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15 Peer Interactions and Study Abroad

Concurrent with the increase in the number of stedents studying amroad over the past thir-
ty-five years (Tnstitute of International Education, 2011] is a change in the way they do so that has
repercussions for students’ experiences while amread. Historizally, students spert a semester or
more abroad and lived with a family or stayed in a dormivory isolated Iom other Americans [Insti-
tute of International Education, 2011); today many students choose to atrend facultyled programs
during which they travel with a cohort of peers (Ergle & Engle, 2999}, This change in the strocture
of study abroad potentially limits students’ integration irto the kost erloure ind heighrens cheir

interactions with other domestic students.

Inaddition to raising questions about the effectiveness of the shoreterm formarc in sromet-

ing cross-culeural learning (Dwyer, 2004; Engle & Engle, 1999; Irgrakam & Petersor, 2004 Maige,

Fry, Stallman, Josic, & Jon, 2009), cohort-hased programs raise ¢ vestions adoct the role of peers in
students’ experience. A cohortisa small group of learners who complere a program of stedy cogeth-
er (Lawrence, 2002). The cohort-based, short-term study a"wead experience creates a tricue coe-
text for fostering relationships and learning amorg peers. Unlike ir toaditional classrooms where
learners spend several hours together and then part ways, i cohwore-based study abroad programs
students are forced to interact continuously with the same peers. Thess interacrinrs increase the
importance of understanding the cohort as a leamircg snviroriment, recogrizing its potertial to

enrich peer leamning orincrease conflictand feelings ef marginalizarion {Ranskhury & Harris, 19943,

In a reflective essay, Lenz and Wister (2008}, two faculty memzers whe spent ten years leading
short-term trips to Central America, credited the preserce of a eohore with providing “a comfort-
able set of personal and group relationships [and] ar ideal space iv which w express [cheir] deeps-

est thoughts safely.. . ” (p. 86), but little research exists 1o suastantiate their claim.

Although several researchers explored the experiences nf students in eohore-bazed programs,
their studies focused on outcomes, investigating global awareness (Chieffo & Griffiths, 20043, cul-
ture learning (Brubaker, 2007), long-term impact {Reswar Fenyor & Michars, 20111, and gerder
identity (Jessup-Anger, 2008; Twombly, 1995) ard noc or students irceractions with their pesrs.
Only Ranshury and Harris (1994) explicitly investigated the mole of the sokert in the experiences
of students engaged in a short-term program. Using partizipart nbservatior methods, che authors
found that the presence of the group influenced zekavior, as stucents were simultansously engag-
ing in a group process and adjusting to a new cultere [Racsury & Harris, (9941 The researchers
determined that group formation played a key role in the students” behavior acd not enovgh at-
tention had heen given to the groups interpersoral ireractions. Althorgh their research provides
evidence that cohort-based peer interactions influence students’ experiences, it stopzed shore of
examining students perceptions of their roles anc bow theseroles affected stucents' experiences
with the host country, relying solely on observation notes (which wonld net have reflecred bow

students made sense of their interactions unless it was explicit].

In the current study, we explored students” peer interactions withir their cokert and in the

host countries to understand the role of the cohort in students experiences Our szecile research
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questions were: (a) How do students describe theirroles as sroupmemers?, and () Howe do they

interact in the host countries (e.g, interactions with penple. fond, sxperiences 13

Theoretical Framework

Using Bronfenbrenners (1993) ecological svstems theory to uncerstand theinteractiveeffect
of peers and developmental processes enables researchers to gair a more holistic trderstanding of
the complexity of students” experiences (see Renr & Arnold, 20030, The theory lerds itself toun-
derstanding students interactions in a cohort af peers m study asroad becavse 1t provides m -
pleunits of analysis; the student, the cohort, and the cortext of the host zourtries, Bronfer qrenner
(1993) envisioned development as a function of person and enviror ment, with che interaction tal:-
ing placein the immediate setting in which the zerson exists. His mocel illustrates how sersonal
atrributes, called developmentally instigative characrensmizi, set i motior “reciprocal processes of in-

terpersonal interaction” (p. 12} that affect learning. He cutlined four tyzes of these characreristics

Perhaps most relevant to exploring students’ peer irteractions ir study a=road is Brorfen-
brenner’s (1993) first type, personal stimulus characisrisies, which details howe penples actiors irviteor
inhibit particular responses from the environment that car disrept or foster psychaolngizal groseth
(eg., how peers might respond differently to a shy versus cutgoing mermber of the cohort). Brenfen-
brenner’s second type, selective responsivity, describes howe penple irteract with their strrovrdirgs
(eg,some students may immerse themselves fully ir the hnst covntry 2y choosing authentic food
and experiences, while others seek out comforts of home, chonsirg o dire ar American Fasc-fond
chains and mimicking activities they are used tol. The third tepe, srricciuring radidies, details how
people seek out increasingly complex activities (e.g., after some time, some studencs may elect to
integrate more fully hy separating from other Americars) Becavse of the dumder of a short-term
study abroad, students’ structuring proclivities may cot seapparent. The fourth cepe, direerie e
liefs, refers to how people view their agency in relation to their ervironment [e.g,., studerts wha
believe they are cross-culturally competent may approach interactiors wick the host country with

confidence, whereas students without such agency may be more passivel.

