
Chapter 1

All Abroad! Getting the Lowdown
on Studying Abroad

In This Chapter
� Top ten reasons to go abroad

� Why study abroad?

� Why to avoid studying abroad

� An overview of study abroad

The best way to learn about another country’s customs, languages, and
people is to live in that country for an extended period of time. And what

better time to do this than while you’re a student. Just think, when else will
you be able to earn credit for living and learning outside the U.S.? Study
abroad is an amazing adventure in which you’re learning all the time: both
inside and outside the classroom.

With the rapid advancements in communication, transportation, and eco-
nomics (to name a few), the world has become more connected and increas-
ingly international in scope. These changes affect nearly everyone, even you!
Your living space is no longer confined to your city, town, or country: You live
in the world, and therefore, to achieve success on a personal, intellectual,
and professional level, you have to interact with people of other cultures and
think about issues on a global scale.

Studying abroad prepares you to take your place in the world by teaching you cul-
tural awareness and respect. It also increases your self-awareness, particularly
how you see yourself in relation to the rest of the world. International education
not only advances learning and scholarship, but it encourages cross-cultural com-
munication and prepares students for leadership roles in a global community.
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Why Bother Going Abroad?
Once you’ve gotten through the first year at your home university, you proba-
bly feel like you finally know all the buildings on campus, can find your way
around town, know which professors to avoid, which dining hall is busiest at
lunch, and of course, have made plenty of friends. So why leave this cozy
little environment you’ve created for yourself just to go back to being the
new kid on the block? Because your experience abroad is definitely worth the
few trials and tribulations of starting over!

Think of study abroad as just an extension of your studies at your home uni-
versity. Your time away should be an integrated part of your four-year under-
graduate academic plan. When you go abroad, you will likely take courses
that, in some way, build on or add to the courses you are taking at your home
university. Study abroad is also a great time to begin independent research
projects. Increasing numbers of students conduct research abroad and then
work with faculty members when they return to convert their projects into
senior theses.

Ready, set, grow!
Studying abroad definitely challenges you on a personal level. Whether you
consciously realize it or not, you develop a greater self-confidence, indepen-
dence, and self-reliance. By the time you return home, you may feel like a
super hero: You can do anything! 

Studying abroad may be the first time you are truly away from home — all
your familiar surroundings here in the U.S., as well as friends and family.
While this isn’t always easy, most students agree that the benefits of giving
up your familiar environment for a short period of time far outweigh the rea-
sons to stay at home. Believe it or not, if you immerse yourself in a new cul-
ture, experiment with new ways of thinking, or try a different way of living,
you naturally experience some sort of personal growth. After you master
your new culture and the abroad academic life, you will return home much
wiser and probably slightly impressed with yourself for having had a success-
ful time abroad. 

Changing your perspective
If you go abroad with an open mind, then you’re certain to return to the U.S. a
more enlightened person. One of the major benefits of studying abroad is its
ability to broaden your world understanding and perspective on just about
anything. You gain a different view of international affairs, from politics to
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economics to social issues. You also return with a deeper understanding
and respect for your host country, knowing how another culture
approaches daily life and unusual challenges.

You may also return with a new appreciation for the U.S. Living in another
culture can help you understand your own on a deeper level. You may
return grateful for the way of life in the U.S., its political system, or its for-
eign or domestic policies. Through your interactions with your abroad pro-
fessors, your new peer group, and other foreign or U.S. students on your
program, you can find out what others think about the U.S. (and this is usu-
ally both positive and negative).
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The top ten reasons to go abroad
For those of you who don’t want to be bothered
with lengthy explanations about the wonders of
studying away from home, here’s the abbrevi-
ated argument for studying abroad:

� You learn about yourself in new ways and
gain self-confidence, independence, and
cross-cultural skills.

� Studying abroad changes your perspective
on the world. You’re introduced to new cul-
tures and a new way of life. 

� Studying abroad changes your perspective
on the United States. You experience an
educational system different from that of
the U.S. and learn how other cultures and
countries view the U.S. You may even learn
what it means to be an “American” and
what makes life in the U.S. different from life
abroad. 

� You can earn home university course credit
in many countries. You may be able to fulfill
graduation requirements. Some programs
may correspond nicely with your major or
minor. 

� Studying abroad gives you a unique oppor-
tunity to learn another language or improve
your existing language skills, as well as
meet your home university’s foreign lan-
guage requirements.

� Studying abroad is flexible! You can find
programs that work with your curriculum
and time schedule. You don’t even need to
know another language. And lots of pro-
grams are out there, so you can find one
that works for you.

� You increase your career opportunities in the
global marketplace. Most employers prefer
to hire graduates with some abroad experi-
ence. If you’ve traveled and can show you’re
knowledgeable about the world, you have
the competitive edge.

� A semester, summer, or year abroad can
give you the opportunity to participate in an
international internship and gain hands-on
experience in a foreign country. 

� You meet some great new friends and
people you never would have encountered
if you stayed in the U.S. Some of them may
be lifelong friends who will invite you to visit
them again. You may even find yourself
“adopted” by your host family.

� Travel to see places you’ve only dreamed
about! You get to experience cities and
countries you’ve only seen in books, on TV,
on postcards, or in films.
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While abroad, a new academic interest or perspective on your major may
emerge. Studying at an abroad university allows you to study subjects that
aren’t available at your home university. For example, I studied Irish History
from the years 1500 to 2000 while I was studying in Ireland, a course not
offered at my home university. Other U.S. students took classes in Celtic civi-
lization or Gaelic.

You also study familiar subjects but from a different cultural perspective. For
example, if you study international relations in France, it will be from a
European perspective. Alternatively, studying the U.S. and American history
from a different country’s point of view can be fun. And, of course, all your
classroom learning is enhanced by living in your abroad location and inter-
acting with host families, housemates, roommates, or friends who are native
to your abroad country.

Jump-starting your career
Studying abroad typically gives your resume a nice boost and improves your
post-graduate employment prospects, particularly if you’re considering a
career in business, international affairs, or government service. Nowadays,
employers actively seek college graduates who have spent time studying
abroad because they want employees with an international knowledge base
as well as foreign language skills.

The same international skills that make you more marketable for employment
are also valued by graduate schools. These skills include cross-cultural com-
munication skills, analytical skills, teamwork, flexibility, an understanding of
cultural contexts, the ability to adapt to new circumstances and deal with dif-
ferences, a developed view of the world outside the U.S., independence, and
self-confidence.

Experiencing a different education system
Institutions of higher education outside the U.S. function differently than
what you’re accustomed to. Even if your program is directed by a U.S.-based
school, your experience can still differ because U.S.-based programs often
employ local professors.

In the U.S., most students pay to go to college. It’s kind of a pay-for-service
model in which students pay for the education and in return expect their pro-
fessors to conduct lectures, foster class discussion, hold office hours, and so
on. This isn’t usually the case in other parts of the world. If students don’t
pay for school or if the government (maybe through taxes) subsidizes tuition,
then students don’t feel as entitled. The tables are turned. Students have the
privilege of going to school and therefore, it is up to them to take responsibil-
ity for their own learning.
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