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	 	For	their	own	future	and	that	of	the	nation,	it	is	essential	that	
college	graduates	today	become	globally	competent.	

	 	 	 Lincoln	Commission	(2005)

I n t r o d u c t i o n *

Study abroad �s a key element �n students’ educat�on for careers and c�t�zen-
sh�p �n a global�z�ng world. It prov�des un�que opportun�t�es for students to learn 
about and apprec�ate cultures and perspect�ves d�fferent from the�r own, to con-
front and explore the�r own assumpt�ons, to ach�eve greater profic�ency �n another 
language and to grapple w�th the challenge of l�v�ng �n an unfam�l�ar context. 

At most �nst�tut�ons of h�gher educat�on �n the U.S., students’ part�c�pa-
t�on �n study abroad falls dramat�cally short of what would be des�rable g�ven 
the  broadly  shared  asp�rat�on  to  educate  globally  competent  students.1  In 
2004–05, only 1.2 percent of undergraduates at U.S. colleges and un�vers�t�es 
were study�ng abroad. Yet, awareness of the  �mportance of expand�ng study 
abroad �s reflected �n recent publ�c op�n�on polls and pol�cy �n�t�at�ves �n the 
Un�ted States and elsewhere. One study suggests that more than 75 percent 
of parents w�th ch�ldren �n college cons�der study abroad an �mportant part of 
the�r ch�ldren’s college educat�on (NAFSA 2006). In 2005, the L�ncoln Com-
m�ss�on called for a qu�ntupl�ng of the annual number of U.S. students study-
�ng abroad, to one m�ll�on by 2016–17 (Comm�ss�on 2005). 

To  close  the  gap  between  where  we  are  and  where  the  L�ncoln  Comm�s-
s�on wants us to go and beyond, we need a better understand�ng of the factors 
that mot�vate  some  students  to  study  abroad  and deter  others  from do�ng  so. 

*The authors thank the Teagle Foundat�on for support�ng the product�on of 
a Wh�te Paper on expand�ng learn�ng abroad (Paus 2007). It forms the bas�s for 
some of the d�scuss�on �n th�s art�cle and �s ava�lable at http://www.teaglefounda-
t�on.org/learn�ng/pdf/mtholyoke_wh�tepaper.pdf.

©2015 The Forum on Education Abroad



34

E v a  P a u s  a n d  M i c h a e l  R o b i n s o n

The annual Open Doors  report of  the  Inst�tute  for  Internat�onal Educat�on pro-
v�des deta�led nat�onal stat�st�cs on undergraduates study�ng abroad. The report 
shows an under-representat�on of sc�ence majors, men, and students of color �n the 
study abroad populat�on. The ex�st�ng l�terature also �dent�fies key �mped�ments 
to study abroad, most �mportantly cost cons�derat�ons and apprehens�on about the 
unfam�l�ar. In order to dev�se the most effect�ve pol�c�es at the �nst�tut�onal level 
to expand educat�on abroad part�c�pat�on, educat�onal dec�s�on-makers need to 
know wh�ch of the factors that play an �mportant role �n study abroad generally 
are the most �mportant ones �n students’ study abroad dec�s�ons at the�r part�cular 
�nst�tut�on. Good pol�c�es are based on �nst�tut�on-spec�fic analys�s.

In th�s paper, we propose one model for such an analys�s wh�ch we then 
apply to the study of our home �nst�tut�on, Mount Holyoke College. The paper 
advances our understand�ng of the determ�nants of study abroad �n two �mpor-
tant ways. F�rst, �t shows that go�ng beyond descr�pt�ve stat�st�cs and s�mple 
correlat�ons and us�ng mult�var�ate analys�s  allows one  to  �solate  the  factors 
that are stat�st�cally most �mportant �n the study abroad context of a part�cular 
�nst�tut�on. Such results, �n turn, make �t poss�ble to assess the effect�veness of 
some of the �nst�tut�on’s ex�st�ng pol�c�es for expand�ng study abroad and to 
�dent�fy new areas for pol�cy �ntervent�on. 

Second, our analys�s of the Mount Holyoke College case �dent�fies parent 
and  faculty  encouragement  as key determ�nants  of  a  student’s  study  abroad 
dec�s�on. We stress the role of the faculty �n �ncreas�ng study abroad part�c�pa-
t�on because the stat�st�cal coeffic�ent on the�r encouragement �s larger, because 
�t �s more feas�ble to �nvolve faculty �n a student’s study abroad dec�s�on than to 
�nvolve parents, and because faculty encouragement of study abroad may well 
be the key to ent�c�ng s�gn�ficantly more students to study abroad, espec�ally 
from groups wh�ch have been underrepresented �n study abroad.

