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Using an online survey of American undergraduate students, this paper serves as a case study of a liberal arts college located in the
Southern United States (US) to explore the effects of studying abroad on students’ attitudes and behavior related to diversity upon
their return to campus. We find that white students and students of color report significantly different study abroad experiences
and distinct patterns related to their likelihood to engage with racial, but not other forms of, diversity when they return to their
home university. Specifically, students of color are more likely than white students to report that their study abroad experiences
have increased the likelihood that they interact more frequently with individuals from different racial backgrounds in a number of
campus contexts. Utilizing existing literature and our qualitative data, we address possible reasons for these racialized patterns.

1. Introduction
At the 2012 Association of International Education Administrators annual conference, experts in the field of education
abroad discussed the challenges associated with increasing
diversity in study abroad participation among students who
attend colleges and universities in the United States [1].
Whereas study abroad participation has grown significantly
among American undergraduate students in general over
recent decades, there are still specific groups that are notably
underrepresented, including students of color (note: we use
the terms students of color and racial and ethnic minorities
interchangeably to denote African American, Asian American, Latino/a, and Native American students) [1, 2]. In
2011, the US undergraduate population consisted of 32%
students of color at private universities and 37% at public
institutions [3]. However, they represented only 22% of
students who studied abroad outside the United States [4].
For many educators, this discrepancy is troubling and should
serve as a motivating force for American universities to find
constructive ways to diversify study abroad participation
[1, 5]. Understanding how race is related to students’ study
abroad experiences and their views upon their return to their
home institution would help to facilitate this goal.

Recent research calls into question any prior speculation
that white students and students of color in the US intend to
or ultimately participate in study abroad because of the same
human, financial, institutional, and cultural capital factors
[2, 5, 6]. It may similarly be the case that there are racialized
patterns in the experiences and outcomes of education abroad
for American students. Yet, while some studies have noted
that students of color benefit from study abroad experiences
(see [7]), little is presently known about the racialized
experiences of students while abroad and when they return
to their universities. Using a mixed methods approach, the
current paper serves as a case study and explores whether
students of color and white students attending a university
in the Southern United States have similar experiences
when studying abroad and whether these experiences, in
turn, affect their attitudes and behaviors related to diversity,
particularly racial diversity, when they return to their home
campus.
Background. Although extensive research on education
abroad, curriculum integration, and the internationalization
of higher education has been conducted by scholars around
the world, few studies have been conducted by researchers
outside the US on the intersection of race and education

