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Study Abroad as a Transformative Experience

The problem of this study was to quantitatively test a model 

of transformative learning in the context of study abroad.
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Specifically this study investigated: 

1. Whether perspective transformation occurred for study 

abroad participants when compared to students in the 

traditional classroom. 

2. The relationship between transformative learning phases 

experienced and reported perspective transformation.

3. The relationship between reported perspective 

transformation and specific study abroad outcomes.
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Globalization: Interconnectedness of people and 

economies.

Internationalization: A systematic effort in higher 

education geared towards making students more globally 

aware and adept.

(Altbach & Knight, 2007; Van der Wende, 1996)
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Justify Investments (Evidence-based outcomes)

Inform Programming (Theory-based programming)

Transformative learning theory may help connect learning 

activities to outcomes.

(CIBER, 2001; NAFSA, 2011; Parkinson, 2007)
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Transformative learning refers to the process by which 

we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference 

(meaning perspectives, habits of mind, mind-sets) to 

make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, 

emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that 

they may generate beliefs…that will guide to action. 

(Mezirow, 1996; D'Amato & Krasny, 2011, p. 239)
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1. Experience a disorienting dilemma

2. Undergo self-examination

3. Conduct a deep assessment of personal role assumptions and 

alienation created by new roles

4. Share and analyze personal discontent and similar experiences with 

others

5. Explore options for new ways of thinking
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6. Build competence and self-confidence in new roles

7. Plan a course of action

8. Acquire knowledge and skills for action

9. Try new roles and assess feedback

10. Reintegrate into society with a new perspective 

(Mezirow, 1978; Coghlan & Gooch, 2011, pp. 716-717). 
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Differences in Values and Lifestyle, Culture Shock

Peer Travelers, Members of Host Community, Group 

Debriefs, Reflective Assignments

Clean Slate, Outsider status 

Continued International Education  and Employment

(Coghlan & Gooch, 2011; Hutchison & Rea, 2011; Trilokekar & 

Kukar, 2011)
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Lack of Theory explaining the Study Abroad learning 

process.

TLT has not been sufficiently quantitatively tested.

TLT has not been adequately explored in non-traditional 

contexts.

The link between learning activities and outcomes is still 

uncertain.

(CIBER, 2001; Taylor, 2007)
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Does transformative learning occur in a study abroad 

context?

Does reporting more transformative learning phases 

increase one’s likelihood of reporting transformative 

learning? 

Does reported transformative learning influence study 

abroad outcomes?

Study Abroad as a Transformative Experience

Research Questions

Introduction Transformative 

Learning
ConclusionHypotheses

Instrumentation 

& Analysis
Results



Introduction Transformative 

Learning
ConclusionHypotheses

Instrumentation 

& Analysis
Results

Study Abroad as a Transformative Experience



Ha1: Approximately 66.7% or more participants will report 

perspective transformation.

Ha2: The sum of transformative learning phases 

experienced will significantly (p < 0.05) relate to reports 

of perspective transformation.  

Ha3: There is a statistically significant (p < 0.05) positive 

relationship between reported perspective transformation 

and identified study abroad outcomes among participants 

in a collegiate business related study abroad program.  
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Yvonne & Kay Whitmore Center for Global Management

Population: 

• Short-term Study Abroad Groups 2008-2013 

• Majority white, single, females

• Marriot school students (n=107)

-nyear1 =28, nyear2=33, nyear3=19, nyear4-5=26
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Uses a simplified, check-box method to measure 

transformative learning (TL), phases of TL, and basic 

demographic information.

“I had an experience that caused me to question the 

way I normally act”

Ten interviews, ten pilot studies, and a panel review of the 

instrument to establish construct validity and reliability. 

(King, 2009). 
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Perspective transformation (transformative learning) was 

scored using three or four points of reference:  

Questions 1, 2, 3, and 5
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The CAS measures intercultural competence using five 

items measured on a five point Likert scale, from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s 

alpha score of 0.85.

“I value people of different social, ethnic, and 

cultural backgrounds”

“I feel comfortable working with people of other 

social, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds”

(ACA, 2013)
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The TES measures travel efficacy using four items 

measured on a five point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha score 

of 0.77. 