A  M o d e l  f o r  I n s t i t u t i o n a l  S t u d y  A b r o a d 
A n a l y s i s :  W h o  S t u d i e s  A b r o a d ?

Th�s study groups the determ�nants of study abroad �nto four categor�es: 
student background character�st�cs, student comfort w�th r�sk and cultural d�f-
ference, college-related factors, and encouragement effects. Wh�le some of the 
var�ables �n the four sets of categor�es are l�kely to be �nterrelated, they have 
been  separated  �nto d�fferent  categor�es  for  the  sake  of  analyt�cal  clar�ty  and 
more targeted pol�c�es a�med at expand�ng study abroad part�c�pat�on. 

‘Student  background’  refers  to  student  character�st�cs  wh�ch  —  based 
on the l�terature — capture potent�al financ�al and cultural barr�ers to study 
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abroad, namely race/ethn�c�ty and fam�ly �ncome. Students of color are gen-
erally  underrepresented  �n  study  abroad,  as  ev�denced  �n  the  nat�onal  data 
publ�shed by the Internat�onal Inst�tute of Educat�on and d�scussed �n several 
stud�es (Dessoff 2006, Jackson 2005, LeMay Burr 2005). There are a number 
of reasons why m�nor�ty students may be less �ncl�ned to study abroad. Van 
der Me�d (2003) d�scusses stud�es wh�ch stress fear of d�scr�m�nat�on abroad 
as one �mportant factor. He argues that “a common thread �n most factors [..] 
�s the m�nor�ty students’ lack of reassurance about the�r ab�l�t�es �n a study 
abroad program” (77). 

Wh�le there are no nat�onal data on fam�ly �ncome of students study�ng 
abroad compared to those who do not, students have cons�stently ranked con-
cern about financ�ng among the ma�n reasons why they do not study abroad 
(Thompson 2007, Dessoff 2006, Ch�effo 2000). As a  result, an  �nst�tut�on’s 
financ�al a�d pol�cy �s cr�t�cal �n overcom�ng the financ�al concerns of potent�al 
study abroad students. Pappano (2007) succ�nctly summar�zes that “for most 
students, financ�al a�d �s the b�ggest factor �n afford�ng study abroad.”

Numerous stud�es have stressed the �mportance of students’ openness towards 
new exper�ences and cultures as an �mportant determ�nant of study�ng abroad. In 
an analys�s of the factors �nfluenc�ng As�an-Amer�cans’ dec�s�on to study abroad, 
for example, Van der Me�d (2003, 104) found that “study abroad students are 
more adventurous and mot�vated, wh�le Non-Study Abroad students are more 
caut�ous.”  Goldste�n and K�m (2006) found no stat�st�cal d�fference though w�th 
respect  to  tolerance of  amb�gu�ty  and  travel  exper�ence between  students who 
stud�ed abroad and those who d�d not. In the�r study, the stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant 
factors that character�zed the study abroad students were more pos�t�ve expecta-
t�ons of study abroad, less ethno-centr�sm, and a less d�scr�m�nat�ng att�tude.

