 

the closing of the electronic survey.  

The particular semester in which students participated was divided fairly evenly between the 

fall (43%) and spring (49%) with only 13 respondents participating in the summer program.  In 
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regards to gender, 74% of the respondents were female and 26% were male, with the gender gap 

similar to the US study abroad national trends in 2012 of 64.8% female and 34.2% male published 

by the Institute of International Education (Open Doors).  The birth year of the students ranged 

from 1990 to 1995, with 35% of the students born in 1995 and 32% born in 1994.  One percent % 

of the respondents were outside of the birth year range of 1990 and 1995. 

In questions seven through nineteen, the students were asked about their experiences with 

various study abroad components and social responsibility.  The questions were based on the 

theoretical framework found in the study abroad literature on social responsibility and study abroad 

program design.  Eleven of the 13 questions on social responsibility and study abroad program 

design were closed statements and students had to choose which statements best matched their 

study abroad experiences.  In question seven the students were asked about their definition of social 

responsibility, and they were able to choose a statement on social responsibility that best fit their 

understanding.  Thirty-three percent of the students chose the statement “giving back to the 

community”, 24% chose “taking responsibility for global problems”, 17% chose “understanding 

diverse viewpoints”, 14% chose “becoming aware of global inequalities”, and 12% chose “making 

sure diverse viewpoints are heard”. 

In question eight, the students’ rate of participation in service-learning and internship 

activities during their off-campus study experience was assessed; 41% of the students reported that 

they participated one to three times a week”. The next highest rate of participation selected was the 

“never” category at 24%. “Once or twice a month” followed in frequency with 12%.  The option 

“less than once a month” was chosen by 9%.  The option “three or four times a month” was chosen 

by 8%, and “almost every day” was selected by 6% of the student respondents (Figure 4.2).  

In a similar vein, question nine explored students’ interactions in the local community, in 

which  “interactions” could be understood as anything from time spent in conversation over a cup 

of coffee with a local community member to brief interactions with a storekeeper.  The answer 
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marked with the greatest frequency regarding interactions were the “3-5” times a day category at 

32%.  “More than 8” times a day was selected by 30% “6-8” times a day was identified by 23%.  

Finally 14% of the students   selected “1-2” times a day and one percent chose the “never” 

category. 

 

Figure 4.2. Students’ rate of participation in service-learning and internships activities. 

For question 10, the central concern was the intersection between class assignments and 

community engagement, or in other words, the frequency of curriculum mandated interactions with 

local community members.   Student answers differed from the previous question which only 

looked at voluntary interactions with the local community.  Thirty-five percent of the students 

reported that their program had “3-5” assignments in which they were required to interact with the 

local community throughout their semester.  Twenty-three percent of the students reported “1-2” 

assignments, 19% reported “more than eight”, 13% reported being given “none”, and 10% reported 

“6-8” assignments.  

In question 11, the regularity of assignments that required collaboration with their fellow 

students was explored.  Thirty-six percent of the students chose the option “3-5” assignments in 

which they collaborated with other students throughout the semester.  Next, 31% of the respondents 
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chose the category “more than 8”.  The last three categories, “never”, “1-2”assignments and “6-8” 

assignments were each selected by 11% of the respondents. (Figure 4.3) 

 

Figure 4.3. The regularity of collaborative assignments reported by students. 

Regular reflection, including journaling and group debriefing was the focus of question 12; 

students were asked how many times a week they participated in those types of activities.  The 

answers “1-2” and “3-5” times a week of regular reflection were selected almost evenly at 31% and 

30% respectively.  The choice “6-8” times per week was marked by 19% of the students and “more 

than 8” times weekly received 12% of the students’ responses.  Seven percent of the students chose 

“never”.  More than 90% of the students participated at least weekly in some form of reflection, 

some at a much greater rate per week. 

In question number 13, the students are asked about how true five statements were to the 

experiences; students were directed to choose from the following answers: “definitely true”, 

“probably true”, “probably false”, and “definitely false”.  For the first statement, “Now that I've had 

this experience I feel more prepared to analyze and understand inequality”, 48% of students chose 

“definitely true” and 37% chose “probably true”.  In total, 85% of students felt more prepared to 

analyze and understand inequality.  In the second statement, “I have a better understanding of what 
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it takes to fight against injustice”, 22% of students chose “definitely true” and 49% chose 

“probably true”. Thus, 71% felt more confident to fight injustice.  In the third statement, “I feel 

more informed about global issues”, 52% of students chose “definitely true” and 32% chose 

“probably true”. Eighty-four percent of students believed themselves to be more informed about 

global issues.  In the fourth statement, “This experience will help me get a job”50% of students 

chose “definitely true” and 44% chose “probably true”.  A striking 94% believed their experience 

would help them compete in the job market.  In the fifth statement, “I am going to participate in 

service activities”, 43% of students chose “definitely true” and 46% chose “probably true”.  Thus 

89% of the students planned to participate in service.  Further it is worth noting that zero chose the 

answer “definitely false” while 11% chose “probably false”.   

In question fourteen the program values are explored as the students understood them; and 

students were asked to rank order a list of possible values, with one being the most emphasized and 

six the least emphasized.  The following six values comprised the list: “shalom”, “caring for the 

environment”, “partnership”, “social justice”, “cooperation between people of diverse 

perspectives”, and “caring for the poor”.  When asked, “what values did your program emphasize 

the most to you?”, the answer chosen the most as the value given greatest emphasis was 

“cooperation between people of diverse perspectives”.  This option had a mean score of 1.94, and a 

standard deviation of 1.19, meaning most students chose to rank it at the first or second place in 

their ordering, with few exceptions.  The value with the lowest emphasis identified by students was 

“caring for the environment”, with a mean score of 4.84 and a standard deviation of 1.26.  Most 

students consistently ranked “caring for the environment” at about fifth in their ordering. The 

remaining four values, “shalom”, “partnership”, “social justice” and “caring for the poor” occupied 

the middle of the ranking order. 

In question fifteen the students are asked about nine potential program components that 

students might have experienced, including: “classroom lectures and in-class discussion”, “course 
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assignments”, “service-learning”, “home-stays”, “internships”, “interactions with the faculty”, 

“interactions with the program staff”, “visits to non-profits” and “informal interactions with the 

local community”. Additionally, “none of these helped” and “other” were options.  Students were 

asked to judge which program components helped them become more socially responsible, by 

evaluating each component and marking one of the following options: “extremely important”, 

“very important”, “somewhat important”, “somewhat unimportant”, and “not at all important”.  

For the “classroom lectures and in-class discussion” component, 36% of students selected 

“extremely important”, 32% chose “very important”, and 23% chose “somewhat important”.  Only 

nine percent of students did not find this component important.  “Course assignments”  were 

identified as “extremely important” by 20% of the students, “very important” by 40%, and 

“somewhat important” by 29%; 89% of students affirmed their importance similar to the score of 

“classroom lectures and in-class discussion”.  Overall 77% of students declared the importance of 

“service-learning”; 26% reported it to be “extremely important”, 31% chose “very important” and 

20% chose “somewhat important”.  “Home-stays” were reported by 35% of students as “extremely 

important”, “very important” by 19% and “somewhat important” by 17% of the respondents. 