2
abroad. This dearth of scholarship is likely due to the fact that
the term “race” is rarely utilized outside of North America.
Consequently, the use of race as a category of inquiry may
be unique to the United States. Even so, because student
engagement in international higher education is on the
rise globally and interaction with intellectual and cultural
difference is among the prime motivators for this increasingly
internationalized approach among universities around the
world, the current study may be of interest to scholars both
within and outside the United States.
Much of the literature that examines the effects of studying abroad on US students’ openness to diversity focuses
on issues such as intercultural and international diversity.
Indeed, the field has occupied itself with basic questions and
assumptions about the efficacy of study abroad in fostering
positive developmental goals in student participants [8].
Research has also explored the effects of study abroad on
American students’ engagement with world events and their
development of marketable skills [9]. Students have a more
sustained interest in world news and affairs as a result of
studying abroad [10, 11]. Likewise, students who study abroad
are more likely to develop enhanced critical thinking and
problem solving skills than other students [12, 13].
Within the last decade, the field of education abroad
has been challenged to clarify desired outcomes, to produce
reliable assessment strategies, and to discern appropriate
methods to effectively test for stated goals [14, 15]. Impressive
work has been conducted and practitioners in the field now
have access to sophisticated conceptualizations of a variety
of outcomes for study abroad [16]. Likewise, educational
and pedagogical goals in study abroad programming have
in general become more thoughtful and holistic [17–19]. No
longer is the belief held that study abroad will always, and
by definition, produce positive learning outcomes [20, 21].
Rather, in focusing on particular outcomes, the assessment
of study abroad has simply become better, while involving
increased expectations of student participants [22, 23]. Thus,
while goals of intercultural competence, global awareness,
and openness to difference are all still among the traits and
skills we hope that students develop, the field has created
a much more articulated notion of what is meant by those
terms and goals [24].
Still, very little work has examined the effect of study
abroad on student engagement with racial diversity specifically. Instead, the existing research on the US tends to
focus on “openness to diversity” which has been defined by
Chickering and Reisser [25] as a “broadening of awareness
and experience [that] leads to an appreciation of cultural
diversity and a comfort with people from all walks of life”
[26]. Pascarella et al. [27] have developed an “openness to
diversity/challenge” scale. Using this scale, Wortman [26]
and others (e.g., [28]) find that students who study abroad
stated being more open to diversity in general as a result of
their study abroad experiences. Those students who were fully
integrated into their host culture and who studied abroad in
English-speaking countries particularly reported increases in
openness to diversity. Unfortunately, attitudes, openness, and
behaviors pertaining to racial diversity are rarely explicitly
assessed (for an exception see [20]).
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However, if one considers the abundance of research
that shows how race profoundly affects US college students’
attitudes and behaviors toward diverse others [29–35], there
is reason to believe that race will play an important role
in shaping the study abroad experience and psychosocial
outcomes among students. With this foundation, the current
mixed methods exploratory case study of a liberal arts college
adds to the growing body of work on returnees’ reported
experiences after studying abroad (see [36]).

2. Data and Methods
It is worth noting that our study focuses exclusively on
US students who study abroad and thus our discussion
centers solely on outcomes associated with education abroad
in the context of US-based higher education. Data for our
analysis come from an online survey with both closedended and open-ended questions. The respondents were
American undergraduate students at a small fairly selective
predominantly white liberal arts institution located in the
Southern United States. Approximately 90% of the university
faculty and 75% of the students identify as white. Roughly
half of the students study abroad during their time at the
university with most participating in semester-long programs
in Europe (roughly split between English and non-English
native language countries) and about 30% enrolling in summer study abroad experiences.
We administered an online survey in the spring of 2011. In
March, returning study abroad students were contacted via
email by the Office of Intercultural Learning to participate
in an online survey on the relationship between their study
abroad participation and their attitudes and experiences
towards difference. The survey included approximately 65
closed-ended questions. The selected questions were guided
by themes in the literature. For example, we incorporated a
revised version of Pascarella et al.’s [27] openness to diversity
scale. In addition, we included questions about reported willingness to engage more or less frequently with people from
different backgrounds along five dimensions: religious, racial,
and cultural experiences, different countries, and political
beliefs. For each of these dimensions, we asked a set of four
questions. There were eight additional questions that focused
on the frequency of interracial interactions in a variety of
campus settings. We also included four questions asking
about students’ level of campus involvement and degree of
commitment to enhancing diversity at the university as a
result of studying abroad. Finally, the online survey also
consisted of six open-ended survey questions which focused
on students’ reflections on how studying abroad affected their
openness to diversity on campus.
Of the slightly over 200 returning study abroad students
who were on campus in spring 2011, 102 initiated taking the
survey and 62 completed it, which yields a response rate
of slightly more than 30%. This attrition can, in part, be
explained by the survey’s length and its perceived sensitive
nature—which caused some respondents not to complete
it. As one respondent noted in an open-ended response,
“The racialized aspect of this survey is weird and awkward.
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Table 1: Comparative demographic data: students who studied
abroad, 2010-2011.
Students of color
White students

National (IIE data)
22%
78%

University
20%
80%

Sample
11%
89%

Source for national data: [4].