In a cohort situation, students possessing warying developmentally instigative characteris-
tics interact with one another in addition to interactin g with members of the host covriry These

interactions shape students” social integration, host eornrry eontaze, ard cheir learring,

Another important aspect of Bronfenbrenners [1993] model is the corrext, descrited as the
environmental characteristics that interact with the person anc affect cevelozmental processes
Bronfenbrenner envisioned these characteristics as nested systems that strroucd an individual,

from proximal to distal. He labeled these the micra-, imcio-, cvio-, and masrosesrem,

Most relevant to understanding students’ experierces ona short-term stedy amad are st
dentd microsystems because theyinclude the stucent anc study aareac setting The microsystem
Jents tems | tl lude the st t tuds tring, Tk st

is defined by Bronfenbrenner (1993) as “a pattern of activities, reles, and interzersonal relations”
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15 Peer Interactions and Study Abroad

that are experienced in one’s immediate environment that “icvite, permit, or inkibit ecgagemernc”
in that environment (p. 15). During a cohort-based, short-term strdy aread, many of strdercs
microsystems are identical, including their learnirg envirormert, living armngements, acd travel
experiences. However, students hring their backgrotnds, expectations, and developmentally insti-

gative characteristics (Bronfenbrenner, 1993) to the mizrosystem.

The mesosystem, defined as “a system ol tweo or more settings frec nentec by the same per-
son” (Bronfenbrenner, 1993, p. 20), details the linkages students may make to their shared mizra-
systems (the study abroad setting), which may include their bome, family, or peer gronz. While
other elements of the context {exosystems and macrosvstems] may affect stucents’ cevelozmental
processes and experiences, they are more distal and do roc cor tain the student. The currerc strdy
focused on the interaction between the student, microsystem,and mesnsystem to tnderstacd st
dents’ peer interactions within their cohort and ir the kost covrrries during a shore-rerm strdy

abroad.

Study Design

We used a constructivist approach (Broido & Marring. 2002] o explore students” peer ic-
teractions within their cohort and in the host countries diring a skort-term study abroad. The
constructivist perspective (Piaget, 1972) aligned with nur asstmptior thar stedents irteractions
with peers and the host countries could not be urderstond as ar mndependent reality; rather. i
would be rooted in context and include their prevints experiences ard perspectives as knmwers, A
single qualitative case study design, framed by Brorlenarer rers (19930 ecological systems theory,
focused the analysis procedures. Because the unit of aralysis was the srudy abroad experience., the
ecological perspective enabled us to examine the studert, students’ interactions with sack other,
and the host countries simuleaneously. Consistent with case strdy desigr [Yin, 1984, data were
gathered at ditferent pointsand through different mechanisms, including observation, incerviews,

and document review.

Setting

As derailed in Jessap-Anger (2008), the secting of the study was a threeweez, cobort-sased
study abroad program to New Zealand and Australia that took place in the summer of 2004 and
focused on food, environment, and social systems. It was sponsored by Large Midwest Research
University, a public, research extensive university located in the Midwest with more thar 20500
undergraduate students. A tenured faculty mem~er ard an administrator placced and led the
trip. Twenty-eight students participated (19 womer ard 9 mer ], The majority of studer ts were
pursuing majors within the College of Agriculture and Narural Resourzes, witk 13 stedents ic
agriculture-related areas and 5 in environmental studies or parks and recreation. The remaining 2
students had majors unrelated to the academic emphasis of the tripy All of the strderts knew mme

ormoreotherstudents or faculty members through classes and friendship prior to the orertatior.
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Afrer flying together to the South Island of Mews Zealand, the entire grous spent aweek tonc-
ing the island via bus. Tour guides, content experts {park rargers, barmers], and vriversity admin-
istrators met thegroupand provided information. Ir lisu of formal classes. the program facilitators
conducted two whole group reflection sessions wkile in Mew Zealand, asking students ozen-ended
guestions about their ohservations of the host connery, reflecting on marerial provided sy contenc
experts, and encouraging them to relate their experiences to their existicg knowledge. The sroup
stayed together in hotels, where students shared rooms, Ore everirg the grovp separated and

stayed on several farms with families.