Twenty-nine percent of students reported that “home-stays” were not important for their learning 

experience.  Similarly 71% of students identified “internships” as important for their learning; 32% 

chose “extremely important”, 24% chose “very important” and 15% chose “somewhat important”.  

Forty percent of students reported that “interactions with the faculty” were “extremely 

important”, 35% chose “very important” and 22% chose “somewhat important. Ninety-seven 

percent of student respondents reported that “interactions with faculty” was important in their 

development of social responsibility.  Students reported “interactions with program staff” to be 

similarly significant for them: 95% reported its importance. “Interactions with program staff” was 

marked “extremely important” by 38%, “very important” by 43% and “somewhat important” by 

14% of the respondents.  “Visits to non-profits” were affirmed as important overall by 71% of the 
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students: 26% chose “extremely important”, 28% chose “very important” and 18% chose 

“somewhat important”.  Finally, “informal interactions with the local community” was reported to 

have a significant impact on students by 94% of the respondents; 40% reported that it was 

“extremely important”, 38% chose “very important” and 17% chose “somewhat important”.  The 

answer choice “none of these helped” revealed a design flaw, and so was not used.  A small 

percentage of students chose “other” (13%) and gave written explanations which provided insight 

but did not represent the majority of respondents.  

While all nine of the components were identified by a majority of students as important for 

their development in social responsibility, five answers were selected by nearly all: “interactions 

with the faculty” (97%), “interactions with program staff” (95%), “classroom lectures and in-class 

discussion” (91%), “informal interactions with the local community” (94%), and “course 

assignments” (89%). Interestingly, “service learning”, “home-stays”, “internships”, “interactions 

with the local community” and, “visits to non-profits” were not as valued, though were still 

affirmed as important by the majority (see Figure 4.4).  

 

Figure 4.4. Study abroad program components and social responsibility. 
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Similarly, in question sixteen, program components and social responsibility acquisition were 

examined.  Students were asked to judge the same program components as those listed above but to 

rank order from one to nine, with one being the most important and nine being the least important 

in helping them become more socially responsible.  As the graph below demonstrates, each of the 

nine program component options had a mean average rank of between 3.5 and 6.3.  The highest 

ranked component “classroom lectures and in-class discussion” had a mean score of 3.53 and a 

standard deviation of 2.21 and the lowest ranked component was “visits to non-profits” with a 

mean score of 6.27 and standard deviation of 2.29.   Noteworthy is that “internships” and “home-

stays” had the greatest variance in ranking.  Some programs included in this study do not have 

these components so that might explain the variance, and further inquiry would be helpful to 

understand this degree of variance in the students’ ranking. (see Figure 4.5) 

 

 

Figure 4.5. Rank ordered program components in becoming more socially responsible. 
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changing”.  One percent of the respondents selected “not important”. Four percent selected 

“slightly important”, 15% chose “important”,  28% chose really important, and 53% of the students 

reported that their experience was “extremely important and life changing”.  

Question eighteen was an open ended question in which the students’ understanding of social 

responsibility was explored.  Their descriptions of social responsibility were coded using the 

software HyperResearch 3.5.2. Two themes emerged based upon frequency; “understanding 

context” was highlighted 43 times and “caring and compassion” was mentioned 42 times.  The 

students’ responses revealed that “understanding context” involved becoming aware of and 

understanding more deeply the local community, the world, and the marginalized of society. For 

example, “to be aware of the people around you, and also around the globe” and “being aware of 

what's going on around you (e.g. inequality) and doing something about it” were common types of 

responses. (Social Responsibility Survey, Retrieved on November 4, 2014).  The theme of “caring 

and compassion” included a focus on action, especially on behalf of those who are marginalized, 

evidenced by the following responses: “caring and speaking up for the people who cannot speak for 

themselves” and “take care of others, stand up for those who don't have a voice, and to fight for 

justice and equality” (Social Responsibility Survey, Retrieved on November 4, 2014). 

In question nineteen the students were asked to evaluate if they had become more or less 

socially responsible, based upon their previously stated understanding of social responsibility.  

They were asked to choose from the answers: “much more”, “more”, “somewhat more”, “the 

same”, “less”, “somewhat less”, and “much less”.  Students’ responses tended towards the positive; 

, 25% of them  chose “much more” , 34% chose “more”, and 31% chose “somewhat more” , adding 

up to 90% of the student respondents believing they had become more socially responsible as a 

result of their program experience.   

The final question was an open ended question and students were asked to share any other 

relevant information about their off-campus study experience.  The students’ comments in this 
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section further expanded what was captured in the previous questions of the survey.  They can be 

further reviewed as they provide anecdotal insights and application for the earlier answers.  

Limits, Bias, Credibility and Trustworthiness 

 In this research project, I’ve made certain decisions about the purpose, data collection 

methods, and the analysis of the data (Patton, 2002) which has resulted in limitations in the process 

and findings.   Patton, a leader in qualitative research, believes “qualitative findings are highly 

context and case dependent” (p. 563, 2002) and always has limits to consider.  Patton highlights 

“three kinds of sampling limitations… in qualitative research designs: Limitations in the 

situations…Limitations from the time period…Limitations based on selectivity” (p.563, 2002).  In 

addition to Patton’s concerns on the sampling limitations, my background in international 

education and the fact that these were my colleagues could have influenced the program directors’ 

interviews.  For example, as a program director with BestSemester, the program directors might 

have assumed they need not explain certain elements of their program because I knew something 

about their programs already. 

 In addition to the limits of this type of research and bias of the researcher, Patton encourages 

future researchers to consider three aspects of credibility to increase the trustworthiness (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1986) of the research project: “rigorous methods for doing fieldwork…the credibility of the 

researcher…philosophical belief in the value of qualitative inquiry” (p. 570, 571, 2002).  In regards 

to rigorous methods, Patton highlights the use of triangulation to increase “diverse ways of looking 

at the same phenomenon” (p. 556, 2002) to account for the variant ways to understand a 

phenomenon and to make sure to account for the researcher’s bias (2002).  

In this research, I triangulated three sets of data to explore how program directors and 

students understand social responsibility and to explore the components which support social 

responsibility in study abroad, my two research questions. As noted earlier in chapter 2, I 

developed a theoretical framework from the literature review on social responsibility and study 
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abroad program design which served as the foundation for the collection of my second set of data, 

the electronic survey sent to BestSemester students.  The student’s responses illumined, confirmed 

and challenged the literature review and the program directors’ interview themes.  The primary set 

of data, the third set of data, came from my face-to-face interviews with the BestSemester program 

directors.  The purpose of my research was to explore study abroad design in relationship to social 

responsibility and to see how social responsibility was understood by program participants and the 

program directors. The literature review, the students’ responses in the electronic survey, and the 

program directors’ interview themes gave the diversity of perspectives that Patton advocates for in 

recommending triangulation in data collection.  

Summary 

The research questions guiding this research were: What program design components are 

present in study abroad programs that cultivate social responsibility among US undergraduate 

student participants?  How do program directors and student participants understand social 

responsibility?  I explored these questions through the study abroad literature on social 

responsibility, an electronic survey sent to BestSemester student participants based upon the 

theoretical framework developed from the literature review and interviews with BestSemester 

program directors during the summer of 2014. 