A  th�rd  set  of  var�ables  �nfluenc�ng  a  student’s  study  abroad  dec�s�on 
captures students’ attr�butes as they unfold �n the�r college years: major, aca-
dem�c performance, and extra-curr�cular act�v�t�es. Sc�ence majors’ percept�ons 
of t�ght course sequenc�ng and concerns about cred�t transfer often m�t�gate 
aga�nst study abroad part�c�pat�on, wh�le many fore�gn language majors con-
s�der study abroad essent�al for the major. Students w�th a lower grade po�nt 
average  (GPA) may be  less  confident  about  the�r  ab�l�ty  to  succeed  abroad. 
They may also feel pressure to ra�se the�r GPA, wh�ch cannot happen through 
study abroad �f the�r �nst�tut�on transfers �n only cred�ts but not grades, wh�ch 
�s frequently the case. A student’s extracurr�cular act�v�t�es may also play an 
�mportant role �n the study abroad dec�s�on. Athletes, �n part�cular, may be less 
�ncl�ned to study abroad �f �t means m�ss�ng a season.  
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The  final  set  of  var�ables  focuses  on  who  encourages  students  to  study 
abroad. Encouragement from fam�ly, fr�ends, and faculty members may be a 
s�gn�ficant factor �n allay�ng students’ anx�et�es about l�fe �n a d�fferent coun-
try  and  culture  or  apprehens�on  about how  study  abroad m�ght fit  �n w�th 
major and extra-curr�cular act�v�t�es. Ch�effo (2000) found that more students 
reported that parents and fr�ends, rather than faculty, had cons�derable �nflu-
ence on the�r dec�s�on to part�c�pate �n study abroad .W�th respect to faculty’s 
role  �n  prov�d�ng  students  w�th  �nformat�on  about  study  abroad  programs, 
Ch�effo  (2000,  66)  found  large  d�fferences  between  faculty members  �n  the 
languages versus those  �n other departments  �n the amount of study abroad 
�nformat�on  they prov�de  to  students. Three quarters  of  students  �n  fore�gn 
language classes reported to have rece�ved ‘much’ or ‘some’ �nformat�on about 
study abroad program from the�r  faculty members, compared to 20 percent 
of students �n non-language classes. One reason why faculty are found to have 
l�ttle �nfluence �n Ch�effo’s study may be because her results are based on stu-
dent part�c�pat�on �n short-term study abroad programs dur�ng January, wh�ch 
faculty may cons�der less academ�cally ser�ous than semester or year-long pro-
grams abroad. Nearly all the students �n Ch�effo’s study (94.6 percent) �nd�-
cated that the ‘opportun�ty for fun and travel’ had a great �nfluence on the�r 
dec�s�on to part�c�pate �n the short-term program.

E s t i m a t i o n  Te c h n i q u e ,  D a t a  S o u r c e s 
a n d  V a r i a b l e s 

In the equat�on below we summar�ze our proposed model of the determ�-
nants of the probab�l�ty of a student study�ng abroad:

P (SA) = f (SB, RA, CRF, EE),
where ‘P (SA)’ �s the probab�l�ty that a student w�ll study abroad, ‘SB’ 
refers to student background var�ables,  ‘RA’ to student r�sk avers�on, 
‘CRF’ to college-related factors, and ‘EE’  to encouragement effects. 

We est�mated the equat�on for one part�cular �nst�tut�on of h�gher edu-
cat�on, Mount Holyoke College. We chose Mount Holyoke College  for  two 
reasons. F�rst, as �t �s our home �nst�tut�on we were �n a pos�t�on to access or 
generate the necessary �nst�tut�on-spec�fic data. Second, �n add�t�on to be�ng of 
academ�c �nterest, the analys�s has d�rectly relevant pol�cy �mpl�cat�ons, s�nce 
Mount Holyoke has �dent�fied educat�on for global c�t�zensh�p as a top pr�or�ty 
for the college, and expans�on of learn�ng abroad part�c�pat�on �s one �mpor-
tant step towards the real�zat�on of that goal.  Further, a grant from the Teagle 
Foundat�on allowed Mount Holyoke to br�ng together a work�ng group of all 
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const�tuenc�es of the college to develop a strategy for a leap forward �n learn�ng 
abroad (see Paus, 2007). 

To understand why some students  study abroad and others do not,   we 
used a mult�var�ate analys�s  to  �dent�fy  those  �nd�v�dual var�ables wh�ch are 
stat�st�cally  s�gn�ficant when we control  for  the  �nfluence of  the other  �nde-
pendent var�ables. S�nce the dependent var�able �n the equat�on �s b�nary, we 
adopted a prob�t model for the est�mat�on.

We use two d�fferent data sets for our analys�s: comprehens�ve offic�al data 
on  all  Mount  Holyoke  students  who  entered  the  college  dur�ng  the  per�od 
2001–2004 and sen�or survey data for the class of 2007. For the comprehens�ve 
data, we merged adm�ss�ons data for 2,335 students w�th data on the�r study 
abroad part�c�pat�on and majors. The result�ng data set prov�des �nformat�on 
on student background, r�sk-avers�on, and college-related factors. We use ‘fam-
�ly  �ncome/fam�ly  contr�but�on,’  ‘race,’  and  ‘first generat�on’  as  var�ables  for 
‘student background,’ and ‘major,’ ‘GPA,’ and ‘athlet�c part�c�pat�on’ for ‘col-
lege-related factors.’ S�nce we have no d�rect measures of a student’s r�sk aver-
s�on, we used two prox�es: a student’s geograph�c area of or�g�n and whether 
she appl�ed early dec�s�on or not. Our assumpt�on �s that students whose home 
�s not far from Mount Holyoke College or who are apply�ng early dec�s�on may 
be more r�sk averse than students whose home �s further away or who d�d not 
apply early dec�s�on. The var�ables are, of course, �mperfect prox�es s�nce they 
may also capture other student attr�butes that are unrelated to r�sk avers�on. 