Thestudy tourcontinued to Australia, where the grovp spert twowesks wouring the easter
coast. Instructional methods were similar to those ir New Zealand. While ir Avscralia, the program
facilitators conducted two additional reflection sessions, asking stucents to relate theirexserienc-

es to existing knowledge. The group stayed in hastels or hoeels, with students moming together,

Method and Sample

The first author was a participant-observer in all formal anc mest informal exzeriences (ie,
touring, residing, dining, and spending free davs with stucents]. The author took felc notes of
her observations 3 to 10 times each day, noting students’ interactinrs with each ntherard the host
countries (who they talked to, what they did). Notes were taker of all stedents” experiences, brt
the author made an effort to observe more closely the stucents who agreed to 2e zart of the inter
view portion. An outsider would have likely asscmed that the acthor was a partcipant, Hut sti-
dents were made aware through an announcement at nrier tacinr that the avthor was cordrcring
research about “the study abroad experience” At the end of sack day, the author tvped paseration
notes and reflected on their meaning In total, theanthkor collecred 34 single-staced vages of caser-

vation notes.

Second, the same author conducted two sets of individual, semistructtred inrerviews with
9 of the 28 students. Students were selected for interviews thoough prrposive sampling toarmivear
maximum varviation (Patton, 1990). Using autobiograplies that were puklishec on a pualic wel-
site set up for the tripand initial observation of the grouz, theautbor identifec students whowere
diverse in terms of major, sex, social group, and ir terests and asked them w participare. Five Female
students and four male students completed hoth interviews. The participants were represer tative
of the overall group in terms of sex, race/ethnicity, and major. Participants chose or were assigred

pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality {(see Tasle] for demeograshizsi.

Each interview lasted between 45-75 minutes — the first rook =lace curing the seconc half
ofthe trip and the second about six weeks alter theene of the trip Inadcition to several ¢ nestions
about their observations of culture, the first set of inrerview gquestions solicitec students’ Feelings
and reflections about their experiences, including “Hawe there been times on the tip where you

e

have heen uncomfortable, if so, when?;” “Have you seer, felr, or experienced arvthing on the trip

that has caused you to question any of your values?” ard “Are there aspects of the trip that you
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15 Peer Interactions and Study Abroad

Table |
Participants’ Demographic information

Pseudonym Age Year Major Race/Ethnicity
Amber 20 Junior =arily Communizy Services Wihie
Danielle 20 Senior Aaribsiness Manageren: Whize
Elizabeth 21 Senior Azriculzure Zducaticn Whie

John 21 Senior =nvircnimenzal Suedies Zid not disclase
Kevin 23 Senior Agrculiral Science Wihize
Michael 21 Senior =nvircnimenzal Suedies White

Ruby 20 Senior Hurman 2elations and Tsydholagy Lebanese-American
Sandra 24 Senior Aarbsiness Manageren: Wi

Tony 21 Senior 2arks and Jecreation Whie

believe will impact your beliefs in the long term?” The [nllow up interview fncsed on participares
reflections and transition back to the United States. Swecific cuestions included. “As you reflect
back on your experiences, what stands out the most to yous;”™ “Have vou eonne back from vour exgpe-
riences foreverchanged in any way?,” and “Ifa friend of vours was going to study abroad ic Austra-
lia or New Zealand, what would you tell him or ker amore your experier ces?™ To enstre trustens-
thiness (Creswell, 2007) in thedata collected, the first author transcribed interview data verkadm

and sent synopses to participants after the second set of inrerviews.

Finally, upen return to the United States the hrst author collecter anc copies the reflection
journals of interview participants, in which they wote throughout the tovras a formal course re-
guirement. Students wereasked to writeabout specific topics (e.g., "How haveyour new surrounc -
ings aftected your behavior and cheices?) and "What iceas and lessons learned on the tripwill you
take home with you?”) in addition to sharing their nbservations The jorrrals provided additional

context about the interactions among students while or the trip.

Analysis

Both authors analyzed the data, initially reading through oaservation notes, iv terview tan-
scripts, and journal entries independently with an sye trward students” urderscanding of chem-
selves, their role in the cohort, and interactions in the host countries. Then, we met and ocussd on
understanding the interaction of each participant and the context. We Arst nored characreristics of
students (e.g,, that Michael was patriotic and Amber felt different than others] anc discussec how

these characteristics affected their interactions with meers anc navization of the host countries.
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In the process of discerning the students’ characteristics, we moted that several participarts kad
essentially named themselves, using categories i deserine themselves in relationr o their ircerac-
tions with peers and study abroad experience (g, lorer, mediator). Others used descriptions to

which weapplied a name (e.g,, messenger, learner!.

