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Abstract

Purpose: This study examines the effectiveness of a short-term study abroad program on cultural awareness and competencies in student and faculty participants. 
Methods: All participants took part in Intercultural Effectiveness Scale (IES) surveys prior to and immediately after the completion of the study abroad program to measure individual growth in intercultural sensitivity. The resulting IES scores and generated IES profiles were then evaluated for group significance using the related-samples Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test (rank sum test) and the independent samples Mann-Whitney U Test. Tests were run comparing student scores, faculty scores, and student to faculty scores.
Results: Although there was individual growth indicated by some of the participants’ IES scores, the parametric and non-parametric tests run did not show any significant findings across the cohort.
Conclusion: Despite positive individual IES profile changes, the study produced inconclusive results in group cultural competency changes. This could be a result of the small sample size of participants as well as the lack of a structured daily group debrief. In the future, the study should therefore be completed with a larger cohort and require group discussions and individual reflective journals with structured debriefing to ensure continuous awareness of the goal to increase intercultural effectiveness and consequently acceptance and understanding of other cultures.
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Background and Purpose

Global learning opportunities “are attractive mainstays of many conventional undergraduate institutions [that] push students out of their comfort zones, afford them an authentic environment in which to practice a foreign language, and lend context to concepts learned in the classroom” [1]. These experiences may include interactive university courses which immerse students in international policies and affairs as well as short-term and long-term study abroad programs.
Study abroad programs continue to grow in popularity as an exciting way to gain international exposure which will help students navigate impending diversity thus rendering them more desirable candidates to future employers [2-4]. Unfortunately, long-term programs which last for a full semester or entire academic year are costly if the target institution does not offer sufficient financial aid to their students, which poses a barrier to study abroad for students from historically underrepresented communities including those from universities outside of the United States with no option for federal financial aid [5,6]. Financial resources limit the ability for some student populations to forgo long-term study abroad programs, because they need to work in addition to attending school [7]; another important consideration is for students in health sciences where clinical preceptorship in their respective regions is required (i.e., nursing, nutrition, social work) [8]. Despite limitations, there are positive benefits for students to obtain these global experiences, including cultural safety, where students can understand that a diverse patient population and workforce requires unique considerations particularly when it comes to health [9].

Institutions have developed short-term study abroad programs to meet the needs of students who might not otherwise be able to participate in long-term programs; these programs often take place between terms, quarters, or semesters, to provide students with a more affordable global learning experience and offer increased flexibility with degree or curriculum plans [10]. Flexibility results from institutional common practice to offer credit as electives, for classes that typically would not be part of a degree program like nutrition. Because students have more options to participate in shorter programs, attention has shifted to focus on increasing cultural immersion experiences to improve access to students so that they receive a comparable cross-cultural experience during a shorter timeframe [3]. In a study by Wi Mahmoud and Schuessler [11], nursing students who participated in a 23-day study abroad program “were able to report caring and cultural diversity behaviors in a different environment [suggesting] that study abroad programs may facilitate the students’ appreciation of the universality of caring and cultural diversity.” This also supports the concept that short-term programs create an opportunity for important growth in cultural awareness, but it remains unclear which aspects of the program design facilitated growth. Because of this ambiguity, “universities that face the challenge to cultivate global citizenship through study abroad should review their educational content to determine whether students are achieving the goals set in their policies” [12]. The growing need to increase opportunities for global learning experiences poses higher education with the challenge of demonstrating tangible changes or improvements in students’ learning, that is not otherwise captured by academic assessments in the classroom [13]. 

Tangible benefits related to intercultural effectiveness can be measured using valid and reliable survey instruments that includes the Intercultural Effectiveness Scale (IES) which requires that participants complete a survey to score their cultural awareness in three cultural competency areas: continuous learning, self-awareness, and exploration. 1 - Continuous learning refers to an individual’s active self-motivated journey to expand knowledge about other cultures; 2 - Interpersonal engagement is the desire to form constructive relationships with people of other cultures and walks of life; and 3 - Hardiness is the ability to withstand stressors and unfavorable situations without suffering long-term or permanent emotional setback. Results of IES surveys can be used to guide the test-takers in creating a personalized action plan for their growth with the goal of increasing intercultural sensitivity and learning in weaker, or their less competent areas, of their cultural awareness. In fact, some undergraduate programs have used the IES to evaluate students’ intercultural effectiveness, including health professions students in a short-term program with no significant findings; however, to date, the IES has not been used in an inter-cultural exchange program where students from two countries spend time in each country, respectively and simultaneously [14,15].