S�nce the comprehens�ve data �ncludes no �nformat�on related to encourage-
ment for study abroad, we generated the requ�s�te data by add�ng several ques-
t�ons to the standard sen�or survey adm�n�stered to the class of 2007. We asked 
students to �nd�cate, among other th�ngs, the extent to wh�ch fr�ends, fam�ly, 
and faculty members had played a role �n the�r dec�s�on to study abroad or not.  

In summary, for the prob�t analys�s of the relat�onsh�p �n the equat�on, we 
use the follow�ng var�ables for the four sets of factors �nfluenc�ng a student’s 
study abroad dec�s�on:

SB: race, fam�ly �ncome/fam�ly contr�but�on , first generat�on
RA: geograph�c or�g�n, early dec�s�on
CRF: major, athlete, GPA
EE:  fr�ends’ �nfluence, parents’ �nfluence, faculty �nfluence.
Table 1 below presents the est�mates for two prob�t models; one based on 

sen�or survey data and the other on comprehens�ve data. The two prob�t models 
�nclude student background var�ables and college-related var�ables. W�th only one 
except�on (the �ncome var�able), coeffic�ents of the same var�ables are cons�stently 
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e�ther stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant or not across the two models. In add�t�on to stu-
dent background and college-related factors, the sen�or survey-based est�mate 
also  �ncludes  the  encouragement  var�ables,  wh�le  the  comprehens�ve-based 

Table 1. Determinants of Study Abroad Decisions: 
(Dependent variable ‘Study Abroad’ = ‘1’ for study 
abroad and ‘0’ otherwise)  

bold:	significant	at	the	5	%	level,	 italic:	significant	at	the	10	%	level;	T-statistics	in	
brackets

Senior Survey-based 
Probit

Comprehensive data-
based Probit 

Coeff Marg.	
Effect Coeff Marg.	

Effect
Intercept -2.30 (-2.77) -2.98 (-7.79) 
Background variables 
Income/Family	
Contribution 0.05	(0.63)	 2.3% 0.01 (2.43) 0.2%

First	generation	 0.03	(0.13)	 1.3%
African
American/Hispanic	 -0.48	(-1.41)	 -16.0% -0.01	(-0.07)	 -0.3%

Asian 0.22	(0.86)	 8.4% -0.01	(-0.06)	 -0.3%
International 0.10	(0.39)	 5.0% -0.17	(-1.06)	 -6.1%
Risk aversion proxies
Early	Decision	 0.00	(0.02)	 0.2% -0.11	(-1.53)	 -4.0%
East	South	Central	 -0.39	(-1.00)	 -13.2%
West	South	Central	 -0.10	(-0.47)	 -3.8%
East	North	Central	 0.07	(0.49)	 2.7%
West	North	Central	 0.33 (1.74) 13.0%
Mountain 0.26 (1.21)	 10.2%
Pacific	 0.24 (2.31) 9.5% 
Non-US 0.38 (2.44) 14.7% 
College-related 
variables
Languages	 1.48 (2.89) 50.9% 0.73 (6.16) 28.4% 
Science	 -0.45 (-1.69) -14.9% -0.77 v -23.1% 
Social	science	 -0.17	(-0.72)	 -6.2% 0.02	(0.23)	 0.9%
Humanities	 -0.40 (-1.66) -13.7% -0.18 (-1.74) -6.4%
College	GPA	 0.48 (2.16) 18.9% 0.80 (7.80) 31.2% 
Athlete 0.02 (0.12)	 0.8% 0.05 (-6.72) 2.0%
Encouragement 
variables
Faculty	encouragement	 0.82 (3.99) 31.7% 
Parental	encouragement	 0.55 (2.74) 21.7% 
Friend	encouragement	 0.31	(1.49)	 12.0%
N 329 1744
Log-Likelihood	 -166.9 -1067.2

9

Table 1.  Determ�nants of Study Abroad Dec�s�ons: (Dependent var�able 
  ‘Study Abroad’ = ‘1’ for study abroad and ‘0’ otherw�se) 
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est�mate �ncludes geograph�c or�g�n as a proxy for r�sk avers�on. In Table 1 we 
report both the coeffic�ents and the marg�nal effect on the probab�l�ty of study-
�ng abroad for a un�t change �n each var�able evaluated at the mean probab�l�ty 
of study abroad of the sample.