One benefit of both authors not serving as marticipant chservers was thar the second anthor
asked numerous questions that helped the first anthor reflect on ber coservations anc compare
them with the data. We were careful not toassume that incomsistencies in our aralyses restlred fromm

our differing roles, rather we discussed them and referrec to the cata to clarify cur intersretations.

Limitations

Despite our focus on students’ peer relatinmskips ard ireractions with the host countries,
our interview questions did not explicitly ask studeres” anoct their moles and interactioes with
other students, enabling our themes to emerge organically without forcing disingenucus reflec-
tion. Had we [ocused more acutely on their roles and interactions in the interviews, we may have
gained additional insights about the influence of the cekert en students’” exzeriences. Second, al-
though the entire group of students was observed and wariation ir sampling occirred, mocall ste-
dents were interviewed, raising the potential that ocker findings may have emerged had we inter-
viewed all students within the group. Furthermore, cur sample, while reflective of the entire grouz
in terms of race and ethnicity, was relatively homogenors, makirg it impossiale to draw irferer ces

about race or ethnicity.

Findings

In the context of their shared microsystems [Trortenrerrer, (9931, the strdy aroad set-
ting, we found that most students spent considerable time and energy corcerned amoie the colwrt
and their role in it, as revealed by abservation notes, jourral ertriss, and ir terviews. The design of
the trip, with everyone traveling together, forced students o malke decisioms several chmes a day
aboutwithwho to siton the hus,eat, and room as we switched kocels These decizions necessitared
that students attend to their role in the group, whick revealed their cevelozmentally instizative
characteristics, a key element of Bronfenbrenners (19931 model. Some students weleomed the idea
ofchanging seatmates or roommates whereas others pleaded with the trip facilitators to keep every-

thing the same. The data illustrate how students apzroached and exzerienced the trip ciflerently

Of the nine students who completed both irterviews, seven dizzussed their roles and ir ter-
actions in thegroup and with the host countries [e.g, interactions with penple, food. activities) iz
detail. The description of their interactions revealed their selective resporsivity [Brorfenbrenrer,
1993) to the environment and illustrated their persomal stimelus characteristics [Brocfenbrer rer,
1993) in relation to other students and the host corneries. Frrchermore, their direcrive belicfs

(Bronfenbrenner, 1993) were exposed by their respomse to their experienze. Twn strderts dis-
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15 Peer Interactions and Study Abroad

cussed feelings of loneliness and awlewardness in relation to the group ard kost covntries, describ-
ing themselves as loners. Two others discussed their roles as medieras, descrining themselves as at-
tencding to group conflicts and working to make certain that everyone in the cohort felt welcome,
sometimes even when interacting with people frony the host cour tries. One more discrssed hos
he felt compelled to make sure that others in the cohore saw their study abroad experierce and ir-
teractions with the host countries from his perspective; we laneled hima mesenger, The last twode-
scribed themselves listening to and observing members of the group anc bost countries to reflect
on their perspectives and learn from them; we laseled them tearacrs. These lanels were a produet
of students’ self-4dentification or description couslec with cur interzretation from the coserva-
tion notes, interview transcripts, and journal ercries. The labels are rot mearc to imply chat ste-

dentswereonedimensional, but ratherreflect the dominant charmactenistics of their uncerstanding
emerged.

Loners

The two loners in the group, Amber and Dar ielle, described experiencing awlowardness and
isolation within the cohort. When asked to reconrr her exgperier ces o the trip, Amber exgplaired
that theaspect thatstood out most to herwas how she strrggled while shewas there, She explained,
“Tkind of felt ikealoner, I felt like I didn't frin. .. anc,lhad ahard time” Skerevealed ber selective
responsivity to the environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1993} when she atrizuted ker cifficulty firting
in to differences in values, sharing chat sheis the type of merson whe lizes to stick with one persen

and no one on the trip held similar values. She explaired,

I definitely had a personality clash with a loc of the pecrle T mean, I could get along with
them, and I came from the same background as them [her fatherwas a farmer]. brr my ideas
and values were much different than what theirs were. And, it wasmt just azout the crink-

ing; it was about the bigger issues.