Seven program directors’ interview themes emerged from the interviews, including: 

“engaging the community, difference and other”, “rethinking faith”, “challenging students”, 

“experiential learning”, “hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives”, “service projects, 

internships, and field experiences”, and “understanding context”.  The directors’ themes were 

analyzed in light of the social responsibility and study abroad design components, the theoretical 

framework for this research project.  The program directors’ themes were also examined in light of 

the responses from the students who completed the electronic survey. 
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Chapter 5-Findings, Conclusions and Implications for Further Study 

In the Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) 2007 report, the American 

Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) highlighted the development of social 

responsibility among undergraduates as a key ingredient to succeed in the 21st century.  The LEAP 

report identified different types of learning, such as intercultural learning, to foster “personal and 

social responsibility in every field of study” (2007, p. 37).  While social responsibility has been 

emphasized in the AAC&U’s report, some faculty and administrators confess to the challenge of 

cultivating it within US undergraduate students (Dey & Associates, 2008; Colby & Sullivan, 2009, 

O'Neil, 2012).  Often intercultural learning, specifically study abroad as one aspect of intercultural 

learning, has been identified by those in US Higher Education as one of the key ways to cultivate 

social responsibility within US undergraduates.  Yet, Braskamp et al.’s research on global learning 

point out that this might be a false correlation or a weak one at best.  Only one program in their 

study, which had a focus on social justice, actually had success in increasing social responsibility in 

their student groups (Braskamp, Braskamp, and Merril, 2009). 

AAC&U’s call to prioritize social responsibility in higher education and Braskamp et al.’s 

research on social responsibility and study abroad leads to the need for further exploration in study 

abroad design and social responsibility acquisition. Two questions guided this research project to 

explore study abroad design and social responsibility: Which program design components cultivate 

social responsibility among US undergraduate student participants?  How do program leaders and 

students understand social responsibility?   I explored and answered these questions in the literature 

review, with students (n=130) of BestSemester programs in an electronic survey based upon a 

theoretical framework from the literature review (see Figure 5.1), and in interviews with 

BestSemester program directors (n=8). Van Manen’s four cyclical steps of phenomenological 

research guided my approach to understanding my two research questions, where the researcher is 

a. turning to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the world;  
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b. investigating experience as we live it rather than how we conceptualize it;  
c. reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon;  
d. describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting. (1984, p. 2) 
 

Van Manen’s interactive steps for understanding a phenomenon guided my writing and process to 

understand the study abroad components which support social responsibility and how program 

directors and students understand social responsibility. 

 

Figure 5.1. Theoretical framework for social responsibility and study abroad.  

The primary data set was the program directors’ interviews; the program directors are in 

charge of the design and implementation of their study abroad programs.  Based on frequency 

during their interviews, the following seven themes emerged from the program directors regarding 

the ways in which they have designed their programs in light of the goal of developing social 

responsibility: “engaging the community, difference and other”, “rethinking faith”, “challenging 

students”, “experiential learning”, “hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives”, “service 

projects, internships, and field experiences”, and “understanding context”. (Figure 5.2)  I compared 
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the directors’ themes with the seven philosophical commitments that served as this study’s 

theoretical framework derived from the social responsibility and study abroad literature. (Figure 

5.1)  Finally, the program directors’ themes were considered in light of the BestSemester students’ 

responses from the electronic survey, which was designed based upon the theoretical framework of 

this research project.  

 

Figure 5.2. Program directors’ themes for program design and social responsibility. 

The following discussion begins with the program directors’ understanding of social 

responsibility, followed by the student participants’ understanding of social responsibility, in order 

to answer the second research question of this project, “How do program directors and student 
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in participants.  After my consideration of their program design values, I turn to insights from both 

the literature on social responsibility and study abroad design and the students’ responses from the 

electronic survey in order to answer the first research question, “Which program design 

components cultivate social responsibility among US undergraduate student participants?”  Finally, 

while this study raises many questions and points for further research, I focus on three implications 

to consider for further research in social responsibility and study abroad program design. 

Thematic Findings 

Meaning of Social Responsibility 

To answer the second research question, “How do the program directors and students 

understand social responsibility?”, I asked eight BestSemester program directors the meaning of 

social responsibility via personal interviews and the students, via the electronic survey.  The 

program directors focused on the respectful treatment of  one’s neighbor and the marginalized of 

society; understanding one’s personal responsibility; committing to life-giving actions for all, 

including the earth; being grounded in one’s local community; and promoting the common good 

for all.  The program directors’ responses on the meaning of social responsibility aligned with the 

literature on social responsibility (see Figure 1.1 for the project’s compilation of social 

responsibility definitions found in the literature). 

BestSemester students were given an open-ended question seeking their understanding of 

social responsibility in the electronic survey.  Two themes of students’ responses emerged based 

upon frequency: “understanding context” with 43 mentions and “caring and compassion” with 42 

mentions.  In student responses, “understanding context” referred to developing awareness and 

understanding more deeply the community, world, and marginalized of society.   Examples, in their 

own words, of this theme demonstrate the students’ concern for others and understanding global 

issues: “to be aware of the people around you, and also around the globe” and “being aware of 

what's going on around you (e.g. inequality) and doing something about it” (Social Responsibility 
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Survey, Retrieved on November 4, 2014). The second most frequent theme, “caring and 

compassion”, closely linked awareness with informed action, especially for those who are 

marginalized as the following examples show: “caring and speaking up for the people who cannot 

speak for themselves” and “take care of others, stand up for those who don't have a voice, and fight 

for justice and equality” (Social Responsibility Survey, Retrieved on November 4, 2014). 

In comparison to the definitions found in the literature review and this research project’s 

adopted definition (see Figure 1.1 for the definition), the program directors’ understanding of social 

responsibility does not differ much from that found in the literature, but confirmed the multi-

faceted dimensions of social responsibility.  While the students’ perspective on social responsibility 

is similar to Hovland’s taking responsibility for global problems (2009), their repeated emphasis on 

“care and compassion” adds an emotional dimension to the largely cognitive concept of social 

responsibility, elevating feelings, values and actions based on these, not found thus far in the 

research on social responsibility.   

Themes 1 and 5: Engaging the community, difference and the other (86) and Hearing from 

the community’s multiple perspectives (47) 

Two of the themes identified by the directors, “engaging the community, difference and the 

other” and “hearing from multiple perspectives”, overlap in addressing three of seven theoretical 

components gathered from the review of literature on social responsibility and study abroad design: 

“social justice orientation”,  “critical pedagogy”, and “regular engagement with difference (see 

Figure 5.1) . The directors and literature agree; programs intentionally designed so students interact 

with people from different sectors of society, especially with the marginalized or that allow 

students to hear from voices not typically heard, promote a “social justice orientation” and a 

“regular engagement with difference”.  Moreover, engagement with difference and hearing from 

multiple perspectives provide the opportunity for students to engage in “critical pedagogy” when 
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they begin to understand “the other” as they reflect on their experience (Lutterman-Aguilar & 

Gingerich, 2002).  

