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Almost a quarter century ago, a President’s Commission on Foreign Lan-
guage and International Studies argued that by the year 2000, at least 10 per-
cent of university students in America should be engaged in a study abroad 
experience.1 The date for reaching this projected fi gure has come and gone, and 
although the number of students engaging in such an experience has tripled in 
the past decade, presently only about three percent of America’s higher educa-
tion students study abroad.2 Some scholars maintain that a projection of 10 
percent may be unrealistically high. However, the European Union (EU) also 
aspires to a participation rate of 10 percent, and while it has not yet achieved 
that aim, some EU countries have done far better than the United States. The 
rate of participation in Germany, for instance, is 6 percent; in Austria, 5.6 per-
cent; and in the United Kingdom, 4 percent,3 which suggests that the United 
States could aspire to a higher participation rate.4 

We often speculate on the reasons why our students do not study abroad. 
Many students may not be adventurous and are content to remain at home. 
Some feel it is too expensive, while still others face family resistance. Many 
higher education programs are so tightly structured that students in these 
programs are virtually prohibited from studying abroad unless they are will-
ing to extend their time at college. In addition, faculty members and advisors 
often discourage students from going abroad, claiming that nowhere else can 
students obtain the same quality of educational experience as at their particu-
lar university. 
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Recent survey data of high school seniors sheds new light on the issue. 
Almost half (48 percent) of the respondents indicated that they expected to 
study abroad while attending college or university.5 This tells us that the 
 problem of raising study abroad participation rates should not necessarily be seen 
as a marketing issue as much as an effort to cultivate the attitudes and interests 
students bring to college. Study abroad advisors need to focus more on students 
who are inclined to study abroad and try to develop strategic ways to sustain the 
interest students bring with them as they arrive at the university campus. 

I n v o l v e m e n t  T h e o r y  a n d  A c a d e m i c

a n d  S o c i a l  I n t e g r a t i o n

Theoretical approaches by Alexander Astin and Vincent Tinto provide a good 
starting point to investigate study abroad as part of the college experience. Astin 
and his colleagues have developed a theory of student involvement that is defi ned 
as “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to 
the academic experience.”6 A highly involved student is one who, for example, 
devotes considerable energy to studying, spends much time on campus, partici-
pates actively in student organizations, and interacts frequently with faculty mem-
bers and other students. Much research has been done in the past on the effects 
of student involvement and the college experience. According to Astin’s theory, 
“the amount of student learning and personal development associated with any 
educational program is directly proportional to the quality and quantity of stu-
dent involvement in that program.”7 Therefore, according to Astin, the greater a 
student’s involvement in the college experience, the more engaged and motivated 
a student will be not only to persist in college, but also to engage in an increased 
number of activities, thereby further enriching the college experience.

Astin’s theory of involvement is closely aligned with Tinto’s theory of 
academic and social integration. Involvement also plays a key role in Tinto’s 
theory which rgues that “the more students are involved, academically and 
socially, in shared learning experiences that link them as learners with their 
peers, the more likely they are to become more involved in their own learn-
ing and invest the time and energy needed to learn.”8 Through involvement, 
students become more socially and academically integrated into the college 
environment, thereby better ensuring the possibility of success and overall 
contentment while in college. Involvement not only facilitates persistence in 
the college environment, but also allows students to become more actively and 
socially engaged in the institution. This should lead to greater participation in 
various university programs.

©2015 The Forum on Education Abroad



3

F r o n t i e r s :  The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad

Building on Astin’s and Tinto’s defi nitions of involvement and its posi-
tive effects on the college experience, study abroad can be seen as one impor-
tant form of involvement. Students who are involved are more likely to stay 
involved and to expand their involvement into other aspects of the college 
experience. We hypothesize that students who are highly involved in their 
school experience are likely to show more interest in study abroad and will 
incorporate this experience into their regular programs of study.