Amber spent ample time reflecting on her role in the cohore, frecting about it daily with
peers, writing about it in her journal, and discussing it in detail ix both interdews As alluded to
above, she alsowas preoccupied by her peers’ drirkirg behavinrs, believing that her decizion not to
drink separated her from them. In her journal Amber wrote, "Am I ore of the very few people who
are going to be sober for the majority of the trip?” Duricg ouricitial interview she expanded on her
concern, “Thave heen uncomfortable with the fact our grovp [Las | used [the wip] to get away from
home and to party . .. That’s really something char I've struzalec with” Amoaer feltlictle agency (a
directive helief; Bronfenbrenner, 1993) in addressing the sitvatior. She explained. T zan' expect
everyone else to be like me, and I just have to accepr that, and it's nor recessarily winrg, ics just
different”

Like Amber, Danielle experienced bouts of awlewardress ard isolatior withir the cohore Ir

our initial interview, Danielle discussed her selective resporsivity (Bronler srerner, 19930 o the
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study abroad experience, explaining that she ap=reachec the cohort ov “Heat[ing] around e dif-
ferent people” and sometimes, around certain people, goc the feeling thar they didn't really ware
her there. Later in our follow-up interview, Danielle discussed heww her stroggle with che group
had been a catalyst for her to take charge of her experience, which illustrated her directive beliels
(Bronfenbrenner, 1993). She explained, “Tcan't sitback and let somemne elze iy tomal:esereThave a
good time, I have to be in charge of it mysell” As a result of her feelings of insecerity or the trip, she
became moreaware of the need for her to he more assertive amonewith whomand howe she spercher

time so that others’ actions did not affect her as mnch.

Abhsent from Amber’s and Danielles observatiors and vrderstanding of their experiences
were meaningful interactions with people in thehnsteountries, elvcidating their selective respon-
sivity (Bronfenbrenner, 1993} to the bost countries Altkengh both commented on cifferences ae-
tween the United States and Australia and New Zealard, they rarely ergaged with people from the
host countries, gleaning the differences primarily through oaservation. For exam=le, when Amber
discussed differences in lifestyle and relationshiz roles, she exzlainec that she zicied up on the
differences by “observing people on the street, in restanrants, anc on the farm stay™ buc dic noc
mention talking to people from the host countries. Darielle also described her omservacionr s of the
culture from a distance, assuming they were similar to her experier ces. She explained. “the people
in New Zealand are very laid back, and since thev are all very rural, most of them are precty “small

town; kind oflike it is in my town”

Mediators

The two mediators in the group, Sandra and Ruov, azproacked their surrouncings by attenc -
ing ro group conflicts and working tomake certain that evervone in the cobort felo welcome Sancra
described hersell as a “mediator” and “leader” who sought trassist other studer ts with navigacing
their cohort experience. In her journal entries and interviews, she referereed her role as a mediator,
discussing how she helped resolve conflicts that emerger in the cifferent cliques. She explained
that she wanted to he “buddy-buddy” with evervone, and =ecarse she was the aldest on the trip,
saw it as her responsihility to model tolerant bekavior Perhaps ~ecause of these persoral stimi.-
lus characteristics {(Bronfenbrenner, 1993}, many peorle confided in berabont their disagreements
with other students. Sandra listened to these students, affirming their perszectives anc offering
advice about how to navigate differences and persenality conllicts Sancra crecitec the triz with
bolstering her ability as a mediator, explaining ker realization thar servirg ir the role was “ir her
nature” because so many students had confidec inher Her insight revealed hovw ber interactions

within the cohort strengthened her directive beliefs [ Bronferbrenrer, 1993].

Ruby also took on the role of a mediator, secking to include evervore i the eohore. Tering
the first few days of the trip, Ruby’s journal entries cetailed ber selective reszensivity (Bronfen-
brenner, 1993), spelling out her strategy for creatirg a weleoming eohort, iv cluding “rallzivg co e

eryone and learning their names” One week into the trip, Robv’s observations revealed her concern
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that some of her peers were not open to trying new thicgs acd her desire to "help them let gool
whatever is holding them back” She described a sitvatior in whick two of her peers were discrss-
ing vegetarianism. The issue was particularly cortested secause one of the studerts was a vegetas-
ian and the other student’s family made their livelihood rasicg livestock. Ruby said ece of the sti-
dents made a comment that “vegetarians don't urderstard, ard chey will reverunderstard, theres
no way that you can reason with them—>but they arewrorng” She discrssed her desire to help both
students see the issue from one anothers perspestive, and her directive Seliefs [Brorfenbrenrer,

1993) enabling her to do so.