Further support for the directors’ program design emphasis on “engaging community, 

difference and the other” and “hearing from multiple perspectives” is found in O’Neil’s (2012) 

research and in the student feedback.  O’Neil’s research on social responsibility highlighted the 

frequency of engagement with difference (2012) as one factor in cultivating social responsibility; 

the higher the frequency of engagement, the more social responsibility could be developed.   A few 

questions in the electronic survey explored the program elements that required or offered students 

opportunities for engagement with difference and hearing from diverse viewpoints as advocated by 

O’Neil and the program directors.  

In question eight of the student survey, the students’ rate of participation in service-learning 

and internship activities during their off-campus study experience was assessed; 41% of the 

students reported that they participated “one to three times a week”.  The next highest rate of 

participation selected was the “never” category at 24%.  “Once or twice a month” followed in 

frequency with 12%.  The option “less than once a month” was chosen by 9%.  The option “three 

or four times a month” was chosen by 8%, and “almost every day” was selected by 6% of the 

student respondents (Figure 4.2).  Not all of the programs in the study offer internships or service 

learning opportunities, which might account for the 24% of students who reported “never” 

participating in these activities.  The remaining 76% of students regularly interacted with difference 

in their community through service-learning and internship activities.   

Students’ responses in the electronic survey to questions nine support O’Neil’s research 

(2012) and the directors’ program emphasis on “engaging the community, difference and other” 

and “hearing from multiple perspectives”. When questioned about their voluntary interaction with 

the local community in question nine, the students’ responses indicated that 85% of them interacted 

“3-5”, “6-8” or “more than eight” times a day.  Thus, student’s self reporting of voluntary 
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interaction with difference shows an increase in social responsibility according to the guidelines 

given by O’Neil. 

In question ten, the intersection between class assignments and community engagement, or in 

other words, the frequency of curriculum-mandated interactions with local community members 

over the course of the semester was examined.  Thirty-five percent of the students reported that 

they were given “3-5” assignments that required them to interact with the local community, 23% of 

the students chose the answer “1-2” assignments, 19% chose “more than eight”, 13% reported 

“none”, and 10% reported being given “6-8” assignments requiring interaction with the local 

community. (see Figure 5.3)  In questions eight and ten, the students were asked about their formal 

interactions with the local community, via internships, service placements and class assignments, 

whereas in question nine the focus was on the informal interactions with the local community, via 

daily voluntary engagement.  Regardless of formal or informal interactions, student responses from 

the electronic survey confirmed that a majority of them regularly interacted with the local 

community.  Thus, in most cases, the program design and students’ experiences evidenced the 

priority of the program directors’ themes of “engaging the community, difference and other” and 

“hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives”.   

 

Figure 5.3. Semester class assignments interacting with the local community. 
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In question fourteen, an alignment between the students’ experiences and the program 

directors’ design emphasis on “engaging the community, difference and other” and “hearing from 

the community’s multiple perspectives” was explored, by asking the students to identify the 

program’s values from their perspectives.   The students were asked to rank order a list of possible 

values, with one being the most emphasized and six the least emphasized.  The following six values 

comprised the list: “shalom”, “caring for the environment”, “partnership”, “social justice”, 

“cooperation between people of diverse perspectives”, and “caring for the poor”.  When asked, 

“What values did your program emphasize the most to you?”, the answer chosen most often was 

“cooperation between people of diverse perspectives”.  This option had a mean score of 1.94, and a 

standard deviation of 1.19, meaning most students chose to rank it at the first or second place in 

their ordering, with few exceptions.  The value with the lowest emphasis identified by the students 

was “caring for the environment”, with a mean score of 4.84 and a standard deviation of 1.26.  The 

responses from question fourteen indicate that the students identified the programs’ emphasis as 

“cooperation between people of diverse perspectives”, affirming the directors’ design priority of 

“engaging the community, difference and other” and “hearing from the community’s multiple 

perspectives”.  

While the responses to questions eight, nine, ten and fourteen confirm the program directors’ 

emphasis on “engaging the community, difference and other” and “hearing from the community’s 

multiple perspectives”, in question fifteen, particular program components which helped students 

become socially responsible are explored.  The students are asked  about nine potential program 

components they might have experienced while on an off-campus study program, including: 

“classroom lectures and in-class discussion”, “course assignments”, “service-learning”, “home-

stays”, “internships”, “interactions with the faculty”, “interactions with the program staff”, “visits 

to non-profits” and “informal interactions with the local community”.   Students were asked to 

judge which program components helped them become more socially responsible, by evaluating 
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each component and marking one of the following options: “extremely important”, “very 

important”, “somewhat important”, “somewhat unimportant” and “not at all important”.   

In regards to the components most connected to the program directors’ themes of “engaging 

the community, difference and the other” and “hearing from the community’s multiple 

perspectives” students reported the following components to be extremely, very, or somewhat 

important  in their development of social responsibility: 71% identified “internships” as important 

from somewhat to extremely; 77% similarly reported  “service-placements” as important, 71% 

reported “home-stays” similarly; and  71% affirmed that “visits to non-profits” were important to 

their development of social responsibility.  Standing out as a unique was “informal interactions 

with the local community”, identified as “somewhat important”, “very important” or “extremely 

important” by 94% of that students.  The previous questions and responses reveal that the directors’ 

prioritize and implement program designs that allow students to engage difference and hear from 

diverse perspectives via formal and informal interactions in their communities.  Moreover, student 

responses to question fifteen reveal that they think they have become more socially responsible 

because of the following activities: “service-learning”, “home-stays”, “internships, “visits to non-

profits” and  especially “informal interactions with the local community”, program components that 

apply to the program directors’ themes of “engaging the community, difference and the other” and 

“hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives”.  

The program directors’ emphasis on “engaging the community, difference and the other” and 

“hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives” along with the students’ responses in the 

corresponding questions in the electronic survey give possible answers to the first research question 

of this project.   In summary, according to the students’ responses and program directors’ themes, 

study abroad components that increase social responsibility have an emphasis on “engaging the 

community, difference and the other”, “hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives” and 
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include activities such as “service-learning”, “home-stays”, “internships, “visits to non-profits” and  

“informal interactions with the local community”. 

Themes 2 and 3: “Rethinking faith” (56) and “Challenging students” (49)  

My interviews with the program directors revealed that the themes of “challenging students” 

and “rethinking faith” played a significant role in their program design.  Program directors 

described “challenging students” and “rethinking faith” in a number of unique dimensions, 

including: practicing experiential pedagogy, encouraging student ownership for their learning, 

considering privilege, exploring principles of social justice, broadening faith perspectives, and 

identifying ethno-centric faith tendencies.  These dimensions of “challenging students” and 

“rethinking faith” align with and expand, the social responsibility and study abroad theoretical 

framework  derived from the literature, especially “social justice”, “critical pedagogy” , and 

“mutuality and reciprocity”.  Further, these themes highlight the important role played by the 

faculty and program staff in guiding students beyond their comfort zones so that preconceived 

notions can be deconstructed to make space for learning something new about themselves and their 

context (James, personal communications, July 25, 2014). 