I am hostile to the implications of this survey.” Although the
completed response rate of 30% can be viewed as low, it is in
line with those of other surveys examining race on American
university campuses (see [37]). Particularly given the focus
of the survey (the effect of study abroad on engagement
with diversity among students in the American South), the
response rate is arguably acceptable.
As Table 1 indicates, the sample is less racially diverse
than both the university’s study abroad population and the
study abroad population nationally [4, 38]. Given the small
proportion of Blacks, Latinos, Asian Americans, and Native
Americans in the sample (sample size = 7), we decided to
aggregate all of the students of color into one group. The
remainder of the respondents (sample size = 55) consisted
of White (non-Latino) students. Although this aggregation is
less than ideal, it is a strategy employed in other study abroad
research (e.g., [20]). Also, women represented the majority of
respondents (79%) (see Table 2 for additional demographic
information). Finally, the majority of respondents participated in a semester-long study abroad program with the most
common destinations being Europe and Latin America.
2.1. Analytic Strategy. Our analysis relies on a mixed methods
approach. Using both quantitative and qualitative data analyses allows us to connect statistical patterns with students’
own reports of their study abroad experiences and how these
experiences affect their attitudes and behaviors regarding
different forms of diversity. Because our sample size is so
small, we could not conduct predictive analyses. Therefore,
we used Mann-Whitney 𝑈 tests for most of our analyses
and, in two cases, we used a chi-square test because of the
shape of the dependent variables (i.e., students were in a
homestay situation or not and students taking courses in a
language other than English or not). We chose the MannWhitney 𝑈 test because it is the nonparametric test that
should be used when the dependent variables are ordinal
scales and parametric assumptions are not met [39]. We
initially ran Student’s 𝑡-tests on these data. Although 𝑡-tests
are commonly used and the variables presented here are
similarly significant with Student’s 𝑡-test analyses, because
these preliminary analyses revealed violations of Student’s 𝑡test’s homogeneity of variance assumption we chose to rely
on Mann-Whitney 𝑈 statistics as the more suitable option.
The Mann-Whitney 𝑈 test measures whether the two group
medians are equal, but we also provide the mean and standard
deviation in our tables to provide the reader with further
information about central tendency.
We supplement the quantitative information with qualitative survey responses. Relying in part on the thematic analysis
model discussed by Braun and Clarke [40], we engaged in

Table 2: Additional demographic data.
Category (sample size = 62)
Academic stage during study abroad
First-year
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Study abroad semester
Fall
Spring
Summer
Study abroad program length
Less than four months
Four months
Four to six months
Living situation during study abroad
Homestay
Apartment or residence hall with others
Single apartment
Language spoken in courses
Courses in English in an English speaking country
Courses in English in a non-English speaking
country
Courses in a foreign language

Percentage
—
13%
76%
11%
42%
30%
28%
39%
40%
20%
44%
54%
2%
40%
21%
39%

a thorough and rigorous analysis of the qualitative data. As
part of the process of qualitative analysis, the authors carefully
read through the responses to the open-ended questions.
We then discussed the themes we each found within and
across racial groups, identified common patterns, compared
these data to the quantitative findings, and placed applicable
qualitative data into themes that matched the quantitative
patterns. Following this process, we included relevant quotes
to highlight, and provide context for, the quantitative themes.
Finally, we integrated our findings with existing pertinent
literature.

3. Results
We examined seven demographic and program variables
including gender, race, economic class, length of stay, type
of program, academic stage (first year, sophomore, etc.), and
major. For each of these variables, we used Mann-Whitney 𝑈
tests to compare the medians between groups of students relative to the forty-eight experiential, attitudinal, and reported
willingness-to-engage-with-diversity variables. Of the seven
demographic and program variables, race was by far the
most meaningful. That is, there was a statistically significant
difference between white respondents and respondents of
color for nineteen of the forty-eight experiential, attitudinal,
and reported willingness-to-engage-with-diversity variables.
The other six demographic and program variables each had
three or fewer (out of forty-eight) statistically significant
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Table 3: Mean and Mann-Whitney 𝑈 test results (as a result of studying abroad. . .).