Sandra and Ruby hoth discussed how theirmediation moles served them inin teractions with
people in the host countries, each drawing examples from inrteractines wich locals ac bars, Sandra
recounted astory of being with [friends and encotntering an intesdzated Australiar who was mal:-
ing inappropriate comments to her friend. She explaired that since she was more snser than the
rest of her friends, she “felt like she had to protezt her [friend | ard so she stepped ir and tried m
mediate the situation. When it became clear to her that the man was ot going to apelogize, Sardra

“gathered up [her] friends” and left che bar

Ruby also described attempting to mediate a situation setween Ler, some frienc s, and an

dent. She responded by asking, “Well, weren't you going to ask me first if Tvorec for Fim, or what
my opinion was?” When ke continued to badger ker, she cour tered with, T am really soroy, 2t you
offended me and my friends, and I would really aporeciate it if vou woulc leave us alone” Ruow
explained that although ultimartely the man apologized, which made her Feel like her mediarior
strategy worked, she felt uncomfortableabout the exchange. It is clear From their descrptions that
both Sandras and Ruby’s directive beliefs (Bronfer werner, (993} anore their mediation abilites
were not limited to their cohort interactions, hut rather, played a role in theirinteraztions with the

host countries as well

Messengers

Michael was the sole messenger in the sample, sehaving as an envoy oo the grocpand dictat-

approach to the trip as his, revealing his belief that their selective responsivity [Brorfenbrenrer,
1993) was wrong, Early in the trip, he commented ir: kis jorrral that ke wished “more of the group
[was] socializing after the day’s events are over” He exvlainec that going out to sars at nighrand
interacting with locals was a good way to get "a full experience of the cultore? and he was prencer.-
pied that other students were missing out. On several nocasions ke pestered other studernts to joic

the cohortat the bars at the end of the day despite their discomfbort.

Michael also felt that other students were not as engaged in the trip as ke was, revealing
his selective responsivity (Bronfenbrenner, 1993 1. When asked tn provide an sxample, ke explaired

that some people chose not to do certain activities {like bungee juniping or kang glidicg] because
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they cost too muck money. He asserted that wher students are kall weay around the world, they
should take advantage of every opportunity to “seize the day” no matter the cost. Mickael also dis-
cussed his dismay at others when they were not appropriately moved by their experiences. While
in Anstralia, students visited the Australian War “emorial, whick commemorates the sazrifices of
Australians who died in war, and includes a shrir e dedicated ounknosr soldiers ard a mrserm.
In his journal, Michael reflected on the disengaged sebavior ol several of ks zeers during the visit,
explaining “Twas disappointed with how bored evervone seemed [at the War Memerial]. Thonestly
dor’t think they understand what the term uakamen soldier mears. .. 7 Mickael discrssed his per
spective regarding the War Memorial again durizg our followe ©pinterviews. He commerted thachis
classmates “just didn't get it” and were “spoiled” beravse they did noc appropriately respord o
the memorial.

Michaels strong directive beliefs (Bronfenbrenrer, 19531 and desire v have nchers’ shave his
views and experiences pervaded his interactions with the host covriries Ir desaribing a enrversa-
tion with his host family during the farm stay in New Zealand, Michael explaired that they were
“old-fashioned” and had strong opinions about "how ourautomotive industry is going doswrhill
and [our] president doese know what he's doing” Mickael felt like itwas his role to"set the record

straight} since “Iwould delinitely know more 4 2ont my own country than this guy would™

Learners

The two learners in the sample, John and Elizabeth, discrssed their selective responsivity
(Bronfenbrenmer, 1993) in relating to the coliore, and szecifically Lo their interactions causec
them to reflect more deeply. John, a selldescriber "envirenmentalist)’ cescriben a ciscussion he
had with some students in agriculture-based majors. He expressed surprize ac the fact thar the
agriculture students had similar views about the envirormer t and came away Irom the corversa-
tion with the understanding that "we all [are] necessary. And that the best way to impree things

would be to combine ideas and work together” He explaired.

Were really not thae different from each ather. We bave a lor of the same ideas, ics just the
stereotypes are there, its hard to hreak them dowr ic a normal sicuation, ber when youTe
thrown together for this amount of time—here together with everyore all the time—yor

fearn to break those down alictle bit, expanc cn what vou anow:

Elizaheth also shared several situations where ske learced from listericg toand ooserving
other members of the cohort. She described how listenirg to and irreracticg with her classmares
compelled ker to think more deeply about her experiences, She explaired,

Being around the group, the first couple of days, Tcidntass that many cuestions, [just kine

of ohserved the other kinds of questions that sverybody else was askirg Inoted that they

were deeper, meaning that they would see something, sut then they would conrect it to

something else. [Through their example,] T slonwly Segan oo piece together some things.
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Elizaheth ohserved others™ selective responsivity (Bronter wrerner. 1993 ard adopred their
strategies to bolster her Jearning. She used thar strategv to reflect on what ske was learning and

also to change her hehavior upon return to the Urited States,

Elizabeth discussed her realization during a whele-arens reflection that mearle often talked
about cultural differences in conservation bur didn't learn from them orchange their hehavior She