While the literature identified service-learning and internships as one significant way to 

cultivate mutuality and reciprocity (Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich, 2002), the student responses 

also revealed that discussions with faculty or program directors may play a significant role in 

helping students become socially responsible.  Student responses to question fifteen highlight the 

role of faculty and program staff in their process of becoming more socially responsible.  While all 

nine of the components in question fifteen were identified by a majority of students as important, 

versus “somewhat unimportant” or “not at all important”, for their development in social 

responsibility, the two most important components for students, which were identified as 

extremely, very or somewhat important by nearly all were “interactions with the faculty” (97%), 

“interactions with program staff” (95%). (See Figure 4.4 for the responses to question fifteen.)  
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The themes of “challenging students” and “rethinking faith”, along with the students’ 

answers in question fifteen, confirm the theoretical framework of this research project (see Figure 

5.1) and add two components to help students in their development of social responsibility and 

study abroad: the role of faculty and fostering critical spirituality.   

Themes 4 and 6: “Experiential education” (48) and “Service/field experience/internship” (44) 

The three most frequently reported themes, “engaging difference, community and the other”; 

“rethinking faith” and “challenging students”, reveal the program directors’ intentional use of 

experiential education and service or field experience and internships in the community as major 

components of their curriculum.  The directors reported a variety of forms of “experiential 

education” in their program design, including: internships, field placements, service opportunities, 

home-stays, technical training, field trips and field assignments.  The time and priority given to 

these program activities in the curriculum reveals the directors’ value of hands-on, interactive 

learning, thus making it the fourth most frequently discussed theme. Directors value activities that 

give students personal encounters in which to learn about context, communities and their own 

presuppositions.  Further, these program activities harness and support students’ many different 

learning styles. These strategies illuminate ways the program directors consistently practice 

experiential learning for the benefit of holistic and deeper internalization of the lessons learned.    

When answering the question on how they would describe their programs and the 

components of their programs, six of eight program directors described their programs early on in 

the interviews either as an explicitly experiential program or with language synonymous to an 

experiential program.  A key aspect of their experiential learning program design was reflection, 

evidenced by the fact it was mentioned 33 times in relationship to experiential education.   Program 

directors emphasized the importance of formal and informal opportunities for students to reflect on 

their experiences through group debriefing and discussion, journaling, and assignments linked to 

the experience.  
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The sixth theme was “service/field experience/internship”.   Seven of the eight interviewees 

had programs with an internship, field experience or service placement component. The time 

duration varied;  in some programs students participate once a week while in others students 

participated daily for three to four consecutive weeks. When considering the directors’ themes of 

“experiential education” and “service/field experience/internship”, one can make links to several of 

the theoretical framework points derived from the literature review:  “critical pedagogy”, 

“mutuality and reciprocity”, and “service-learning and internships”.  Critical pedagogy requires 

reflection in a dialectical relationship with practice, and the directors affirmed this as an essential 

aspect of “experiential education”.   Both the literature and the directors describe reflection as a 

tool for developing self-awareness and awareness of a context (Freire, 2005). In question twelve, 

the majority of BestSemester students indicated they had regular, weekly reflections with only 7% 

saying they did not participate in any formal reflection exercises.  Thus, the program directors’ 

emphasis on including reflection in the program design was confirmed. 

Lutterman-Aguilar and Gingerich advocated for service-learning, field experiences and 

internships as possible ways to address concerns of mutuality and reciprocity.  Service-learning and 

internships are formal approaches that allow students to learn about the context and increase the 

possibility of mutuality in which all stakeholders stand to benefit (2002).  In question eight of the 

electronic survey, 75%  of the students indicated that their program placed them in the local 

community through service-learning or internship type activities, again confirming the program 

directors’ emphasis on service-learning and internships.  Additionally, as demonstrated at the end 

of the first  section on the directors’ themes, which focused on “engaging the community, 

difference and the other” and “hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives”, 71%  of the 

students affirmed the relevance of “internships” and 77% of the students affirmed “service-

placements” as extremely, very or somewhat important  in their development of social 

responsibility. 
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Both program director themes, “experiential education” and “service/field 

experience/internships”, answer the first research question of this project, the relationship between 

study abroad components and social responsibility.  They confirm the literature on social 

responsibility and study abroad (see Figure 5.1 for the project’s theoretical framework), and are the 

vehicles for program directors to have students encounter, engage, and understand diverse 

perspectives. 

Theme seven: Understanding context (44) 

 “Understanding context” was the final coded theme given a high priority by each of the 

directors interviewed, evidenced by James’ response when asked to describe his program.  “Our 

goal is that they would come to know something about the people, and the culture, that they’re 

rubbing shoulders with, and that they would gain some tools to engage them thoughtfully” 

(personal communication, July 25, 2014).  For James “understanding context” begins with 

cultivating self-awareness: “What we try to do is challenge them to think about one’s context and 

how that impacts who you are and how you think about the world” (personal communication, July 

25, 2014).  Martin’s response highlighted another aspect of “understanding context”; he reported 

directing students to understand “place” through their interactions with people who are deeply 

connected to a place.  He explained: “I think ...what is unique to our curriculum... is connecting  

your belief and behavior to a place… for us Westerners, we don’t connect with place, places, 

[instead] the locations serve us, we get what we want from it and then we either move on or stay” 

(personal communication, July 24, 2014).  Grounding behavior and beliefs in a concrete place, 

Martin believes, allows for a fuller understanding of the context from which students came, and in 

which they now find themselves, which leads to self-exploration (personal communication, July 24, 

2014). 

 “Understanding context” connected with one aspect of the theoretical framework of social 

responsibility and study abroad program design found in the literature: “beyond self-enhancement 
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towards peace and shalom”.  When they understand context, the place, themselves, and how their 

behaviors impact the context (James, personal communication, July 23, 2014; Martin, personal 

communications, July 24, 2014), students may begin to move from “personal enhancement towards 

peace and shalom”.  

Further, the electronic survey of BestSemester student participants revealed that these alumni 

affirmed “understanding context” as a critical aspect of social responsibility.  They mentioned this 

theme 43 times in the open-ended question asking them the meaning of social responsibility. 

“Understanding context”, in the students’ definitions, involved becoming aware and understanding 

more deeply the community, world, and marginalized of society: “to be aware of the people around 

you, and also around the globe” and “being aware of what's going on around you (e.g. inequality) 

and doing something about it” (Social Responsibility Survey, Retrieved on November 4, 2014).   

The theme, “understanding context” and students’ emphasis of understanding context in 

relationship to their definition of social responsibility answers the second question of this research 

project, “How do students and program directors understand social responsibility?”  In order to be 

socially responsible, students believed they should understand the context and actively do 

something about the issues found in the context. 

Conclusions and Implications for Further Research 

The purpose of this research was to explore how study abroad programs cultivate social 

responsibility by identifying the components of study abroad programs that promote social 

responsibility.  First I reviewed the literature on study abroad and social responsibility to 

understand the existing research and develop a theoretical framework.  Next, I interviewed program 

directors to explore their program design values and practices regarding social responsibility.  

Finally, I surveyed student participants to explore their lived experience with social responsibility 

and study abroad program design.  Upon reviewing the thematic findings from the program director 

interviews and the student survey results in relationship with the literature on social responsibility 
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and study abroad program design , implications emerge that contribute to the conversation on study 

abroad program design and social responsibility acquisition.  