This current study utilizes the Intercultural Effectiveness Scale to measure changes in cultural awareness in a group of students and faculty members participating in a cross-cultural, short-term study abroad program. Results of IES surveys were used to evaluate significance across the entire cohort to determine the overall effectiveness of the program design impact on cultural competency.

The expected outcomes included observable and measurable intercultural sensitivity growth at both an individual and the cohort levels for students and faculty because of the intensive nature of this program branching across two countries and cultures.

Methods

Setting and Participants
[bookmark: _GoBack]Participants in this study included both students and faculty who participated in the 100,000 Strong in the Americas program in 2019 that included Regis College, Johnson & Wales University, and the University of Congreso. There was a total of twenty-three participants: five students from the University of Congreso in Argentina, ten students from the United States (USA) (five from Regis College and five from Johnson & Wales University), six faculty (two from each of these institutions), and the two study abroad group leaders who designed the program. Students were all traditional undergraduates earning bachelor’s degrees in nursing, nutrition, economics, culinary arts, and psychology. All the students were female while the faculty participants consisted of two males and six females. While in Argentina, students from the United States stayed with host families from Argentina in the city or suburbs of Mendoza; there were two USA students per host family. The faculty from the USA, when in Argentina, stayed in an extended stay apartment. Upon their return to the United States, both the USA and Argentinian students stayed in the dorms at either Regis College or Johnson & Wales University along with the faculty from Argentina while the faculty from the USA stayed in their own homes.

Data Collection and Interpretation

All study participants took an online IES pre-test before beginning the program and then repeated the IES survey at the end of the program to determine whether there had been any changes in cultural awareness. IES survey scores were generated for each individual and displayed in a horizontal bar graph to show changes in the three major IES competency areas as well as the two dimensions included within each area (see example in (Figure 1) in Results section). Each area is given a competency score ranking between 1 and 7; with 1 and 2 rank as low-, 3-5 as mid-, and 6 and 7 as high competency. Continuous learning, interpersonal engagement, and hardiness scores were then used to create two IES profile triangles (see example in (Figure 2a, 2b) that easily show each participants’ growth in cultural awareness.
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Figure 1: Example of IES scores for a single participant. Scores shown are prior to cross-cultural exposure (top bars) and after (bottom bars) in each of the 3 main competency areas as well as in the two-dimensions measured within area.
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Figure 2(a, b): Example of an IES profile triangle created from the original IES scores (left-hand side of figure) and after cross-cultural exposure (right-hand side). Only the 3 main competency areas are included in the profile triangle. The dimensional measures can be used to create an action plan per individual to improve scores.

Changes in IES scores of all study participants were then compiled and compared using the Related-Samples Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test and Independent Samples Mann-Whitney Test to determine whether cultural competencies increased significantly across the entire cohort. These tests were run comparing participant results from the three IES competency areas as well as the two dimensions related to each area. Tests were completed for student comparison, instructor and, finally, student to instructor comparison. All participants were also asked to voluntarily take part in a 60-minute Zoom interview after the short-term program had ended to discuss their experiences and provide further insight into the study results. Only five of the twenty-three total participants took part in the individual interviews. Two students and three faculty members participated; the interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis.

Results

Intercultural Effectiveness Scale surveys generated individual scores from 1 to 7 for all participants in the areas of continuous learning, interpersonal engagement and hardiness as well as the dimensions of self-awareness, exploration, world orientation, relationship development, positive regard and emotional resilience. (Figure 1) shows an example of one student’s scores from pre- and post- program surveys, displayed in a horizontal bar graph. This participant shows increases in all cultural competencies and dimensions. 

This result is even clearer upon generation of an IES Profile Triangle containing the scores from the three major cultural competencies. The IES Profile Triangle in (Figure 2) with the post-program IES scores is clearly much larger than the profile created with the pre-program scores, indicating this participant experienced significant growth in cultural awareness. Unfortunately, once tests for group significance were run, we found that only about half of the cohort shows positive changes in their IES scores, with some producing lower scores at the end of the short-term study abroad program.