Survey question
More frequent interracial interactions
at campus social gatherings
More frequent interracial interactions
at off-campus gatherings
More frequent interracial on campus
generally
Seek out a greater diversity of friends
based on race on campus
More likely to join diversity-related
student organizations/groups

Mean for students of color
(standard deviation)

Mean for white students
(standard deviation)

𝑈(df) = 𝑢 value, 𝑍 = 𝑧 value, 𝑃 value

4.00 (.816)

3.41 (.567)

𝑈(59) = 109.0, 𝑍 = −2.085, 𝑃 = .037

4.00 (.817)

3.39 (.627)

𝑈(59) = 106.5, 𝑍 = −2.200, 𝑃 = .028

5.43 (1.51)

3.98 (1.35)

𝑈(60) = 92.0, 𝑍 = −2.292, 𝑃 = .022

5.29 (1.25)

4.00 (1.32)

𝑈(60) = 100.5, 𝑍 = −2.099, 𝑃 = .036

4.14 (.900)

3.41 (.659)

𝑈(59) = 101.5, 𝑍 = −2.206, 𝑃 = .027

Note: df stands for degrees of freedom. A response scale of 1 (much less likely) to 5 (much more likely) was used for the first two variables and the last variable
presented here. A response scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) was used for the remaining two variables.

differences on the attitudinal and behavioral variables of
interest.
Table 3 includes the Mann-Whitney 𝑈 tests results for
five of the nineteen statistically significant variables. These
variables focus on the perceived impact of study abroad on
respondents’ behavior regarding racial diversity once they
had returned to campus. As the findings indicate, there
is a statistically significant difference between students of
color and white students for all five variables such that
students of color are more likely than white students to report
that studying abroad has had an effect on their willingness
to engage with racial diversity on campus. While these
quantitative findings are extremely compelling, we still do not
have a clear understanding of why they exist.
We turn to our qualitative results for potential explanations. We place our findings into three categories: reported
positive, neutral, and negative effects of study abroad on
subsequent interracial interaction. Here, we code positive
effects as stated increases in the frequency in which respondents engage with racial diversity. A neutral effect is one
where the student reports no change in their engagement
with racially dissimilar others and a negative impact is one
where respondents reveal that study abroad has actually led
to a decrease in the frequency in which they interact with
members of different racial groups. In general, we find that
while a large percentage of white students and students of
color credit study abroad with having a positive effect on their
interactions with racial diversity, students of color are more
likely than white students to state that study abroad has had
such a positive effect. In addition, white students are more
likely than students of color to state that study abroad has
had no effect on the frequency with which they engage with
other racial groups. Finally, a small number of white students
and none of the students of color disclose that study abroad
has had a negative impact on the frequency with which they
engage with racial diversity.
3.1. Positive Effects. Students of color are more likely than
white students to report that as a result of their study abroad
experiences, they interact more frequently with people from
different racial backgrounds on campus generally as well