“I am comfortable traveling to areas where the 

culture is different from my own”

(GEx, 2011)
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Intentions were measured using 7 items measured on a 

five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (do not intend to) 

to 5 (strongly intend to). Pilot study to ensure coherence 

and face validity.  CFA to ensure correlation. 

“I intend to participate in another study abroad, 

international internship, or global travel 

experience”
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Web-based Survey

Retrospective pretest 

• Response Shift Bias, Evolving internal metrics

Ex) “I am comfortable traveling to areas where the culture 

is different from my own”

“How would you have responded to this question prior to 

studying abroad?”                                        

(Sibthorp et al., 2007)
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1. Confirm transformation occurred

2. Correlation and Regression:

• Using SPSS (18.0) statistical software

• ANOVA and Logistic Regression to control for the 

impact of year of participation, prior travel experience, 

and other  predictor variables
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Ha1: Descriptive statistical analysis and one-sample t-test 

comparing the percent of participants who reported 

perspective transformation (PT) between traditional 

classroom and study abroad groups.
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Ha2: Independent sample t-test and block entry, logistic 

regression between sum of phases and PT.

Ha3: Paired-sample t-test between pre and post-travel 

outcomes. Independent sample t-test and block entry, 

linear regression between PT and three study abroad 

outcomes.
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Approximately 58% of short-term study abroad participants (n

= 107) reported a perspective transformation.

• No statistically significant difference between year cohorts (F

= .320, p = .864)

• No statistically significant difference compared to ESL (t = -

1.826, p = .071)

• Statistically significant difference compared to business 

students in the traditional classroom (t = 2.074, p = .041)
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T-test

A significant correlation was found between the sum of 
phases and reported perspective transformation (t = -
8.026, p < 0.001).

Regression

Results indicate the control variables did not explain a 
significant portion of the variance in perspective 
transformation (r² = .029, p = .805).  
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After adding the sum of transformative learning phases 

into the second block there was a significant change in 

variance explained by the model (∆R² = .375, p < .001). 

The sum of the phases was the only statistically 

significant contributor to perspective transformation 

in this model (B = .104, p < 0.001).
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T-tests

Paired sample t-

tests indicated 

the means of 

post travel 

measures were 

statistically 

different from 

pre travel 

measures
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    Travel Efficacy      

        Pre  3.7853 .87012   

        Post 4.5912 .46069   

        Difference .82051 .77574 10.787 .000* 

         

    Intercultural Competence     

        Pre 3.946 .74900   

        Post 4.4533 .45257   

        Difference .50588 .626611 8.154 .000* 

         

    Intentions     

        Pre 2.2924 .9362   

        Post 

 

3.1880 1.0029   

        Difference .2900 .5482 5.290 .000* 
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Changes in intercultural competence (t = -3.110, p = 

0.002), had a statistically significant relationship with 

reported perspective transformation. 

Regression

Results indicate the control variables explain a significant 

portion of the variance in perspective transformation (r² =

.164, p = .008).
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• Recreation motivation (B = .345, p = .034) significantly, 
positively correlated

• Prior travel experience (B = -.376, p = .010) significantly, 
negatively correlated

• Academic motivations (B = -.325, p = .022) significantly, 
negatively correlated

After adding perspective transformation into the second block there 
was a significant change in variance explained by the model (r² = 
.225, ∆R² = .061, p = .008). 

Perspective transformation was the only significant, positive 
contributor to intercultural competence in this model (B = .320, 
p = .008).

Results  Ha3 Cont’d
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• Findings indicate perspective transformation and 

transformative learning processes are occurring in study 

abroad.

• Findings build upon a line of research using the LAS to 

quantitatively study and validate transformative learning 

theory.

• Nearly all of the phases were significant predictors of 

transformative learning, esp. the Disorienting Dilemma.
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• Findings showed that students reported significant 

increases between pre and post measures on all of the 

outcomes.

• Findings established a link between transformative 

learning phases and the outcome of intercultural 

competence. 

• Prior travel experience and motivations affected 

outcomes.
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• Select a more heterogeneous sample.

• Utilize a larger sample size and more matched 

comparison group.

• Compare short-term and long-term study abroad.

• Complete the logic model, examining the link between 

specific study abroad activities and transformative 

learning phases.
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• Transformative learning theory may be used to guide 

program development and the achievement of select 

outcomes.

• Students, parents, universities, and government funding 

sources can expect a return on their investment (ROI).
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