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Abstract 

 The desire for students to have an international education experience has become 

prevalent for many university faculty and administrators (Fischer, 2008). However, many 

students still graduate every year without some form of international experience (Kuh, 2007).   

The purpose of this descriptive study was to determine student perceptions concerning 

international educational experiences. A total of 316 participants provided responses that were 

analyzed and presented.  A questionnaire was employed to explore contextual, social, and 

cultural phenomena. Within the population questioned, the vast majority (75%) held aspirations 

for achieving some level of international study before they finish their degree. However, an 

overwhelming majority (84%) had not studied abroad at the time of the study. Among the top 

motivational factors to study abroad, “Overall life experience” and “Opportunity to work in 

another country after completing my current degree” topped the list. When choosing an 

international study experience, respondents indicated that the “Weather conditions/climate” was 

the most important factor, followed by “The country itself” when evaluating factors that would 

impact their decision. The majority of participants agreed that an international study experience 

would improve their competitiveness in a global marketplace. This study highlights the need to 

provide high quality study abroad experiences at the most economically efficient rate. Findings 

of this research provide a better understanding of student aspirations, motivations, expectations, 

and barriers to international study. The findings from this study may be helpful in providing 

instructors and administrators with an insight that will equip them to assist students in 

overcoming barriers associated with international experiences. 
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Introduction 

 

Many researchers have contemplated the value of the study abroad experience. (Acker & 

Scanes, 2000; Andreasen & Wu, 1999; Ivey, 2005; Kuh, 2007; Teague, 2005). Goucher College 

president, Sanford J. Ungar stated, “No number of cross-cultural reading assignments or trips to 

the museum or lectures by wise and wonderful people has the same effect on young people as a 

study-abroad experience, even a brief one” (Fischer, 2008 p.1). To further illustrate this 

phenomenon, the current trend at Auburn University is to increase the number of students who 

study abroad as a part of their academic experience.  Kuh (2007) concluded that study abroad is 

an “educationally enriching and potentially life changing experience” (p.17). Further, Kuh noted 

that students who study abroad often “expand their perspective on world affairs, better 

comprehend diverse cultures and languages, and grow in self-understanding” (p.17). Therefore, a 

better understanding of the student perspective of international study is imperative.  

 

The development and implementation of international education incentives have been a 

focus in higher education in the United States for several decades (Cater, 1992).  As the 

international community moves toward interdependence there is an increasing need for the 

international competence of American students. Consequently, it is important to recognize the 

role of the university in helping students acquire skills that will serve them best in an 

interconnected world (Hutchins, 1996). 

 

While previous studies have been conducted to attempt to determine the perceptions and 

aspirations of current agriculture and education students towards international studies (Andeasen, 

2003; Place, Irani, and Friedel, 2006), further research was warranted based on the strategic plan 

developed for Auburn College of Agriculture concerning the desire for students to have an 

international experience and the low number of students who choose to study internationally at 

Auburn. 

 

Before we can effectively assess the student’s interest and willingness to become 

involved in international education experiences, the characteristics, features and predispositions 

that shape perceptions must be analyzed. A defining characteristic of today’s university students 

is the propensity to construct knowledge from experiences, which is a form of social 

constructivism that shapes and molds the learner as an individual that is motivated, self-

confident, and independent, yet collaborative (Thomas, 2009). Today’s students are influenced 

by such factors as migration-immigration, climate change, population growth, and global 

economics, along with the impact of technology (Catlett, 2007). Technological advances in 

communication bring world happenings to our own daily life. The number and scope of 

international interactions compounds daily. Akpan & Martin (1996) believed that with the rapid 

shrinking of our world, U.S. institutions cannot afford not to prepare her citizens for participation 

in world affairs (Reed, 1985). 

 

The U.S. Department of Education (2000) outlined the importance of international 

education as to support the development of international awareness and to insure that all 

internationalization efforts in education were documented, measured, and reported. Findings of 

this research provide a better understanding of student aspirations, motivations, expectations, and 

barriers to international study. These findings will contribute to guiding policies and procedures 
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for the development and implementation of international experiences for students. The findings 

of this study uncover barriers for students in obtaining an international experience that may 

provide instructors and administrators with an insight that will equip them to assist students in 

overcoming these barriers. 