as in particular settings. In fact, 50% of students of color
compared to 26% of white students state that studying abroad
positively affected the ways in which they interact with
people from different racial backgrounds. Interestingly, in
their descriptions, white students are more likely to mention
their increased willingness to initially interact with people
from different racial backgrounds.
Some students of color express similar sentiments as
those conveyed by white respondents. For instance, one
student of color explains that as a result of studying abroad,
they are now “more inclined to make an effort with people in
general regardless of race.” However, others present a slightly
more nuanced response. They talk more about the ways study
abroad has enhanced their ongoing understanding of others
or strengthened their interests in interactions across racial
groups. One student of color reports, “I engage with people
differently—I am better able to understand where others
come from, which has enabled me to make more friends.” The
quantitative findings support these sentiments. Specifically,
there is a statistically significant difference between students
of color and that of white students such that students of color
are more likely to say that as a result of studying abroad, they
seek out a greater diversity of friends based on race. More
so for students of color than white students, this enhanced
understanding also leads to a reported increase in more
enduring types of interactions.
While both white students and students of color suggest
that their study abroad experiences have affected their openness to racial diversity on campus, students of color (67%) are
more likely than their white counterparts (36%) to express
such an effect. Once again, there is a subtle difference in
the responses of white students and students of color. White
students are more likely to explain that study abroad has
actually made them aware or piqued their interest in racial
diversity for the first time. For example, one white woman
states, “I now see racial diversity is much more important
than I ever thought before.” Students of color, instead, talk
about how study abroad has reinforced a preexisting interest.
For instance, one student of color explains, “study abroad
has only strengthened my openness to racial diversity on
campus.”
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Another notable finding is that students of color are
more likely than their white counterparts to report that their
increased openness to racial diversity translates into seeing
their university differently. In fact, there are statistically
significant differences between students of color and white
students for being more likely to join a diversity-related
student organization/group and to engage in more frequent
interracial interactions on campus.
3.2. Neutral Effects. Half of the students of color and nearly
two-thirds of the white students report that their study abroad
experiences did not alter their likelihood of interacting with
people from different racial backgrounds. For instance, a
white student reports: “Honestly, not really.....I interact with
people from different racial backgrounds the same as I did
before the study abroad experience.” Another white student
explains: “No, I have always been comfortable interacting
with people from different racial backgrounds.” A student of
color explains, “I am Mexican American and I attract friends
from different racial backgrounds from German, Nigerian,
to other Hispanics. Study abroad gave me an enjoyable
experience culturally but my racial diversity [engagement]
continues to be strong.”
Furthermore, 33% of students of color and 64% of white
students report that studying abroad has not affected their
openness to racial diversity on campus. For both white
students and students of color in this category, the majority
preface their comments with a qualifier about how they have
always been open to racial diversity. For instance, a sizeable
number of white students explain, “I have always been open to
racial diversity on campus. Study abroad did not really change
it.” Likewise, a student of color states, “My racial diversity
within my friends has stayed consistent and strong. I have
always been intensely interested in different cultures and I
continue to have the same passion.” Particularly given the
work of Berg et al. [21] and Salisbury et al. [20], these findings
are not altogether unanticipated and support the notion that
study abroad does not automatically produce positive effects.
3.3. Negative Effects. Our findings indicate that study abroad
can also foster negative experiences. A minority (two students) of white respondents and none of the respondents
of color actually report that studying abroad has negatively
affected the likelihood that they will engage with people from
different racial backgrounds. Using a sarcastic and overly
dismissive tone, one white student responds, “Why does it
matter? Studying abroad did not make me suddenly catch
yellow fever or make me more ‘tolerant’ of Asians because
I had to live with them.” This respondent’s use of the terms
“yellow fever” (a pejorative phrase used to describe a sexual
preference for Asian partners) and “tolerance” (a word which
often suggests that a person is simply “putting up” with
“others”) is telling.
Another response that was unequivocally negative comes
from a white student who reveals that she believes study
abroad has detrimentally affected the ways she interacts with
people from different racial backgrounds. She claims that she
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is now “quicker to make racist assumptions (about) Hispanic
people.” She goes on to explain:
I work at a retail store. Before I studied abroad
(in Mexico), I made every attempt to speak with
customers who did not speak English. I did not
want them to feel uncomfortable. Now, I say “I
do not speak Spanish” and turn around and get
the other person who knows Spanish to assist
them. Strangers that I interacted with on a daily
basis in Mexico did not give a crap about me and
made sure I knew it. Now, I am just returning the
favor.
She concludes by stating, “instead of breaking down even
more racial barriers, this study abroad trip reconstructed
my old ones.” Again, this response is not entirely anomalous
among US students who study abroad [21]. A variety of
factors, including the student’s background, location of the
program, and the success of on-site facilitation of the learning
experience, may lead to this type of reaction. Still, these kinds
of responses, particularly given how emotionally charged
they appear to be, have the potential to negatively impact
their interracial interactions when they return to their home
campus, which should be of concern to educators and
administrators alike.
3.4. Possible Explanations for These Racial Patterns. To understand further reasons why we see these particular racialized
patterns in the reported consequences of study abroad on
American students’ interracial interactions and openness to
racial diversity, we turn back to the quantitative data. One
potential explanation is that students of color may be more
likely than white students to believe that openness to racial
diversity and exposure to difference are integral parts of their
educational experiences at the university [26, 27].
Table 4 provides empirical support for this argument.
Of the eight variables included in our revised version of
Pascarella et al.’s [27] openness to diversity scale, six had
statistically significant differences between the responses of
students of color and white students. (The two variables that
did not have a statistically significant difference between the
means of the white students and students of color are “the
real value of a college education lies in being introduced to
different perspectives” and “The courses I enjoyed the most
are those that make me think about things from different
perspectives.”) Students of color are significantly more likely
than their white counterparts to agree with all six questions.
For instance, they are more likely to state they enjoy having
discussions with people whose racial backgrounds and values
are different than theirs. They are also more likely to agree that
contact with individuals whose racial background is different
than theirs is an essential part of a college education. In
many ways, these indicators epitomize the ideal study abroad
experience—interacting across difference, challenging one’s
beliefs and values, and learning about people from different
cultures. Thus, these results indicate that students of color
may be more likely than white students to embrace the intent
of the study abroad experience.