D a t a  S o u r c e :  T h e  C I R P  F r e s h m a n  S u r v e y

A useful source for measuring student involvement is an annual survey 
conducted by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at the Univer-
stiy of California, Lost Angeles (UCLA). Its Cooperative Institutional Research 
Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey is the nation’s oldest and largest empirical 
research source of higher education.9 Each year since 1962, a large sample of 
freshmen fi lls out a lengthy questionnaire that covers demographic character-
istics, expectations of the college experience, past experiences, degree goals, 
career plans, fi nances, attitudes, values, life goals, and reasons for attending 
college.10 In 2003, approximately 400,000 students, at 614 of the nation’s col-
leges and universities, representing 23 percent of all freshmen students in the 
country entering four-year institutions, fi lled out the questionnaire. 

Also in 2003, a question about study abroad was included for the fi rst time. 
The question asked, “What is your best guess as to the chances that you will 
participate in a study abroad program?” The responses of freshman students 
were generally positive. At least 21.9 percent of them indicated there was a 
“very good chance” they would participate in a study abroad experience, while 
another 31.9 percent indicated “some chance,” 30.0 percent indicated “very 
little chance,” and only 16.2 percent indicated “no chance.”11 In other words, 
more than half the freshman students (53.8 percent) felt there was either a 
good chance or some chance that they would study abroad. 

S c a l e  C r e a t i o n

In the present study, we analyze the 2003 CIRP Freshman Survey to inves-
tigate whether freshmen who intend to study abroad express a history of active 
involvement. The CIRP Freshman Survey has a number of items indicating 
student involvement and participation. We created six scales based on the the-
ory of student involvement. We hypothesized that students who are generally 
active and involved in the academic, social, political, diversity, work, and com-
munity arenas would also be more likely to demonstrate interest and future 
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involvement in studying abroad. Our scales were based on student responses to 
thematically similar questionnaire items that pertained to six particular types 
of student involvement: academic, social, political, diversity, work, and com-
munity. Each scale consisted of 3 to 9 items drawn from the survey. We relied 
on a group of four judges who came to a consensus as to which items ought 
to be included in a particular scale. This collapsing of items into more gen-
eralized scales was intended to increase the reliability of statistical results and 
strengthen the predictive value of the overall model. 

Finally, two more scales were created based on students’ responses to their 
intended college majors. Based on study abroad trends, we predicted that stu-
dents intending to major in humanities and social science fi elds would be more 
likely to show interest in studying abroad, while the reverse would be the case 
with intended math and “hard” science majors. Although study abroad trends 
indicate that those in the humanities and social sciences majors comprise the 
greater proportion of individuals who study abroad, the humanities/social sci-
ences scale did not highly correlate with our study abroad variable, and the 
math/“hard” sciences scale was not highly negatively correlated with study 
abroad. Both scales were therefore removed from our fi nal model. 

Ultimately, neither of the major scales and only fi ve of the six involve-
ment scales had high predictive values. Academic, social, political, diversity, 
and community involvement were the fi ve scales that were included in our 
fi nal regression model. Student work involvement did not end up contrib-
uting to our overall regression model and was dropped. Its coeffi cient was 
— .033, indicating a very slight negative impact on our study abroad out-
come variable. The work scale was comprised of three variables: hours per 
week working for pay, likelihood of getting a job to pay expenses in college, 
and likelihood of working full-time in college. We believe that the coeffi cient 
is close to zero because of two competing and contradictory forces within stu-
dent work involvement. While our conceptual framework indirectly suggests 
that greater student work involvement may positively correlate with study 
abroad on the one hand, the issue of students’ fi nancial situations and SES 
tend to slightly negatively correlate with interest in study abroad. Therefore, 
the two factors seem to cancel each other out within this scale.  