D i s c u s s i o n  o f  R e s u l t s
Student Background
The mult�var�ate analys�s shows that student background var�ables do not 

play a very �mportant role �n the l�kel�hood of a Mount Holyoke student to 
study abroad. ‘Race’ and ‘first generat�on’ are not stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant. And 
wh�le ‘fam�ly �ncome’ �s s�gn�ficant, �ts effect �s relat�vely small. 

At Mount Holyoke College, race �s a less �mportant factor �n study abroad 
part�c�pat�on than suggested by the nat�onal data. In the comprehens�ve data, 
the study abroad part�c�pat�on rate for Caucas�an domest�c students was 34.9 
percent (see Table 2). As�an-Amer�can students had the same rate as Caucas�an 
students, H�span�c students had a h�gher rate, and Afr�can-Amer�can students 
had a sl�ghtly  lower rate. The s�gn�ficantly  lower rate  for Nat�ve Amer�cans 
�s  based  on  a  very  small  number  of  observat�ons.  In  the  prob�t  analys�s  we 
grouped Afr�can-Amer�can  and H�span�c  students  together  because  of  the�r 
relat�vely small numbers �n the sen�or survey data.

Table 2.  Study Abroad Part�c�pat�on Rates by Race, C�t�zensh�p, 
  and Fam�ly Contr�but�on 

Internat�onal students const�tute a relat�vely h�gh percentage of the stu-
dent populat�on at Mount Holyoke College, 13.5 percent of the students �n 
the comprehens�ve data. The�r part�c�pat�on �n study abroad �s the h�ghest of 

Discussion of Results 
Student Background 
The multivariate analysis shows that student 

background variables do not play a very important role 
in the likelihood of a Mount Holyoke student to study 
abroad. ‘Race’ and ‘first generation’ are not statistically 
significant. And while ‘family income’ is significant, its 
effect is relatively small.

At Mount Holyoke College, race is a less important 
factor in study abroad participation than suggested by 
the national data. In the comprehensive data, the study 
abroad participation rate for Caucasian domestic 
students was 34.9 percent (see Table 2). Asian-
American students had the same rate as Caucasian 
students, Hispanic students had a higher rate, and 
African-American students had a slightly lower rate. 
The significantly lower rate for Native Americans is 
based on a very small number of observations. In the 
probit analysis we grouped African-American and 
Hispanic students together because of their relatively 
small numbers in the senior survey data. 

Table	2.	Study	Abroad	Participation	Rates	by	Race,	
Citizenship,	and	Family	Contribution		

Race/Citizenship Percent Family Contribution Percent

White 34.9% 10,000 or less 35.1%

African-American 30.1% 10,001 to 20,000 34.8%

Hispanic 36.7% 20,001 to 30,000 33.4%

Asian-American 34.2% 30,001 to No need 31.1%

Native American 27.3% No need 39.6%

International 42.8%

International living in US 31.9%

International living Abroad 44.7%

US Resident living Abroad 50.7%

Mean 36.0%
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all groups. But the results show that an �nternat�onal student �s no more l�kely 
to study abroad than a domest�c student once we control for other factors.

Based on our analys�s we reject the hypothes�s that first generat�on col-
lege students are less l�kely to study abroad than students whose parents had 
gone to college. S�nce the sen�or survey-based model also controls for parental 
encouragement we expect that parental encouragement �s more �mportant than 
s�mply parents’ educat�on.

Wh�le cultural barr�ers to study abroad are not stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant at 
MHC, financ�al barr�ers are. Fam�ly contr�but�on �s stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant �n 
the second model, once we control for other factors, even though the spread �n 
study abroad part�c�pat�on rates by �ncome group �s not that large (see Table 2). 
(In the sen�or-survey-based data, �ncome �s fam�ly �ncome; �n the comprehen-
s�ve data-based est�mate �t �s fam�ly contr�but�on.) Every add�t�onal $1,000 �n 
fam�ly contr�but�on �ncreases the l�kel�hood of a student study�ng abroad by .2 
percent. Thus a student who does not rece�ve any a�d at all would have about an 
8 percent h�gher probab�l�ty of study abroad than a student w�th a m�n�mum 
fam�ly contr�but�on.