6

Education Research International
Table 4: Mean and Mann-Whitney 𝑈 test results (the openness to diversity/challenge scale).

I enjoy having discussions with people
whose racial backgrounds are different
from my own.
I enjoy talking to people who have
values different from mine because it
helps me understand myself and my
values.
Learning about people from different
cultures is a very important part of my
college education.
I enjoy taking courses that challenge
my beliefs and values.
Contact with individuals whose racial
background is different from my own
is an essential part of my education.
I enjoy courses that are intellectually
challenging.

Mean for students of
color (standard
deviation)

Mean for white students
(standard deviation)

𝑈(df) = 𝑢 value, 𝑍 = 𝑧 value, 𝑃 value

7.00 (0)

5.80 (1.15)

𝑈(60) = 52.5, 𝑍 = −3.294, 𝑃 = .001

6.86 (.378)

5.93 (1.12)

𝑈(60) = 89.5, 𝑍 = −2.432, 𝑃 = .015

7.00 (0)

6.20 (1.06)

𝑈(60) = 101.5, 𝑍 = −2.276, 𝑃 = .023

6.86 (.378)

5.86 (1.21)

𝑈(60) = 85.5, 𝑍 = −2.515, 𝑃 = .012

6.71 (.756)

5.20 (1.35)

𝑈(60) = 60.0, 𝑍 = −3.026, 𝑃 = .002

7.00 (0)

6.32 (.987)

𝑈(59) = 94.5, 𝑍 = −2.412, 𝑃 = .016

Note: df stands for degrees of freedom. The responses to each of the questions were scored on a seven-point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly
agree.

However, it may also be the case that students of color
indicate greater engagement with and investment in racial
diversity simply because the reality of their everyday experience on the predominantly white home campus necessitates
regular interracial interactions. Simply being more accustomed to this frame of reference may make students of color
more open to racially diverse settings and more willing to
consider this terrain of interaction as integral to the college
learning environment. It follows that this comfort level would
extend to the study abroad experience.
The open-ended responses to the question “Do you
think studying abroad was an important part of your liberal
arts education” shed additional empirical light on these
quantitative findings. Of particular note, 86% of students of
color compared to 27% of white students point to interacting
with people from different cultures as a reason why study
abroad is an essential facet of their liberal arts education. For
example, one student of color reports, “Studying abroad was
an important part of my education since it exposed me to a
different culture than the ones to which I have already been
exposed.”
In their discussion of the importance of studying abroad
in their liberal arts education, white students are more likely
to talk about study abroad being important for more nebulous reasons—because it “broadened my perspectives and
worldviews,” “made me more well-rounded,” and “exposed
me to different lines of thought and learning.” In fact, 35%
of white respondents make such references about why they
believe study abroad is valuable. One white student explains,
“The liberal arts education is about exposing yourself to a
wide realm of perspectives and pedagogies and no single
experience better allows you to do that than time abroad.”
The context of the study abroad session may also play a
role in shaping students’ interpretation of their study abroad