 

Purpose and Research Questions 

 

 The purpose of this study was to determine student perceptions concerning international 

educational experiences. To accomplish this purpose, the following research questions guided 

the study: 

 

(1) What were selected characteristics of students enrolled in the colleges of agriculture and 

education at Auburn University? 

(2) What were reasons why students choose to study abroad? 

(3) What were the decision criteria when considering a study abroad experience? 

(4) What were students’ future plans concerning international study? 

(5) Could a predictive model be established to predict students’ desires to study abroad based 

on multiple variables? 

 

Methods 

Participants  

 

This study was descriptive and correlational in design. A total of 316 participants 

provided responses that were analyzed and presented as data for this study. Participants were 

solicited from both the College of Education and the College of Agriculture at Auburn 

University. Participants included undergraduate and graduate students. These students were 

selected based on their enrollment in an agriculture class that held a relatively large enrollment. 

The participants were not chosen from any courses that related directly to international studies to 

reduce bias among participants. 

 

Measures 

 

The questionnaire used to collect the data was developed by a team of researchers and 

evaluated by a panel of experts to establish content validity. The instrument was based on a 

previous instrument used to compare international study aspirations of students from Armenia 

and other European students (Shinn, Briers, Navarro, Peake, Duncan, Parr, & Galoyan, 2008; 

Shinn, Briers, Navarro, Peake, Parr, Ter-Mkrtchyan, & Duncan, 2009). The survey instrument 

was designed to explore contextual, social, and cultural phenomena. The two scales in the 

instruments representing the motivation to study abroad and importance of factors to consider 

when studying abroad yielded reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) of .770 and .767 

respectively. The instrument was also employed to attempt to identify a model to predict group 

membership via binary logistic regression. To meet the requirements of logistic regression, the 

dependent variable must be dichotomous. The dependent variable in this case was the student’s 

consideration of study abroad opportunities i.e. the student would consider studying abroad or 

would not consider studying abroad. The independent variables included in this prediction model 

included; number of years the participant had lived outside of Alabama, number of years they 
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had lived outside of the U.S., age, current grade point average, the degree they were seeking 

(undergraduate or graduate), their opinion of a study abroad experience impact on their global 

competitiveness for employment, previous participation in study abroad, and their gender. 

Descriptive statistics including frequencies, means, and standard deviations were calculated for 

all items on the instrument.  

 

Procedures 

 

The researchers contacted the department heads of each of the departments within the 

colleges to request permission to contact faculty concerning administering the questionnaire to 

their classes. Next, instructors were contacted that taught the largest class sections within their 

respective disciplines so that the maximum number of students could participate with 

representation from each of the departments in the college of agriculture and the college of 

education. This sample was a purposive sample that was not chosen randomly, therefore, no 

generalization may be made to other populations than the one studied. The researcher 

administered the questionnaire after the course instructor had left the room to guard against 

coercion. The Auburn University Institutional Review Board approved the protocol for data 

collection in this study. After the data were collected, they were entered into SPSS 19 and 

analyzed.  

 

Findings 

 

The responding sample comprised 316 students. Undergraduate student respondents 

totaled 285; graduate student respondents totaled 22. When questioned concerning gender, 50.3 

percent of the respondents indicated that they were male while 48.7 percent were female. Nine 

point two percent were 19 or younger, while 80 percent were 21 years old. The majority of 

students had lived only in the state of Alabama and held a grade point average of at least 3.0. 

 

Table 1. 

Demographics of Student Respondents, N=316* 

  f % 

Gender Male 159 50.3 

 Female 154 48.7 

Age 19 or younger 29 9.2 

 20 69 21.8 

 21 80 25.3 

 22 57 18 

 23 31 9.8 

 24-29 39 12.3 

 30 and older 7 2.2 

Degree Level Undergraduate 285 92.8 

 Graduate 22 7.1 

Grade point average 4.0 10 3.2 

 3.99-3.50 57 18 

 3.49-3.00 120 38 

 2.99-2.5 77 29.4 
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 2.49- 2.00 36 11.4 

Residences Only in Alabama 186 58.9 

 Lived outside AL 1 

year or more 

130 41.1 

 Lived only in US only 288 91.1 

 Lived outside of the 

U.S. 1 year or more 

28 8.9 

*Frequencies may not total 316 because of missing data. 