We  attr�bute  the  small  s�ze  of  the  �ncome  effect  to  the  effect�veness  of 
MHC’s financ�al support for study abroad. Desp�te the fact that many external 
prov�der programs cost less than study�ng at Mount Holyoke College (MHC), 
many of our students could not afford to study abroad w�thout financ�al a�d. 
MHC does not charge home school  fees, and financ�al a�d does not  follow a 
student abroad automat�cally. Instead, students apply for Laurel fellowsh�ps, 
wh�ch subst�tute for the need-based a�d that they would rece�ve �f they stud�ed 
at MHC. In recent years, the college has typ�cally funded 80 to 85 percent of 
the appl�cat�ons.

Risk Aversion
The prob�t analys�s prov�des  some support  for  the hypothes�s  that  r�sk-

averse  students  at  Mount  Holyoke  College  are  less  l�kely  to  study  abroad. 
Although the coeffic�ent on early dec�s�on  �s negat�ve  �n  the comprehens�ve 
data based est�mate, �t �s not stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant. On the other hand, the 
results �nd�cate that students who travel the farthest to attend Mount Holy-
oke are the most l�kely to study abroad. Compared to students from the New 
England states (the om�tted var�able), students from the Pac�fic reg�on are 9.5 
percent more l�kely to study abroad, and students whose home �s abroad (non-
U.S.) are 15 percent more l�kely to study abroad.
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College-related variables
The stat�st�cal results show that major and GPA are powerful factors �nflu-

enc�ng a Mount Holyoke student’s l�kel�hood to study abroad. Student athletes 
are not less l�kely to study abroad than non-athletes.

M�rror�ng  the nat�onal  study abroad profile by major,  sc�ence majors at 
Mount Holyoke are much less l�kely to study abroad than language majors. In 
fact, sc�ence majors are 65.8 percent less l�kely to study abroad than language 
majors based on the sen�or survey est�mate and 51.5 percent less l�kely �n the 
comprehens�ve data. Concern about meet�ng major requ�rements may be one 
reason why sc�ence majors are less l�kely to study abroad. In the sen�or survey, 
we asked members of the class of 2007 to assess the relat�ve �mportance of d�f-
ferent factors �n the�r dec�s�on not to study abroad. Students put the need to 
fulfill major requ�rements at the top of the l�st (see Table 3). Although a th�rd 
of the non-study abroad students l�sted concern about part�c�pat�on �n athlet�cs 
as an obstacle to study abroad, the prob�t analys�s shows that athlet�cs does not 
seem to play an �mportant role �n keep�ng students from study�ng abroad.

Table 3.  Relat�ve Importance of Perce�ved Obstacles to Study�ng Abroad 

We find that students w�th a h�gher GPA are much more l�kely to study 
abroad. Based on the responses of the 2007 sen�or survey, half of the students 
w�th a GPA �n the A-range stud�ed abroad, whereas the study abroad rat�o of 
those w�th a GPA �n the B-range was only sl�ghtly over 20 percent. The est�-
mat�on results �n Table 1 suggest that an �ncrease �n the GPA of one po�nt (on 
a four po�nt scale) leads to a 20 to 30 percent �ncrease �n a student’s l�kel�hood 
to study abroad. 

It may be that students w�th a lower GPA feel less confident about the�r 
ab�l�ty to succeed abroad. Wh�le we may not th�nk of a B average as “low,” 
many students attend�ng h�ghly select�ve colleges perce�ve any grade less than 
an A or A– as �nadequate. Students may also feel pressure to ra�se the�r GPA, 
wh�ch  cannot happen  on  the bas�s  of work  abroad  at  �nst�tut�ons  that,  l�ke 

major requirements at the top of the list (see Table 3). 
Although a third of the non-study abroad students listed 
concern about participation in athletics as an obstacle to 
study abroad, the probit analysis shows that athletics 
does not seem to play an important role in keeping 
students from studying abroad. 

Table	3.	Relative	Importance	of	Perceived	Obstacles	to	
Studying	Abroad

Need to fulfill major requirements 57.0
Concern about financing 47.2
Participate in athletics 32.2
Concern about credits transferring 28.6
Family obligations 25.8
Apprehension about different environment 15.5
Concerns about safety abroad 11.5

(% of students that did not study abroad who considered the factor ‘very 
important’ or ‘important’, n=238) 

We find that students with a higher GPA are much 
more likely to study abroad. Based on the responses of 
the 2007 senior survey, half of the students with a GPA 
in the A-range studied abroad, whereas the study 
abroad ratio of those with a GPA in the B-range was 
only slightly over 20 percent. The estimation results in 
Table 1 suggest that an increase in the GPA of one point 
(on a four point scale) leads to a 20 to 30 percent 
increase in a student’s likelihood to study abroad.  