Table 5: Study abroad destinations for respondents.
Students of color

White students

14%
0%
14%

5%
6%
4%

14%

36%

14%

32%

Africa
Asia
The Caribbean
Europe, North America,
Australia, English
language
Europe, non-English
native language
Latin America

43%

17%

Total

100%

100%

experience. Table 5 provides information on the geographic
locations where respondents studied abroad. Indeed, there
are interesting differences in the regions where respondents
of color studied compared to white respondents. Students
of color are more likely than white students to study in
a country outside of Europe, North America, or Australia.
In fact, 57% of students of color studied in Latin America,
Asia, or Africa compared to 28% of white students. Also,
68% of white students studied in Europe, North America, or
Australia compared to 28% of students of color.
Other findings suggest that when studying abroad, students of color are more likely to be exposed to racial diversity
more regularly and across a variety of settings than are white
students. Students of color are more likely than white students
to live in a “homestay” situation where they reside in the
home of a local person or family: 𝑋2 (1) = 5.707, 𝑃 < .017.
They are also significantly more likely than white students
to report taking courses in a foreign language with other
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nonnative speakers: 𝑋2 (1) = 9.938, 𝑃 < .002. Finally,
compared to white respondents, students of color are more
likely to report having more frequent daily interactions with
people from different racial backgrounds than their own
while studying abroad: 𝑈(60) = 100.0, 𝑧 = −2.319, 𝑃 = .032.
Our qualitative findings further elucidate the relationship
between the location where students studied, frequency of
exposure to different racial groups, and openness to diversity
upon their return to campus. Students of color acknowledge
that these connections existed in their own study abroad
experiences. For instance, one student of color reports, “Yes,
[my study abroad experiences have affected my openness to
racial diversity on campus] because of the diversity that I
was surrounded with on a daily basis.” In contrast, although
white students recognize the importance of the relationship
between location, frequency of exposure to different racial
groups, and openness to diversity when they return to
campus, they also identify the limitations of their study
abroad experience. For instance, one student reveals,
I’m sorry, I cannot think of any at the moment,
which is telling in itself, is it not? It would be
nice if the London program would help students
branch out from the upper class, white neighborhood they are comfortably situated in while they
are there. More trips to East London, and more
opportunities to interact with other London
students in general (other than at the pubs)
would really help the experience of “different”
cultures and racial/ethnic groups.
Another white student explains: “My impressions of
diversity on campus seem unrelated to my “European” abroad
experience. I have always been open to racial diversity, and
I cannot say that going to a mostly white country like the
Czech Republic changed that much.” It is true that in both
of the aforementioned situations, it would have been possible
for each of these students to engage with racial diversity, yet
the students denote structural limitations to doing so. Also
striking is that these students may have been unaware of racial
diversity that was part of their lived experience, given the
racial heterogeneity present in many study abroad settings.