D a t a  A n a l y s i s

We used regression analysis to examine the relationship between our inde-
pendent and dependent variables. Even though our sample size was extremely 
large, statistical analysis was complicated by two major problems.  First, 
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because involvement in the CIRP Freshman Survey is voluntary for higher 
education institutions, participation is neither representative nor generaliz-
able. For example, liberal arts colleges were far more represented in the raw 
data than were community colleges. Therefore, it was necessary to weight and 
fi lter the data so that it mirrored national trends and averages. In order for 
us to account for sample bias, we followed the Higher Education Research 
Institute’s (HERI ) guidelines by fi ltering the data, placing the 614 participat-
ing institutions into 41 stratifi cation cells. These cells were created based on 
type, such as whether the institution has public or private status, is a univer-
sity, four-year college, community college, is a historically Black college or 
university (HBCU), or has a religious affi liation. Each of these demographic 
categories was then further divided based on institutional selectivity, deter-
mined by mean SAT scores of entering students. After the fi ltering process, the 
sample size was reduced from the original 614 institutions, comprised of more 
than 400,000 students, to 413 institutions, comprised of 276,449 students. A 
weighting technique was then applied to these fi ltered cases, in order to project 
the national numberof approximately 1.2 million freshmen. 

The second problem with the data had to do with the values attached to the 
individual items. Some of the items in the scales were ordinal (e.g., frequently, 
occasionally, not at all), while other items in the scales were categorical (e.g., 
your probable career, father’s career, mother’s career). Ordinary Least Squares 
(OLS) is a standard linear regression procedure that assumes the values of items 
are ordinal. In our study, the dependent variable, interest in study abroad, had 
a value system of 1 to 4, where 1 = no chance, and 4 = a very good chance of 
“participating in a study abroad program.” When the scales are categorical, 
the ordinary least squares (OLS) method is supplemented by categorical depen-
dent variable regression models which provide ways of estimating parameters. 
Unlike the OLS, the categorical dependent variable regression models are not 
linear. There are various types: binary, ordinal, and nominal. We selected the 
ordinal model because it is based on a numerical scale rather than letters or some 
other value. 

In our statistical analyses, OLS regression and ordinal logistic regression 
produced complementary results. Therefore, only the latter set of results will 
be presented in this article. As a word of caution, statistical tests of a sample 
size of this magnitude are signifi cant even with the slightest variance in the 
variables, so statistical signifi cance is not a useful measure of variance.
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F i n d i n g s :  S t u d e n t  I n v o l v e m e n t  a n d 

I n t e n t i o n s  t o  S t u d y  A b r o a d

We hypothesized that students who report that they have been active and 
involved in the academic, social, political, diversity, and community arenas, 
would also be more likely to demonstrate interest and future involvement in 
studying abroad. Upon adding the predictor variables (academic, social, politi-
cal, diversity, and community) into our OLS regression model, we received the 
following output. The R-square value is 0.157, meaning that the overall model 
accounts for approximately 15.7 percent of the variation in the likelihood of 
participation in study abroad. Considering all the factors that go into such a 
decision, including family, fi nancial, and personal issues, this is a good indica-
tor that the model fi ts the data well.

Table 1: Scale Scores for Likelihood of Study Abroad Participation

Table 1 provides descriptive information of our fi nal fi ve scales with 
respect to our study abroad outcome variable. We performed a comparison of 
the means for each of the 5 scales within the 4 values of study abroad rang-
ing from 1 (no chance of studying abroad) to 4 (very good chance of studying 
abroad). This produced a total of 20 mean scores indicated by the points on 
the chart. The lines on the chart represent the four response levels for our 
study abroad variable. 
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As Table 1 indicates, the general trend in the data is that the higher the 
mean in each of the involvement scales, the greater the likelihood of a student’s 
indicated interest in studying abroad. Therefore, the higher one scores in each 
of the involvement scales, the more likely he or she is to show interest in 
studying abroad. While the margin of difference is not great, this general rule 
remains consistent for each of the four levels of expectancy to study abroad; all 
involvement scales directly correlate with our study abroad indicator.  

Within the Table 2 Parameter Estimate results, the “Estimate” column 
coeffi cients allow us to compute the odds ratio that provides the critical infor-
mation needed to determine the effects of academic, social, political, diversity, 
and community involvement on study abroad participation. It is calculated by 
raising e (which has a value of approximately 2.7183) to the power of each of 
the coeffi cient as observed in Table 2. The results will be discussed in the ensu-
ing descriptions of each of the fi ve involvement scales.