-~

shared an “aha moment” that ultimately changed ker directive seliets [Bronferbrenner, 1993]

ward conservation, explaining that after observing others, ske aecame convinces she nossessec the

agency to make adifference She observed how the cohort wonlc

Tall ahout “this and that” is wrong with Americars ard “this and that™ is mght wick Aus-
tralians, and how [Australians] do chis berter, out [Amerizans] cochat becter .. It mace me
realize that's what everybody does, we sit arnurd ard tall: about thirgs [and] .. . that I need
to take the next step and try to change it—to be part of the charge Twant to see. Tiecause
was ina different counery ... ['was able to see a setterway of doing something, tazfe] it.and

apply it to what I do already.

The dynamic interaction of others’ lack of commitmert to conservation eotpled with ex-
amples of sustainability from the host countries inspired Elizaketh to reflect on and nleimarely
transform her behavior. For example, in our follow up interviess, she described encouraging her

Family to take a smaller car on trips and to start compostirg their waste.

Johms and Elizabeth’s approach to people ir the host cotnery were also learring orierted. il-
lustrating their selective responsivity and dirvective teliefs [Bronferbrenrer, 19937 More than any
other student in the sample, Elizabeth discussed insights she gaired from comversations she kad
with the content experts. She recounted a discrssion she kad with a sustairable lirmer that in-

spired her to act more responsibly. She explained,

ske savsr thac the arsa nesded to remair a marsh-

[The farmer] was so dedicated to hercause
like atmosphere—and that was what she wanted to do, she wanted to preserve it o she
took it on herself She saw a causeand wentafreric ... Thave alwavs wances to live lize thar,

really self-sustained.

Elizabeth reflected on the differences she perceived herween the conservation values beld ow
the Australian farmer and the farmers she knew in the Unired States, commerting that long-term

land sustainability was notas explicita goal in the Urited States.

John also described many interactions with people i the host cultvres, explaicing thar
through the formal portion of the trip he met “ervirormertalists, agricultrralists, ard social sys-
tems people, like either politicians or school teackers] 7t vy goicg out at right he was anle tomest
"normal people. .. the garden variety ofall different gron=s” Heexvlained that each timehewentout
he talked toat least one or two people and got to krow them, illestrating his selective responsivity
(Bronfenbrenner, 1993) to his surroundings. These interactinns zavsed him to be more oper minded

because he heard different perspectives on everything from agnenlture to international issues,
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Discussion

Stadents’ differing developmentally instigative characteristics, more than their demograzh-
ic characteristics, shaped their approach to peers ard experierces ir the hnst cotntries, extending
Bronfenbrenners (1993) ecological systems theary to the contest of stedy avmad ard illestrating
the importance of considering the person and cortext together The mix of these characteristics
caused anxiety for some students (like the loners] ard deepered learrirg for other students (like
the learners). For example, both Amber (a nondrir ker and passive oserver) and Darielle (somenne
who floated from group to group) had personal stimulus characteristics (Bronfenbrenner, 1993}
that inhibited their connections with others in the groupard peopleir the host covrries Ir oor-
trast, by virtue of Johi's and Elizabeth’s curiosity about the ervirommert and willicgress to listen,
which demonstrated their selective responsivity [Bronferbrenrer, 19931, chey ergaged cortencex-
perts more oftenn than other students did. As might ke expected, the content experts respondec

positively, which led these students into deeper learnir g -nrier ted discrssinns.

Students’ developmentally instigative characreristics [Brorfenbrenrer, 1993} alsn explair
why they took on certain roles within thecohortor chose tric terct in certain ways witk memaers
of the kost countries. For example, from the hegirning of the trip, Ruby sought to know evervone
and help them get along, and Sandra felt obligated o act responsibly and role model] tolerare e
havior. Because of their hehavior, these women were seer as trustworthy socrces for others o share
their frustrations. Rubys and Sandras personal stimrlus chamcteristics (Brorfenarerrer, 993)
shaped how they interacted with their peers (selective res porsivity, Bronferbrenner, 19931 ard di-
rective beliefs (Bronfenbrenner, 1993) in serving as mediators—ucltmarely smpowering chem to

serve as intermediaries with peoplein the host cotreries

Michaels role as an envoy can also be explaired ir part by his developmiercally instizative
characteristics. Among his strongest characteriztics were his directive “eliefs [Brorfenbrenrer,
1993), as he portrayed a clear sense of conviction in his viswpoints ard spert ample ome cocvey-
ing them to others. This conviction, coupled with his “seize the momert™ mentality, meart that
he regularly sought out new experiences and insizted others trv new thirgs ton Furthermore, he
often discussed his viewpoints with other members of the cohort and kost conniries Although he
invited others to share their differing perspectives {a persenal stimulus characteristic: Bronfen-

brenner, 1993), Michael did not consider their views, preferrirg that they adepr kis points of view