It may be that students with a lower GPA feel less 
confident about their ability to succeed abroad. While 
we may not think of a B average as “low,” many 
students attending highly selective colleges perceive any 
grade less than an A or A- as inadequate. Students may 
also feel pressure to raise their GPA, which cannot 
happen on the basis of work abroad at institutions that, 
like Mount Holyoke, transfer in only credit and not 
grades. Or students may have unrealistic ideas about 
the difficulty of gaining admission to a good program or 
university abroad, especially if they are focusing only on 
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Mount Holyoke, transfer �n only cred�t and not grades. Or students may have 
unreal�st�c �deas about the d�fficulty of ga�n�ng adm�ss�on to a good program or 
un�vers�ty abroad, espec�ally �f they are focus�ng only on the most prest�g�ous 
un�vers�t�es (e.g., Oxford) as worthwh�le opt�ons.

Encouragement factors
Encouragement by faculty or parents �s a key determ�nant of study abroad 

at Mount Holyoke College. The sen�or survey-based est�mate shows large and 
s�gn�ficant effects of 32 and 22 percent, respect�vely. Some care must be taken 
�n �nterpret�ng these results s�nce the students are answer�ng the encourage-
ment quest�on as sen�ors, after the�r study abroad exper�ence. It �s poss�ble that 
some of those who d�d not study abroad may not want to reveal they rece�ved 
encouragement and then chose not to go and that some of those who d�d go 
abroad may have �deal�zed memor�es of the�r encouragement. But �t �s h�ghly 
unl�kely that such behav�or �s the ma�n reason for the s�gn�ficant coeffic�ents on 
the encouragement var�ables.  

Table 4.   Effect of Encouragement on Dec�s�on to Study Abroad

Of the students who were strongly encouraged to study abroad, more than 
three quarters d�d �ndeed do so; but among the students who were not 
encouraged, only sl�ghtly more than one quarter stud�ed abroad (see Table 
4). The encouragement factor seems to be closely l�nked to the under-repre-
sentat�on of sc�ence majors �n study abroad. Students �n the sc�ences report 
substant�ally less encouragement from faculty members than students �n the 
other d�v�s�ons (see Table 5). 

Although we d�d not ask students spec�fically about the departmental or�-
g�n of  the  faculty who  encouraged  them  to  study  abroad,  �t  �s  a  reasonable 
suppos�t�on that the faculty most l�kely to have played an �mportant role �n 
a student’s dec�s�on to study abroad were �ndeed the faculty �n the student’s 
major. Very few students �n the sc�ences were act�vely d�scouraged from study-
�ng abroad, but the �mportant po�nt �s that they d�d not feel encouraged e�ther. 

the most prestigious universities (e.g., Oxford) as 
worthwhile options. 

Encouragement factors 
Encouragement by faculty or parents is a key 

determinant of study abroad at Mount Holyoke College. 
The senior survey-based estimate shows large and 
significant effects of 32 and 22 percent, respectively. 
Some care must be taken in interpreting these results 
since the students are answering the encouragement 
question as seniors, after their study abroad experience. 
It is possible that some of those who did not study 
abroad may not want to reveal they received 
encouragement and then chose not to go and that some 
of those who did go abroad may have idealized 
memories of their encouragement. But it is highly 
unlikely that such behavior is the main reason for the 
significant coefficients on the encouragement variables.   

Table	 4.	 Effect	 of	 Encouragement	 on	 Decision	 to	 Study	
Abroad

Encouragement 
from

% studying 
abroad that 

were strongly 
encouraged 

% studying 
abroad that 

were 
encouraged 

% studying 
abroad that 

were not 
encouraged 

Parents 77.9 63.5 27.2
Friends 79.1 58.3 28.5
Faculty 88.2 60.6 27.7

Of the students who were strongly encouraged to 
study abroad, more than three quarters did indeed do 
so; but among the students who were not encouraged, 
only slightly more than one quarter studied abroad (see 
Table 4). The encouragement factor seems to be closely 
linked to the under-representation of science majors in 
study abroad. Students in the sciences report 
substantially less encouragement from faculty members
than students in the other divisions (see Table 5).  
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Seventy percent of sc�ence majors who reported hav�ng been strongly encour-
aged by faculty d�d study abroad. But for the major�ty of sc�ence majors, fac-
ulty members d�d not play a role �n the�r study abroad dec�s�on. 