Table 2: Parameter Estimate results

Academic Involvement
The nine variables comprising our academic involvement scale included some 

of the following: frequency of “tutoring another student” last year, frequency of 
“using the internet for research or homework,” hours per week “studying or doing 
homework,” and hours per week “talking with the teacher outside of class.”12 Vari-
ables such as teacher interaction and time spent studying or doing homework are 
some of the more obvious academic involvement variables, while others may be 
arguably less indicative of students’ academic involvement, such as “likelihood of 
making at least a B average in college.” Much deliberation went on as to what 
should and should not be included, and we ultimately felt that the chosen variables 
were good indicators of students’ academic involvement.

In order to analyze the data, we begin with the ordinal logistic coeffi cient 
for academic involvement. The value from Table 2 is 0.390, which indicates 
that the odds ratio of a student likely to participate in study abroad is 1.477. 
Since the likelihood of participation in study abroad is based on a 4-point 
system, 0.477 is a noteworthy increase. The information may be restated as, 

Scales Coefficient Operation Odds Ratio 

Academic 0.390 e0.390 = 1.477 1.477 

Social 0.641 e0.641 = 1.898 1.898 

Political 0.556 e0.556 = 1.744 1.744 

Diversity 0.848 e0.848 = 2.335 2.335 

Community 0.427 e0.427 = 1.533 1.533 
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the statistical odds of an academically involved student participating in study 
abroad is 47.7 percent greater than a student who does not have a one point 
increase in academic involvement. 

Social Involvement
Five variables were selected for our social involvement scale, generally per-

taining to two elements: frequency of interaction with friends and participation 
in student clubs or groups.13 The variables in all the scales refer to various points 
in time, either in the past, in the future, or to students’ projected goals and inten-
tions. For instance, for the social involvement scale, students were asked how 
many hours per week they participated in student clubs during their senior year 
as well as the frequency or likelihood of participating in student clubs or groups 
while attending college. Social involvement centers on participation with peers. 

We fi nd that freshmen who socialize extensively with friends were more likely 
to plan to study abroad, although the type of socializing was crucial. Partying, for 
instance, was not the crucial activity associated with plans to study abroad. 

From Table 2, we observe that the ordinal logistic coeffi cient for social 
involvement is 0.641. It then follows that the odds ratio of a student reporting 
a likelihood to participate in study abroad is 1.898. The information may be 
restated as, the statistical odds of a socially involved student participating in 
study abroad is 89.8 percent greater than a student who does not have a one 
point increase in social involvement.

Political Involvement
With respect to political involvement, we wanted the variables to reinforce 

overall political action as opposed to partisan political ideology; we therefore 
attempted to include only general political involvement variables, such as fre-
quency of participating in a demonstration, discussing politics, or taking part 
in student elections.14 It could be argued that a variable such as “participated 
in a demonstration” is more likely to represent students from the political left. 
However, we decided to keep this variable in our scale because it is a politi-
cal action that all individuals have a right to practice, irrespective of political 
orientation or any other demographic criteria. Political activism is also asso-
ciated with plans to study abroad. Politically active students are assumed to 
discuss politics and participate in demonstrations on a more frequent basis.15 
We assume that students who are interested in politics tend to be interested 
in foreign policy and to be more critical of current events, therefore, possibly 
making them more likely to be curious about issues abroad. 
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The ordinal logistic coeffi cient for political involvement is 0.556, which 
indicates that the odds ratio of a student likely to participate in study abroad 
is 1.744. In other words, Table 2 shows that the logistical odds of a politically 
involved student participating in study abroad is 74.4 percent greater than a 
student who does not have a one point increase in political involvement.