 

To accomplish the purpose of this research study, respondents were first questioned 

concerning their desire to study abroad. An overwhelming majority (75%) indicated that they 

would consider a study abroad experience. (Table 2) 

 

Table 2. 

Interests and Preferences of Participants in International Education Experience, N=316 

Would you consider studying abroad? F % 

 

I would consider an International 

experience. 

237 75 

No, I do not want to study abroad. 79 25 

 

 

Participants were also questioned concerning their previous study abroad experience. 

Only thirty four respondents (10.8%) had done so. However, of those who had studied abroad, 

over 91% reported that they were very satisfied with their experience. 

 

Students were given the opportunity to rate 10 factors that were identified from the 

literature concerning the level of motivation each factor provided them in their decision to study 

abroad. The descriptors for the ratings included; “Does not Motivate” (1), “Motivates a Little” 

(2), “Motivates” (3), and “Motivates a Lot” (4). See table 3. Students were most motivated by 

“Overall life experience” and “Opportunity to work in another country after completing my 

current degree”. 

 

Table 3. 

Students’ Rating of Selected Factors That May Motivate Them to Study Abroad 

 

Factor 

1 

Does not 

motivate 

2 

Motivates  

a little 

3 

Motivates 

4 

Motivates 

a lot 

M 

S.D. 

 f f f f  

 

Increased Employability 22 39 64 92 3.0 

1.06 

Opportunity to live in another 

country or culture 

62 55 53 47 2.36 

1.14 

Learn another language 38 78 62 41 2.47 

1.00 
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Opportunity to work in another 

country after completing my 

current degree 

16 21 57 124 3.30 

.97 

Important stage in my personal 

development 

20 56 72 71 2.87 

.98 

Overall life experience 8 14 50 148 3.53 

.77 

Learn more about my academic 

specialization 

17 56 86 59 2.84 

.93 

Get a graduate degree 36 57 82 42 2.57 

1.01 

Looks good on a resume 29 41 84 64 2.83 

1.01 

Importance placed by academic 

advisor/department 

70 70 51 24 2.13 

1.00 

 

Fourteen factors from previous literature were presented to students and they were asked 

to rate them in terms of their importance when considering studying abroad. The descriptors for 

each of the 14 factors included the following; “Not Important” (1), “Somewhat Important” (2), 

Important” (3), or “Very Important” (4). See table 4. “Weather conditions/climate” was the most 

important factor, followed by “The country itself” and “The subject matter specialty of the 

program”. 

 

Table 4. 

Students’ Ratings of Importance of Selected Factors as They Consider Study Abroad Options 

Factor 1 

Not 

Important 

2 

Somewhat 

Important 

3 

Important 

4 

Very 

Important 

Mean 

      SD 

 f f f f  

The country itself 1 19 64 137 3.49 

.75 

The language spoken in 

the country and/or the 

university 

9 43 89 79 3.04 

.91 

For U.S. study abroad 

programs, the 

reputation of the foreign 

university 

15 40 101 67 2.99 

.87 

For study in foreign 

universities, the 

reputation of the foreign 

university 

11 43 94 74 3.04 

.85 

For AU programs, the 

reputation of the 

specific program 

11 39 103 69 3.04 

.83 
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The subject matter 

specialty of the program 

4 20 73 125 3.44 

.73 

Having friends 

accompany me on the 

study abroad (for U.S. 

study abroad programs) 

37 69 62 54 2.60 

1.03 

Information available 

about the country, 

university, program 

61 64 64 31 2.27 

1.04 

Accessibility to and 

from the U.S. 

96 80 28 18 1.86 

.93 

Affordability 4 38 97 82 3.14 

.80 

Cultural attractions in 

the area 

17 54 66 83 2.95 

1.00 

Weather 

conditions/climate 

4 17 44 157 3.59 

.71 

Having friends who 

study at that university 

(for study in foreign 

universities) 

9 42 97 72 3.03 

.87 

Having friends and 

family in the area or 

region 

29 61 90 42 2.65 

.93 

 

Participants were asked to indicate their belief concerning their perception of the value of 

participation in a study abroad program especially as it related to improving their competitive 

advantage in a global market place. Two hundred seventeen participants (68.7%) responded 

positively that study abroad would improve their competitiveness, 17 were neutral or unsure 

while 78 (24.7%) said they did not believe it would increase their competitiveness.  