Confirmation of the Program Director’s Themes and the Theoretical Framework 

The two sets of seven themes which emerged from the interviews with the program directors 

and from the theoretical framework from the literature on study abroad and social responsibility 

complement each other and provide leaders in higher education with not only a theoretical 

framework, but also concrete program values and practices to implement in order to increase social 

responsibility in student participants.  As stated earlier, the program directors’ themes were  

“engaging the community, difference and other”, “rethinking faith”, “challenging students”, 

“experiential learning”, “hearing from the community’s multiple perspectives”, “service projects, 

internships, and field experiences”, and “understanding context”.  In the literature on study abroad 

and social responsibility, programs which promote social responsibility have certain common 

characteristics portrayed in Figure 5.1.  The bridges between these two sets are quickly identifiable 

and help answer the first research question of this project: which study abroad components help 

cultivate social responsibility? 

The students’ responses to the electronic survey, which was designed based upon the 

theoretical framework, further reinforce the directors’ themes and program design emphasis.  

Following question eighteen in which students were asked the meaning of social responsibility, 

question nineteen examined the extent to which students believed they had become more socially 

responsible, based upon their definition, during their off-campus experience.  Students chose the 

following options: “much less” by 1%, “less” by 0%, “somewhat less” by 0%, “the same” by 9%, 

“somewhat more” by 31%, “more” by 34%, and “much more” by 25%. Students’ combined score 

for the “more” options were 90%.  This self-assessment was based upon their definitions of social 

responsibility and their off-campus experience, and it overwhelmingly shows their belief in their 

acquisition of social responsibility. 
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While the program directors’ themes, the theoretical framework, and the student survey 

complement each other and give higher education leaders a framework for best practice to increase 

social responsibility in study abroad participants, three components warrant further attention and 

research to increase social responsibility in study abroad participants, “rethinking faith”, 

“collaboration”, and the “role of faculty and program staff”.  

The program directors’ theme of “rethinking faith” highlights the importance of spiritual 

literacy, rethinking faith, and spiritual cultivation as new dimensions in the conversation on the 

development of social responsibility and study abroad.  The literature on social responsibility and 

study abroad rarely discusses spirituality warranting further attention to the subject.  While the 

study abroad literature discusses it and the students’ responses evidence collaborative assignments, 

“collaboration” did not show up as a theme in the program directors’ conversations and may 

warrant further attention from study abroad program directors and administrators who wish to 

increase social responsibility. The “role of faculty and staff” showed up in the directors’ themes as 

“challenging students” and in the students’ responses on what helped them develop social 

responsibility.  Study abroad program directors and administrators wishing to increase social 

responsibility should pay attention to the overwhelming response on the role of faculty and staff as 

noted by the students’ responses in the electronic survey and the program directors’ emphasis on 

“challenging students”.   In the following section, I will consider why and how “rethinking faith”, 

“collaboration”, and the “role of faculty and program staff” should be a central focus for further 

research in study abroad program design and social responsibility. 

Rethinking faith in study abroad 

Considering the Council of Christian Colleges and Universities and their BestSemester 

programs have a distinct Christian identity, the fact that “faith” appeared frequently in the data may 

come as no surprise.  What surprised me, however, was the program directors’ emphasis on 

“rethinking faith” in light of the context.  Further, their purpose included deepening students’ 
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understanding of their ethno-centric tendencies, their privilege, and how the presence of the 

“other”, even those in the same community, might challenge their suppositions on faith.   

While it might be easy to sweep aside this theme due to the homogeneity of the study’s 

sample, it would be a disservice to the conversation on study abroad program design and social 

responsibility.  Thus far, faith and spirituality in relationship to study abroad has been given scant 

attention in the relevant literature.  Many universities and colleges in American higher education 

see study abroad as one of the key ways to internationalize their campus and prepare students to be 

global citizens (Ruddock & de Sales Turner, 2007; Praetzel, Curcio, & Dilorenzo, 1996). Yet part 

of becoming a global citizen is coming to a deeper understanding of the spiritual and religious 

world, both internally and in the surrounding global context.  

Historian Philip Jenkins, author of the Next Christendom: The coming of global Christianity, 

argues that “understanding religion in its non-Western context is a prime necessity for anyone 

seeking to understand the emerging world” (Jenkins, 2002, p. 15).  Peter Berger, sociologist from 

Boston University, notes that “those who neglect religion in their analysis of contemporary affairs 

do so at great peril” (Berger, 1999, p. 18, as cited in Willis).   Norris and Inglehart (2004) in their 

use of the World Values Survey, found the dominance of religion and, moreover, a diverse 

understanding of religion, to be a defining characteristic of their research.  The UNDP Human 

Development Report of 2004 recognized “the profound importance of religion to people’s 

identities” (p. 8), while the Global Civil Society Report 2004/5 also pleaded for a more holistic 

understanding of southern life” (as cited in Willis, 2012, p. 7), meaning the global South—those 

outside the global North, where a suspicion or exclusion of religion and spirituality from public 

discourse is common.  Unequivocally, religious and spiritual life is a critical characteristic of the 

world–identity forming for many of the world’s individuals as well as cultures, societies and 

governing bodies.  
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While the world might be religious, historically the academy has not been known to give 

much attention to spirituality and religion outside of religious or anthropology departments 

(Lagerquist, 2011; Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2011, Crossman, 2003; Willis, 2012; Shahjahan, 

2004, Chickering et al., 2006).  Chickering, Dalton, and Auerbach noted the “academia has far too 

long encouraged us to lead fragmented and inauthentic lives, in which we act either as if we were 

not spiritual beings or if our spiritual side were irrelevant to our vocation or work” (Chickering, et 

al., 2005, p. 30).  In Joanna Crossman’s discussion of the lack of spirituality in the West (2003), 

she highlights Claxton’s book (1997) Hare Brain/Tortoise Mind which “compares two kinds of 

cognitive functioning: deliberate, purposeful thinking versus our intelligent unconscious, from 

which we draw insight, intuition, spiritual orientation and wisdom”, implying that the West has not 

attended to the latter part of Claxton’s definition.  To address this inattention, Crossman advocates 

that “learning from cultures that incorporate spirituality into education may prove to be one way to 

readdress the balance” (Crossman, 2003, p.507). 

While secularization has been an historic and pervasive reality of academia, a new openness 

to spiritual development has begun to appear (Braskamp et al., 2008; Crisp, 2009; Sommerville, 

2006; as cited in Stephenson, 2011).  In Braskamp et al.’s research on global learning and 

development, they found that leaders in US universities and colleges are interested in the whole 

development of students, including their spiritual development. (American Council on Education, 

1995; Association of American Colleges & Universities, 2007; Musil, 2007 as cited in Braskamp, 

Braskamp, Merril, 2008).  In Crossman’s description of the Delors Report (1996, p.94, p. 22) she 

highlights “education must contribute to the all-round development of each individual, including 

spiritual values” (as cited in Crossman, 2003, p. 506).   

The limited research on study abroad and spirituality or faith has primarily focused on 

students coming from a Christian background or studying in Christian universities as the following 

examples show.  Miller-Perrin and Thompson (2010) longitudinally and empirically examined 
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vocation, a sense of faith and spirituality, and identity development among students who 

participated in study abroad at Pepperdine University, a Christian university.  In another study, 

Firmin, Firmin, and MacKay examined spiritual dynamics of Christian students’ teaching 

experience abroad (2009); their qualitative study confirmed the impact of the external and internal 

on students’ spiritual development while studying abroad.  Another example of research done 

within the Christian academic community includes Cynthia Toms Smedley and Ronald Morgan’s 

book Transformations at the Edge of the World: Forming Global Christians through the Study 

Abroad Experience (2010).  This compilation brought together a number of perspectives in 

Christian higher education on study abroad, spiritual development, and program design.  