Diversity Involvement
The variables ultimately selected for our diversity involvement scale 

generally emphasize involvement with racial and ethnic groups other than 
one’s own —  both nationally and internationally —  as well as the desire to 
improve one’s understanding of other countries and cultures, or to promote 
racial understanding.16 The ordinal logistic coeffi cient for diversity involve-
ment is 0.848, which results in an odds ratio of 2.335 for a student likely to 
participate in study abroad. This is the largest increase we found among the 
academic, social, political, diversity, fi nancial, and community involvement 
scales. Students who frequently socialize with different ethnic groups were far 
more likely to plan on studying abroad than those who did not. Since study 
abroad is an international enterprise, it follows that students more inclined to 
associate with people from different ethnic backgrounds would most likely be 
open to experiencing different cultures abroad.17 

Table 3: Interest in Studying Abroad among Ethnic Groups

One possible explanation for the strong relationship with diversity issues 
may be the unexpected fi nding that ethnic minority freshmen are about as 
inclined to be interested in studying abroad as are Caucasians. The number of 
Caucasian students studying abroad, however, far outnumbers other racial and 
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ethnic groups; in the 2003/04 school year, around 83.7 percent of all students 
engaged in a study abroad experience were Caucasian.18 But as is shown in 
Table 3, Caucasian freshmen do not appear to show signifi cantly more intent to 
study abroad than do African Americans, American Indians/Alaskans, Asian 
Americans, Hawaiians/Pacifi c Islanders, and Mexican Americans/Chicano/as. 

In other words, factors other than interest play a role in the low frequencies 
at which racial and ethnic minorities study abroad. Ethnic and racial minorities 
are just as likely to show interest in studying abroad, but fall out in much greater 
numbers. These fi ndings are highly signifi cant and should be further examined. 
It is important for study abroad advisors and programs, college counselors, and 
higher education institutions in general to better address issues of access and 
equity that are likely at play. While such fi gures are cause for concern, we were 
unable to further examine the issue based on the CIRP Freshman Survey, since the 
survey deals only with freshmen’s perceptions of what decisions they will make 
once they get to college rather than indicators that actually occur in college. 

Community Involvement
The community involvement scale was comprised of four variables related 

to students’ volunteer and community service work and did signifi cantly con-
tribute to our overall R-square.19 The more students participate in volunteer 
work, the more inclined they are to study abroad.20 From Table 2, the ordinal 
logistic coeffi cient for community involvement is 0.427, which is computed to 
an odds ratio of 1.533. The logistical odds of a student involved in the commu-
nity participating in study abroad is 53.3 percent greater than a student who 
does not have a one point increase in community involvement. 

D i s c u s s i o n

We began this inquiry with the intention of adding to the sparse litera-
ture on factors contributing to the decision students make to study abroad. 
Almost all of the literature on this issue falls into two main categories. Most 
of the literature consists of anecdotal accounts usually connected with personal 
experiences or generalizations made from a series of these accounts. There are 
also a small number of studies that attempt to be more systematic in analyzing 
why students choose to study abroad.21 We wished to contribute to this second 
category of research by investigating how the annual CIRP Freshman Survey 
taken by the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA might be helpful 
in gaining some insight into study abroad in the United States. Because the 
students who fi ll out the survey are freshmen, it is not possible to determine 
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which of them would actually go abroad as well as which would be successful 
in their study abroad experience.22 However, we conjectured that if we could 
identify which students begin their university experience with the intent to 
study abroad, the study abroad offi ces on university campuses might be able to 
target their resources in such a way as to sustain this interest and help increase 
participation rates. Furthermore, in identifying intent as being relatively com-
parable along race/ethnicity status, future studies can further examine why 
intent does not translate to proportional numbers along these lines, so that 
institutions and study abroad offi ces can begin to address the issues and obsta-
cles specifi c to minority and underprivileged groups.  

We found evidence against the prevailing myth within the study abroad 
community that recruitment must focus on convincing the students that they 
should consider study abroad. Our research shows that the majority of fresh-
men surveyed, about 53.8%, already had some interest in study abroad. Inter-
est is there, and the task of study abroad offi ces is to sustain and retain that 
interest and make the opportunity to study abroad as attainable as possible for 
every student. Infl uences such as family obligations, cost, and interference with 
academic progress may hinder likelihood to study abroad, but as the study 
demonstrates, lack of student interest is not the problem. 