Survey scores were tested for group significance using the Related-Samples Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test and the Independent Samples Mann-Whitney U Test. “The goal of [both tests] is to determine if two or more sets of pairs are different from one another in a statistically significant manner” [16]. These non-parametric tests base conclusions around the null hypothesis that the median of difference between two pairs or groups is equal to zero. In this study, the two pairs or groups refers to pre- and post-IES survey scores of students and faculty members. If the significance of change between the two scores is too low, the null hypothesis must be retained, and results are denoted as inconclusive. Sample evaluations in this study involved student score comparison, faculty score comparison, and student-score to faculty-score comparison. Tests were run in each scenario with either the Wilcoxon and/or Mann-Whitney U Test and repeated using score changes in all three cultural competencies (continuous learning, interpersonal engagement, and hardiness) and their two included dimensions (respectfully, self-awareness and exploration, world orientation and relationship development, and positive regard and emotional resilience). The Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test, or Rank Sum Test, assumes samples are dependent upon one another while the Mann-Whitney U Test assumes independence between the two groups tested. The Mann-Whitney U Test is comparable to the statistical t-test and is used in this study only when calculating score comparisons for the entire group (i.e., student to faculty comparison). We can assume sample dependence when calculating changes in student scores separately from faculty scores rendering the Wilcoxon Test the more appropriate statistical test for these parameters. Both tests calculate the level of significance change in group scores to either reject or retain our null hypothesis. “The shortcut to the hypothesis testing of the Wilcoxon signed rank-test is knowing the critical z-value for a 95% confidence interval (or a 5% level of significance) which is z = 1.96 for a two-tailed test and directionality” [17]. (Figure 3) shows student IES score changes under the continuous learning competency for the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test. Expected outcomes of this study were that all or most of the participants would increase their cultural competencies. However, there were approximately the same number of positive (8) and negative (10) changes in continuous learning IES scores.
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Figure 3: Bar graph of the change in student IES continuous learning scores and the frequency of positive and negative changes calculated with the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test. This is an example of scores from only a single competency area. Scores from all other competencies and dimensions produced comparable results.

Similar results were found for all student competencies and dimensions and the average of all area scores can be seen in (Figure 4). Overall, 11 participants experienced positive changes in cultural awareness while 7 experienced negative changes. The bar graph in (Figure 5) was created using the data in (Figure 4) to determine overall significance of changes in student IES scores for all three competencies and six dimensions. The asymptomatic significance score of .327 indicates no overall significance is score change for students during the entirety of the shot-term abroad program.
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Figure 4: Bar graph of the average change in student IES scores for all competencies and dimensions and the frequency of positive and negative changes calculated with the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test.
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Figure 5: Bar graph of average change in all student IES scores plus calculations from the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test.

Results for faculty were generated with the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test using, showing similar results to those of the students. Average faculty scores show three positive and two negative changes and produced an asymptomatic significance score of .225.

Scores comparing all program participants were tested for significant change between student and faculty scores using the Mann-Whitney U Test (because they are two independent groups). (Figure 6) depict this comparison in a split horizontal bar graph and show results of our calculations of significance in score changes. Asymptomatic significance and overall significance were calculated as 1.0 which again is less than a z-value of 1.96 and therefore forces us to retain the null hypothesis that there is no significant change in group scores before and after program completion. The Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was also run under these conditions for control but as expected, did not indicate significant results. Although some of the participants did experience increased cultural awareness, this result was inconsistent across the entire group of participants.
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Figure 6: Split horizontal bar graph comparing average changes in all student IES scores to changes in all faculty IES scores plus calculations from the Independent Samples Mann-Whitney U Test.