As this topic relates to the two research questions of this project, how can spiritual literacy, 

rethinking faith, and spiritual development inform and broaden our understanding of social 

responsibility?  In what ways can study abroad program directors and administrators inform 

students on the religious context and create space for spirituality and criticism of spirituality? More 

research should be done on the ways in which study abroad and social responsibility relate to faith, 

spirituality and the religious realities within individuals and in the world.  

Collaboration 

 One significant point in the literature review’s theoretical framework that did not show up 

frequently in the program directors’ interviews was “collaboration”.  While collaboration among 

both fellow students and community partners was highlighted in the literature on social 

responsibility and study abroad program design (O’Neil, 2012), the concept was only mentioned in 

one interview as a critical program component. Gary saw the concept of learning how to work 

collaboratively as key in understanding the context and being successful in the context (personal 

communications, July 24, 2014).   

The answers to question eleven in the student survey, however, revealed that while 

collaboration was limitedly discussed in the interviews, collaboration was part of the program 
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design.  In the electronic survey, one aspect of collaboration was addressed by asking students 

about their experience of collaborating with other students on assignments throughout the semester.  

Thirty-six percent of the students chose the answer “3-5” assignments per semester and the next 

strongest response came from 31% of students who chose the category “more than 8”. The last 

three categories, “never”, “1-2”, and “6-8” all shared the same percentage of students’ selections at 

11%. (see Figure 4.3 for Collaborative Assignments) 

Interestingly, students confirmed the practice of collaborative assignments in their programs, 

though only one program director articulated the importance of the concept in the interviews. 

Collaborative assignments have the potential to increase social responsibility by creating a platform 

for interaction, getting to know difference, and taking responsibility for the “other”	(Lutterman-

Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).  Collaborative assignments, nonetheless, is only one aspect of 

collaboration.  More attention could be made towards incorporating other concepts of collaboration 

in study abroad program design such as collaboration with local university and other community 

partners, collaboration with host students, and collaboration between program participants.  While 

“collaboration” was portrayed in the literature as important for social responsibility development, 

given the absence of emphasis from the program directors of BestSemester, others may also not be 

considering “collaboration”. Hence, for those wishing to increase social responsibility, they may 

want to bring collaborative activities, in all of its dimensions, to the fore in their program design. 

Role of program directors and faculty in developing social responsibility 

The findings from both the program directors’ interviews and the students’ survey highlight 

the important role the program staff and faculty play in helping students become more socially 

responsible.  The program directors’ themes of “challenging students” and “rethinking faith” 

demonstrates specific ways the program directors move students away from “self-enhancement 

towards peace and shalom” (Stephenson, 2006; Slimbach, 2008).  Program directors described 

“challenging students” and “rethinking faith” as occurring in a number of different dimensions, 
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including: practicing experiential pedagogy, encouraging student ownership of their learning, 

considering privilege, exploring principles of social justice, broadening faith perspectives, and 

identifying ethno-centric faith tendencies. 

 Students confirmed the significance of faculty and program staff in their responses to 

question fifteen, which asked students to evaluate which components helped them become socially 

responsible; from nine choices two answers were selected by nearly all as playing an important role 

in their development of social responsibility: “interactions with the faculty” (97%) and 

“interactions with program staff” (95%).  The students’ responses to question fifteen were 

surprising to me; I expected a higher percentage to choose categories such as internships and 

service-learning.  The strong response of students regarding the role of faculty and program staff in 

question fifteen along with the program directors’ themes of “challenging students” and “rethinking 

faith” expands the theoretical framework found in the literature in new directions.  This raises 

questions about intentional (and unintentional) mentorship as well as the dynamic tension that 

exists between providing supportive services and intentionally facilitating discomfort and challenge 

in order to maximize learning.  Not only the role of faculty and program staff in mentoring students 

but also the different dynamics of these relationships should be explored in further research on 

study abroad program design and social responsibility. 
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Appendix A: Cultivating Social Responsibility in Study Abroad 

  

Thank you for your interest in helping with this research. My study is entitled Cultivating Social 
Responsibility in Study Abroad: A Phenomenological Exploration of Study Abroad Program 
Design.  

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to explore which off-campus, study abroad programs' 
components help promote social responsibility. You’ve been asked to be a participant in the study 
because you’ve participated in the BestSemester’s off-campus programs during the academic year 
of 2013/2014 as a student. 

Description of the study: You will be asked questions about your experiences in the BestSemester off-
campus program during the fall of 2013. The questions will be about the activities in which you 
participated, your understanding of social responsibility, and what aspects of the program helped 
you become more socially aware. There will be no costs for you to participate in the program.  

Potential Discomfort: As a participant in this study, you may experience some discomfort if you recollect a 
difficult experience from your off-campus experience. 

Benefits: There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study; however, the knowledge received may 
be of value to those in higher education who wish to cultivate social responsibility in their study 
abroad programs. 

Alternative procedure: At any point of the study, you will have the option to withdraw from the study. 

Confidentiality: All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential in 
accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. I understand that data 
generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's Institutional Review Board, 
which is the committee responsible for ensuring my welfare and rights as a research participant, to 
assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with university regulations.  If any presentations or 
publication result from this research, I will not be identified by name.  The information collected 
during my participation in this study will be kept on an external, password encrypted hard drive. My 
confidentiality will be also protected by changing the names of the participants in the study. 

Termination of Participation: I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I 
choose to drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records will be 
destroyed. If this is an anonymous survey, research records cannot be destroyed following submission 
of the survey. You will be excluded from this study if you did not participate in the BestSemester 
off-campus programs during the 2013 fall semester. BestSemester staff participants will be 
excluded if they did not work for the BestSemester programs during the fall of 2013. 

Compensation: I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 
voluntary. There will be no cost to me for participating in this research. 

Injury Compensation: Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 
research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries resulting 
from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my expense and/or paid 
through my medical plan. 
 
Questions: All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further questions 
about this study, I may contact Kirk McClelland at  kjmcclelland@plymouth.edu . If I have any 
questions about the rights of research participants, I may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State 
University’s Institutional Review Board at 603-535-3193 (Valid until June 2015) 
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I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to participate will involve 
no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to withdraw or refuse consent, or to discontinue my participation in 
this study at anytime without penalty or consequence. I voluntarily give my consent in this research study. I 
understand that I will be given a copy of this consent form.  

Please select your university. 