We also developed a multi-variable descriptive profi le of students most 
inclined to study abroad. These students come directly from high school to col-
lege; they are largely female;23 they tend to attend private schools, particularly 
liberal arts colleges;24 they attend high-status institutions of higher learning; 
and they generally have high SAT test scores and high grade point averages.25 
This profi le would suggest that study abroad is the province of liberal arts 
institutions that attract high achieving, female students whose families can 
pay high tuition fees.26 Indeed, liberal arts colleges actively develop such pro-
grams for their students. However, there are counterintuitive insights gained 
from this study. For example, family income does not appear to make much 
difference in the intention to study abroad among income brackets lower than 
$100,000. And, even though studies of participation indicate clearly that stu-
dents in the humanities and the social sciences tend to participate in study 
abroad much more than other students,27 our survey indicated those freshmen 
planning to major in math, engineering, and the physical sciences were just as 
interested in studying abroad as those in the humanities and social sciences. 
Those freshmen aspiring to be architects, lawyers, physicians, university pro-
fessors, and science researchers, all fi elds which require a science and a technical 
background, were particularly positive about studying abroad.  
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In spite of the fact that there has been extensive research on student 
involvement during the college experience, our review of study abroad lit-
erature did not produce any other citation that considered the relationship 
between student involvement and study abroad. Our intention here is to defi ne 
a theoretical framework that will help identify the types of students inclined 
to study abroad. We chose to look at the level and type of involvement as key 
indicators of inclination to study abroad. Because involvement plays such a key 
role in higher education and the college experience, we hypothesized that it 
would also play a key role in inclination to study abroad. 

We found that students who reported that they were active participants in 
social, academic, community, and political, and diversity activities were much 
more inclined to plan to go abroad than those who were not, and those who were 
involved with populations different from their own were much more likely to 
plan to go abroad than those who were involved in other ways. This fi nding is 
consistent with the literature that emphasizes not only the capacity of people 
who have fl uid personalities to change, but also the deliberate choices they make 
to encounter environments that require personal change and adaptation of val-
ues.28 Study abroad is primarily about intentionally moving beyond one’s local 
comfort zone and attempting to navigate in an environment different from one’s 
own. It is about discovering worlds beyond those the student already knows. It 
is about learning new languages, cultures, and ways of life. 29

Of course, involvement is a complex process; we must always be aware of the 
kind of involvement we are talking about. For example, we were unable to fi nd 
any relationship between involvement in work and intent to study abroad. Simi-
larly, diversity could also have been considered a student development or personal 
preference indicator rather than an action of involving oneself with diversity. 

There is also a potential shadow side to involvement. The freshman sur-
vey indicates that those students who are extremely involved are often also 
stretched to their limit in terms of their emotional and physical capacity to 
cope. These students were more likely, for instance, to indicate that they “felt 
overwhelmed.” However, even this shadow side has a potentially positive 
dimension to it in that an involved student has chosen to be a high-strung 
racehorse rather than a contented cow. Emotional and physical expenditure of 
energy simply goes with the territory of the students most inclined to engage 
in a study abroad experience.

If insights from this study are to be useful, study abroad offi ces might con-
sider how they should orient their recruitment strategies so that they can reach 
students who already are involved. All too often, recruitment efforts target loca-
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tions where involved students are no more likely to be found than uninvolved 
students, such as classrooms and dormitories. Involved students are much more 
likely to be found in student clubs, extracurricular programs, etc. Of course, it 
would be irresponsible to focus exclusively on involved students. While study 
abroad offi ces need to explore ways of retaining student interest in going abroad, 
there should also be continued efforts to explore how best to target students 
who have not shown interest in going abroad. It may be that involved and unin-
volved students respond to quite different recruitment strategies.

Because this is a fi rst project using the CIRP Freshman Survey in analyz-
ing intent to study abroad, we can anticipate further insights through future 
research of two kinds. First, the Freshman Survey is issued each year, and we 
can begin to chart shifts in attitudes of freshman students over time. Second, 
we will eventually be able to relate this anticipatory study to studies of students 
who actually decide to study abroad. The Higher Education Research Institute 
at UCLA conducts a College Student Survey that could be useful in assessing 
changes in students as they progress through their higher education experi-
ence. This survey may help to assess what factors contribute to the dramatic 
change that occurs in students between the freshman year when they express 
their intention to study abroad and the time when they actually study abroad. 
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