Discussion

Overall, this short-term study abroad program was extremely successful from an educational perspective. Design of this inter-cultural program allowed for students from unique majors (i.e., nursing, nutrition, business) to participate in the exchange between two countries, the United States of America and South America. Each university included local culture as part of their syllabi to ensure cultural immersion in the classroom. However, each institution had separate syllabi for their respective students, which meant that the three groups of students had completely different homework assignments and resulted in limited immersion inside of the classroom. The inconclusive results shown in this study might be caused by various factors including a small sample size involving twenty-three participants, as well as the lack of consistent structure group activities between students and faculty from all three universities. Participants were required to write a daily blog, but this was likened to busy work by some of the faculty members as opposed to developmental self-reflection. In a successful IES study involving short-term study abroad students in Japan and Korea, the students “were required to complete some extensive readings, internet researching….they were also mandated to keep a daily journal throughout their journey and participated in a 2-hour post-trip meeting and submitted two final projects once they returned” [18]. These requirements ensured that students were continuously reminded of the goal to increase their cross-cultural awareness and results of the study showed increases in intercultural sensitivity. In our study, one participant discussed reflective practices of the program. While they found the faculty reflections successful (they met each day to discuss their experiences), they agreed that structured student reflection was lacking and suggested group round tables and daily reflective practice journals, which have been found to help increase cultural competence in another study [19]. Another participant suggested daily group discussions to help navigate common issues of culture shock, self-identity, language barriers and any negative cross-cultural interactions.

Another potential limitation of this study is the self-report process of the IES surveys. IES results are subjective in nature, where each participant rates their growth and development. Their responses could be impacted by something as seemingly inconsequential as the participant’s mood while taking the survey. For example, one participant saw a decrease in their hardiness competency and both of its included dimensions of positive regard and emotional resilience. During the individual interview, the participant attributed this negative result to the fact that they became medically ill for part of the short-term abroad program. This caused them emotional and psychological fatigue. A similar study provides a potential solution to the subjective nature of the IES survey, suggesting the survey should be taken by both the individual whose cultural awareness growth is being measured and an observer who views the participant’s interactions. “Results may be different if a qualitative study were conducted where [participant and observer] answered questions immediately following [a cross-cultural] interaction” [20-24].

Participants who agreed to interviews did, however, suggest possible program modifications that would aid in cultural immersion and potentially increase overall IES scores. Most of these recommendations involve having participants spend more time together, as an entire cohort, instead of breaking into university-specific groups. By end of the program, students and faculty developed sustainable and lasting relationships, but immediate cross-cultural exposure at time of first in-person interaction and pre-departure meetings would potentially improve cultural awareness since there would have been more opportunities to share each other’s perspectives. To ensure inter-collaboration for members of the program, interviewees suggested Regis College, Johnson & Wales University, and the Universidad de Congreso change syllabi to develop a joint course/classroom for all program participants. Requiring the same readings, class-related activities, and homework assignments would allow for students to connect in an organic manner and ensure they are forming relationships with each other both inside and outside of the classroom. Another idea was to develop activities in community engagement that would include active interaction with both exchange and host students, rather than simply having exchange students assume the shadowing/observation role at health clinics.

A study attempting to increase intercultural effectiveness in students across two countries should consider inclusion of a daily structured, entire group debrief, in addition to smaller group round tables collaborations, and one on one faculty-student discussions. Another aspect that might improve positive changes in cultural awareness growth is through requirement of maintaining a daily reflective journal to encourage and facilitate development. Three pre-departure Zoom meetings took place with all students and faculty members for all participants to “meet” before the program began, but some participants reported that would have liked to know others in the program more intimately (including those from their respective institutions) to increase their comfort and familiarity, increasing openness within the group, to ultimately benefit a cultural exchange. Participants also described wanting additional anticipatory guidance and preparation; a pre-abroad discussion allowing program participants may be helpful to individuals who have never experienced cultural exchange (i.e., dealing with homesickness, eating different foods, and living with someone from a different culture).

Conclusion

Although approximately half of the participants saw increases in IES scores, the study produced inconclusive results in group cultural competency changes. This could be a result of the small sample size, insufficient group interaction inside and outside of the classroom, lack of a structured daily group and individual reflections, or simple error due to the subjectiveness of the IES survey. It is important that program design includes ways in which students and faculty can actively engage in all activities and in the community cultural immersion experiences. A similar study should be repeated with a larger cohort, require group discussions and individual reflective journals, implement a classroom pre-departure meeting (virtual) that includes all program participants, and involves anticipatory guidance for students. Study abroad programs should be routinely evaluated and revised accordingly to ensure that goals are reached, including promotion of positive intercultural interactions and consequently acceptance and understanding of other cultures.
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