Colorado Christian College  

Gordon College  

Nyack College  

Oral Roberts University  

Palm Beach Atlantic University  

Seattle Pacific University  

Trinity Western University  

Belhaven University  

Bethel University  

Biola University  

Cairn University  

Cedarville University  

Messiah College  

Olivet Nazarene University  

Trinity International University  

William Jessup University  

Asbury University  

Bethel University  

Calvin College  

Dordt College  

Elmhurst College  

Geneva College  

Greenville College  

Huntingdon University  

Indian Wesleyan University  

Malone University  

Montreat College  

North Central University  

Northwest Christian University  

Southeastern University  
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Southwest Baptist University  

Taylor University  

Vanguard University Of Southern California  

Wheaton College  

Eastern University  

Roberts Wesleyan College  

Shorter University  

Howard Payne University  

Lipscomb University  

John Brown University  

Northwestern College--IA  

Southern Nazarene University  

University Of Mary Hardin-Baylor  

California Baptist University  

Eastern Nazarene College  

Goshen College  

Grace College & Seminary  

Oklahoma Christian University  

Northwest University  

Oklahoma Christian University  

Point Loma Nazarene University  

Spring Arbor University  

Sterling College  

University of Northwestern – St. Paul  

Anderson University--IN  

Briercrest College and Seminary  

Dallas Baptist University  

George Fox University  

Valley Forge Christian College  

Westmont College  

Columbia International University  

Covenant College  

Crown College  

East Texas Baptist University  

Kuyper College  
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Missouri Baptist University  

Northwest Nazarene University  

Providence Christian College  

Trevecca Nazarene University  

Bethel College--IN  

Lee University  

Warner Pacific College  

Azusa Pacific University  

Cornerstone University  

Master's College & Seminary, The  

Union University  

Oklahoma Wesleyan University  

Waynesburg University  

Houghton College  

Arizona Christian University  

Kentucky Christian University  

Lebanon Valley College  

LeTourneau University  

Redeemer Unversity College  

Bluefield College  

Anderson University--SC  

Milligan College 

 Regent University  

Abilene Christian University  

Evangel University  

Fresno Pacific University  

Hope International University  

Mount Vernon Nazarene University  

MidAmerica Nazarene University  

Simpson University  

Judson University  

San Diego Christian College  

Trinity Christian College  

Ambrose University College  

Gardner-Webb University  
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Johnson University  

Emmanuel College  

University of Arizona  

Mississippi College  

North Greenville University  

St. Mary's College of Maryland  

Other 

In which BestSemester program did you participate in? 

Australian Studies Centre  

American Studies Program  

China Studies Program  

Contemporary Music Center  

India Studies Program  

LA Film Studies  

Latin American Studies Program  

Middle East Studies Program  

Scholar Semester in Oxford  

Uganda Studies Program  

Washington Journalism Center  

Oxford Summer Programme  

When did you participate? 

Fall 2013  

Spring 2014  

Summer 2014 

Gender 

Male  

Female  

Year of Birth 

1985  

1986  

1987  
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1988  

1989  

1990  

1991  

1992  

1993  

1994  

1995  

1996  

1997  

Other  

Please define social responsibility. Check any boxes that apply. 

becoming aware of global inequalities  

giving back to the community  

making sure diverse viewpoints are heard  

understanding diverse viewpoints  

taking responsibility for global problems  

Some off-campus semester programs offer service-learning or internship placements out in the 
local community. How frequently did you participate in service-learning or internships out in the 
local community? Choose the category that best fits your experience. 

Never  

Less than once a month  

Once or twice a month  

Three or four times a month  

One to three times per week  

Almost every day  

How many times a day did you interact with people from the local community? This could include 
hiring a taxi, buying food at the market or having a coffee with a friend. Choose the category that 
best fits your experience. 

Never  

1-2  

3-5  

6-8  
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More than 8  

How many class assignments required you to interact with people from the local community? 
Choose the category that best fits your experience. 

None  

1-2  

3-5  

6-8  

More than 8  

Throughout your semester, how many times did you collaborate with your classmates on 
assignments? Choose the category that best fits your experience. 

Never  

1- 2  

3-5  

6-8  

More than 8 

Some students take the opportunity while studying off-campus to reflect through personal 
journaling, blogs or correspondence to home, as well as through assignments. Additionally, 
students reflect on their experiences through formal and informal discussion. How many times a 
week did you reflect on your experience through journaling and/or debriefing?  Choose the 
category that best fits your experience. 

Never  

1-2  

3-5  

6-8  

More than 8  

Based upon your off-campus study experience, how true are these statements for 
you?  

         Definitely True Probably True  Probably False  Definitely False 
Now that I've had this 

experience I 
feel more 
prepared to 
analyze and 
understand 
inequality.  

          

I have a better         
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         Definitely True Probably True  Probably False  Definitely False 
understanding 
of what it takes 
to fight against 
injustice.  

I feel more informed 
about global 
issues.  

          

This experience will 
help me get a 
job.  

          

I am going to 
participate in 
service 
activities.  

          

 

What values did your program emphasize the most to you? Rank order the following values 
with 1 being the most emphasized and 6 the least emphasized. 

1 Shalom  

2 Caring for the Environment  

3 Partnership  

4 Social Justice  

5 Cooperation between People of Diverse Perspectives  

6 Caring for the Poor  

All of the following activities might have been components of your program. Which components 
helped you become more socially responsible? Thinking back to your BestSemester experience, 
please rate these from extremely important for you, to not at all important in helping you become 
socially responsible. 

     
classroom lectures 

and in-class 
discussion  

  

course assignments    
service-learning    
home-stays    
internships    
interactions with the 

faculty  
  

interactions with the 
program staff  

  

visits to non-profits    
informal interactions   
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with the local 
community  

none of these helped    
other: please explain 

 
  

 

Based on your experiences in the program, which components helped you become 
more socially responsible? Compare and rank order the following statements from 1 
to 9, with 1 being the most important to you and 9 the least important. 

1 classroom lectures and in-class discussion  
2 course assignments  
3 service-learning  
4 internships  
5 interactions with the faculty  
6 interactions with the program staff  
7 visits to non-profits  
8 home-stays  
9 informal interactions with local community  

Considering your overall experience with the program, how important has this program been in 
shaping your current attitudes, beliefs and career choices? 

not important  

slightly important  

important  

really important  

extremely important, life changing  

What does "social responsibility" mean to you? 

Given your definition of social responsibility, to what extent do you feel you've become more 
socially responsible based upon your off-campus experience? 

Much Less  

Less  

Somewhat Less  

The Same  

Somewhat More  

More  

Much More  

Please comment on any other relevant information about your off-campus study experience. 
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Appendix B: Code and Frequency of Program Directors Themes 

Academic 6  
Academic program assessment 12  
Alumni engagement 4  
Application to home context 16  
Appropriate roles of Americans 10  
Being interconnected 12  
Budget considerations 6  
Challenging students 49  
Collaboration 12  
Common good 8  
Dignity 5  
Discovering new ways 4  
Engaging the community/difference/other 
86 
Experiential learning 48  
Field trips 21  
Hearing from the community's multiple 
perspectives 47 

Home-stay 28  
Homogeneous group of students 5  
Hospitality 2  
Intentionality with students 8  
Leadership 5  
Living in community 15  
Making changes 5  
Mission 1  
Modelling 9  
Partnership 9  
Person of integrity 7  
Purpose practice place 5  
Reflection 33  
Relationships 28  
Respect for all 23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rethinking faith 56 

Role of faculty 13 

Safety considerations 6 

Sensitizing students to their privilege 17 

Service placements/internships 44 

Skill development 16 

Social responsibility definition 46 

Students coming from a different 
Developmental starting point 9 

Transformative 2 

Understanding context 44 

Vocation 30 
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