Finally, relationships between selected student characteristics were examined as well as 

the development of a model to predict group membership between students who did desire to 

study abroad and those who did not. 

 

There was a statistically significant relationship between students’ desire to study abroad 

and their perception concerning the effect that studying abroad would have on their 

competitiveness in the global market place. Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient = .20 

 

The relationship between gender and desire to study abroad was examined. Females were 

more likely to desire to study abroad than were males. Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient = .16 

 

The relationship between grade point average (GPA) and study abroad was examined and 

revealed that there was a statistically significant positive relationship between participants’ 

desire to study abroad and their current GPA. Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient = .12 
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The relationship between type of degree sought, year of study and desire to study abroad 

was also examined but no statistically significant relationships were detected. 

 

Finally, all of the aforementioned factors were employed to develop a model of 

prediction concerning group membership in a desire to study abroad or in no desire to study 

abroad. Logistic regression was employed to develop this model.  The investigation of this model 

did reveal that three factors; years the student had lived outside of Alabama, their opinion 

concerning the value of study abroad toward their global competitiveness, and previous 

participation in a study abroad experience, did provide a statistically significant contributions to 

predicting the students’ desire to study abroad. However, the model only accounted for a little 

over 11% of the variance, therefore it is not a very accurate predictor of group membership in the 

vast majority of cases. See table 5.   

 

Table 5. 

Analysis of Selected Variables That Contribute to a Prediction Model for Students’ Desire to 

Study Abroad 

 

 

Table 6. 

Variance Accounted for by Prediction Model 

 

Step 

-2 Log 

likelihood Cox & Snell R Square Nagelkerke R Square 

1 290.212a .113 .166 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

 It is important to recognize that the participants in this study were not chosen randomly 

from a population; therefore, no generalizations may be drawn. However, this research exposed 

several facets of a phenomenon that may warrant investigation in other populations. Within the 

Variables in the Equation 
 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

Step 1a Years lived out 

AL 

-.043 .020 4.897 1 .027 .958 

Years lived out 

US 

.000 .043 .000 1 .995 1.000 

Age -.056 .044 1.601 1 .206 .946 

GPA .038 .164 .052 1 .819 1.038 

Degree sought .118 .380 .097 1 .755 1.126 

Year in degree -.005 .144 .001 1 .971 .995 

Global  comp .372 .107 12.127 1 .000 1.450 

Previous partic. .770 .363 4.494 1 .034 2.161 

Gender -.269 .310 .755 1 .385 .764 

Constant 107.341 88.223 1.480 1 .224 4.147E4

6 
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sample questioned, the vast majority (75%) held aspirations for achieving some level of 

international study before they finish their degree. However, an overwhelming majority (87%) 

had not studied abroad at the time of the study. There were several motivational factors that were 

observed within this group that influenced their decisions to seek international study experiences. 

Among the top factors were, “Overall life experience” and “Opportunity to work in another 

country after completing my current degree”. When choosing an international study experience, 

respondents indicated that the “Weather conditions/climate” and “The country itself” would 

highly impact their decision. The majority of participants (74.1%) agreed that an international 

study experience would improve their competitiveness in a global marketplace. The predictive 

model tested in this study did not prove to be a very useful model. 

 

Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 

 

 The findings from this study concerning the participants’ great interest in study abroad 

opportunities were congruent with previous research (Briers, Shinn, & Nguyn, 2010; Place, Irani, 

& Friedel, 2004). Further, as in previous research (Briers, Shinn, & Nguyn, 2010), it was 

revealed that most students had not taken advantage of opportunities to study abroad. The 

participants recognized the value of an international experience to their career goals. These 

findings would seem to indicate that students have become aware of the global nature of many 

careers and feel the need to participate in experiences that could better prepare them to be more 

internationally minded. This research has revealed that the country that study abroad experiences 

are offered in and the specialty area of the international institution are very important to students 

when considering where they will study abroad. Therefore efforts should be made to determine 

which countries and subject matter areas would draw the most participation in study abroad 

programs so that the maximum number of students may be served. The responses indicate that 

cost is a major factor in the decision process. The need to design economical study experiences is 

most important. No longer can international experiences for students be handled as tourist 

experiences that include expensive hotel stays and are thus limited to the wealthiest of students. 

This study highlights the need to pursue high quality study abroad experiences at the most 

economically efficient rate.  
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