The findings also underscore the importance of helping students to foster meaningful inter-
actions in the host countries to deepen cross-cultiral ergagement. Urless students were irclired
to explore host country interactions by virtue of their developmentally instigative characteristics
(like the Messenger or Learners), they reported very Few, illestrating the need for fazilitators o e
mindful about ensuring all students have meaningfrl npportrrities to irteract with penple in the
host countries. Facilitators play a vital role in setting expectations lor interactions anc kelzing

students interact with and reflect on their experiences with the host counrries. Tize the students
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in Ransbury and Harris’s (1994) study, our students benefitted from reflection time becanse they
were encouraged to direct their gaze at the host conriries. The fact that studers deseribed learr -
ing more from peer interactions (like Mediator Sandra discovering that helpirg others to repotiate
conflict was in her nature and Learner Elizabeth adozuing others learning strategies to aelster ber
learning) than from interactions with the host eorntries illustrates char more must be dore to

help students meet the potential of study abroad as a rick edv.carioral context.

Implications for Practice

The findings of the study illustrate the imzertance ol attencing to stndents” varving devel-
opmentally instigacive characteristics and peer relatiorzhips wher plarning and leading strdy
abroad programs. For the Loners, one of the enduring memories of their entine experience was their
struggle to be part of the group. To reduce the amornt and degree of arxisty Loners feel, study
abroad facilitators should vary activities so that studerts kave the opportinity to interact with
all other students {using some meal times for smallgroup reflections crassigning a topic anc stu-
dents to small groups so they can discuss their experiences] so that students develop deeper con-

f

ting ground rules for cohort interaction (suchas treatic g each otherwith respect ard encouraging

nections to each other. Facilitators should also pay atention to the mrecess of grous formarion, set-

them toget to know one another.

The group’s Messenger would have benefitter. from active learning activities that encour-
aged him to listen to peers’ perspectives in additior to sharirg hiz perspective These activities
may include writing journal entries where he was asked tocompare anc contrast cifferent serszec-
tives. Engaging with and reflecting on hisand others’ verscectives invites theMessenger toexrand
his viewpoint and add complexity to his thinkirg, which may advance his cogritve developmert

(Baxter Magolda, 1999). The Facilitators should ersrre that there are ample apportunitiss for ste.-

dents to engage their varying viewpoints, adding reflection sessionsand srewicing strucrured dis-

cussion during travel days.

Thelearners clearly benefitted from engagin

gwith others, both seers anc peoslein the bost
countries. In addition to the large group reflection sessions, learners might senefic from other op-
portunities to interact with members of the cohort through small grocp discussion. Also, becavse
Learners and Mediators seemed to rise above the grenp conflict, they might e helpfnl resonrces in
making the Loners feel more welcome.

Inaddition to being more attentive to intrgrous cynamics, study asroac fazilivarers should
also provide ample opportunities for formal and infornal icteractions with the host countries,
These opportunities should extend heyond time ata bar afrer the cav's formal activities are over
and should include more than a single content expert [e.p., parl: rarger, larmer] whose time will
likely be dominated by Learners or Messengers (by virtue of their developmer cally irsrigacive char-

acteristics). Faculty might consider connecting with a local university to opganize meals or nther
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interactions with local students who share similar 1-terests or majors. In addition, fazilivarors
should investigate whether there are community service opportrricies thar would put scudents
in close contact with local communities. These iz teractions will help to fazilivae conrections with
the host countries for all students, regardless of their developmer tally icstigative characteristics

because they will be forced to engage with the host covreries,

As thedemand for short-term, cohort-baser. programs continues to rise, student affairs ecu-
cators and faculty must grapple with study abroad as a grovp sxperience. The crrrent scudy illus-
trates how students’ varying developmentally instigative characteristics affect their experiences
within their cohort and interactions with the kost countries The Incings zall for study abroad
bacilitators to understand study abroad as a group experience in order to foster group ard culteral
interactions that promote growth in students’ understanding of themseles, others, ard the kost
countries. Additional research is needed to determine pedagngy that enanles beilitators to v tilize

acohort effectively to promote cross.cultural learning,
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