4. Discussion and Conclusion
The current case study offers an exploratory examination
of the effects of study abroad on US student engagement
with racial diversity—an increasingly important topic and yet
one that has received scant scholarly attention in the study
abroad literature. This paper also adds to the growing body
of scholarship on returnees from study abroad (see [36]) by
exploring a small liberal arts college located in the Southern
United States.
Our results suggest that there are racialized patterns to
students’ reported study abroad experiences and their willingness to engage with racial, but, for the most part, not other
forms of, diversity once they return from studying abroad.
Students of color were more likely than white students to
state that they interacted frequently across racial groups while
studying abroad. This finding may be due to where they
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studied and the types of classroom and living experiences
they had. In fact, students of color reveal that they were more
likely than white students to study abroad in countries where
English is not the native language, interact more frequently
across racial groups during their study abroad experience,
take courses in another language besides English with other
native speakers, and participate in a home stay.
We suspect that students of color may be more likely
to engage with difference, including racial difference, while
studying abroad, in part, because they tend to be more
likely than white students to view exposure to diversity
(interactions and ideas) as a fundamental part of their liberal
arts educational experience. Also, it may be that, given
the racial landscape of a predominantly white American
university campus and the regularity with which students of
color interact across racial groups at their home institution,
they are more comfortable and experienced interacting across
racial groups in general than are white students.
As a consequence, students of color in our sample are
more likely than white students to state that study abroad has
positively influenced their racial behaviors and attitudes after
their return to their home campus. In particular, students of
color more so than white students state that studying abroad
has had a positive impact on the frequency with which they
interact with people from different racial backgrounds on
campus. They also report that studying abroad has increased
the likelihood that they will join diversity-related student
organizations and seek out a greater diversity of friends based
on race. Especially for students of color at a predominantly
white institution in the United States, studying abroad in a
diverse setting may strengthen their preexisting interest in,
and passion for, racial diversity at their university. However, it
is also important to keep in mind that a large percentage of all
respondents believe that study abroad has had no subsequent
effect on the frequency with which they engage with racial
diversity. Moreover, a very small group of white students
report that study abroad has had a negative impact on their
attitudes and behaviors associated with racial interactions.
Although this project extends the literature in substantive
ways, there are at least three limitations to note. First,
although approximately one-third of the university students
who studied abroad completed the online survey, a sample of
62 limited us to using only descriptive, not predictive analyses. Second, our small sample size also unfortunately forced
us to aggregate African American, Asian American, Latino,
and Native American into one group, “students of color.”
Lastly, our analyses do not include a pretest so it is impossible
to establish a cause and effect relationship between studying
abroad and subsequent interracial interaction. Nonetheless,
our inclusion of a mixed methods approach to study the
impact of study abroad on US students’ attitudes and behaviors regarding racial diversity upon their return to campus
adds to the prior scholarship in the field.
This case study of a private liberal arts’ university in
the Southern United States opens up valuable avenues for
further systematic and comparative institutional explorations
of the racialized processes and consequences of study abroad
experiences. Our results may be of particular interest to
personnel within the field of study abroad and US college
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educators and administrators who are interested in ways to
enhance the opportunities of their students both during and
after studying abroad to interact across racial groups. The
findings also reveal that university-based study abroad offices
may benefit from interrogating the availability of structured
opportunities to interact across difference while students
study abroad. They may additionally want to consider supporting the development of partnerships across campus to
more effectively engage returned study abroad students in
articulating and applying what they have learned abroad,
particularly as it pertains to experiences and engagement with
racial diversity on campus. In this vein, when thinking about
diversity, racial diversity should not be subsumed within
cultural diversity. Also, if faculty, as teachers and advisors,
do not already incorporate discussions of the importance of
interracial interactions into their curricula and foster study
abroad students’ engagement across differences, they may
want to consider doing so [2].
Our findings should be of broad interest to administrators and educators. As colleges and universities around
the US grapple with issues around study abroad as well as
the changing racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic make-up of
students, they would be wise to systematically consider the
ways that international study may impact the day to day
interactions of their students across difference, particularly
racial difference, on their home campuses. As our research
suggests, US students at the university under study respond
differently to study abroad based on racial background. Other
institutions should investigate the variety of perceptions and
learning experiences that their students are bringing back to
the home campus and capitalize on these new understandings
to enhance programmatic efforts for future study abroad
students.
The goal of increased diversity among study abroad
participants continues to be a focus for education abroad
professionals and educators in the US. The current study
examines whether and how students’ experiences while
studying abroad affect their openness towards engaging with
racial diversity. While one may not expect to see similar
results from this study replicated outside the US, it may be
reasonable to assume that students’ behaviors and attitudes
towards other types of difference may indeed exhibit similar
patterns of development. This avenue of inquiry may prove
fruitful to scholars around the world.
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