Table 5.  Students by D�v�s�on Ind�cat�ng the Importance of Faculty (Parent) 
  Support �n the�r Dec�s�on to Study Abroad (percentage d�str�but�on  
  by d�v�s�on)

Table	5.	Students	by	Division	Indicating	the	Importance	of	
Faculty	(Parent)	Support	in	their	Decision	to	Study	Abroad	
(percentage	distribution	by	division)

Sciences Social 
Sciences 

Humanities Languages 

Strongly 
encouraged 

11.4
(25.7)

31.4
(31.6)

38.6
(32.4)

80.8
(51.9)

Encouraged 21.4
(31.4)

22.4
(24.1)

18.8
(32.4)

11.5
(33.3)

Played no role 57.1
(41.4)

38.5
(36.7)

35.6
(30.4)

7.7
(14.8)

Discouraged 8.6
(10)

6.4
(7)

5.9
(4.9)

0
(0)

Strongly 
Discouraged 

1.4
(1.4)

1.3
(.6)

1.0
(0)

0
(0)

Although we did not ask students specifically about 
the departmental origin of the faculty who encouraged 
them to study abroad, it is a reasonable supposition that 
the faculty most likely to have played an important role 
in a student’s decision to study abroad were indeed the 
faculty in the student’s major. Very few students in the 
sciences were actively discouraged from studying 
abroad, but the important point is that they did not feel 
encouraged either. Seventy percent of science majors 
who reported having been strongly encouraged by 
faculty did study abroad. But for the majority of science 
majors, faculty members did not play a role in their 
study abroad decision.  

Parent support seems to be particularly important 
when analyzing study abroad behavior across race. All 
the African-American students who responded to our 
senior survey indicated that they had not received 
parental encouragement to study abroad, and none of 
them studied abroad. However, since the number of 
African-American students who answered the survey is 
small, these results can only be taken as suggestive. 

To explore encouragement for studying abroad 
further we estimated three additional models, with 
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Table 6.  Encouragement for Study�ng Abroad from Faculty, Parents, 
  Fr�ends: Prob�t Model Results

parent, faculty and friends encouragement variables as 
the dependent variables. The results of these models are 
shown in Table 6. In the ‘faculty model,’ language 
majors and students with a higher GPA were more 
likely to receive encouragement from faculty and 
parents to study abroad. Parents are more likely to 
encourage their daughter’s study abroad plans if they 
have higher income and if they attended college. It is 
also interesting that African-American/Hispanic 
students are 23 percent less likely to receive parental 
support than Caucasian students. 

Table	 6.	 Encouragement	 for	 Studying	 Abroad	 from	
Faculty,	Parents,	Friends:	Probit	Model	Results	

Faculty Parents Friends 

Coeff Marg. Ef. Coeff Marg. Ef. Coeff Marg. Ef. 

Family Income 0.13 5.0% 0.23 9.1% 0.14 5.4%

First Generation 0.11 4.4% -0.49 -18.6% -0.26 -10.2%

Early Decision 0.03 1.3% 0.23 9.3% -0.09 -3.4%

Languages 1.15 37.4% 0.98 33.7% 1.01 34.3% 

Science U-0.44U U-17.1%U -0.28 -10.9% -0.22 -8.8%

Social Science 0.06 2.2% -0.15 -6.1% 0.02 0.9%

Humanities -0.05 -2.2% -0.13 -5.1% -0.33 -12.8%

College GPA 0.43 16.5% U0.38U U14.7%U 0.16 6.2%

Athlete 0.08 3.3% 0.14 5.7% 0.22 8.5%

Asian 0.24 9.4% -0.08 -3.4% 0.09 3.6%
African-American 
and
Hispanic 

-0.22 -8.6% U-0.61U U-22.9%U -0.36 -13.9%

International 0.03 1.2% 0.03 1.1% -0.10 -4.2%

Intercept -2.46 -2.40 -1.24

N 329 329 329

Log-Likelihood -199.1 -200.5 -210.6
bold: significant at the 5 % level, italic: significant at the 10 % level. 
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Parent support seems to be part�cularly �mportant when analyz�ng study 
abroad behav�or across race. All the Afr�can-Amer�can students who responded 
to our sen�or survey �nd�cated that they had not rece�ved parental encourage-
ment to study abroad, and none of them stud�ed abroad. However, s�nce the 
number of Afr�can-Amer�can students who answered the survey �s small, these 
results can only be taken as suggest�ve.

To explore encouragement for study�ng abroad further we est�mated three 
add�t�onal models, w�th parent, faculty and fr�ends encouragement var�ables 
as the dependent var�ables. The results of these models are shown �n Table 6. 
In the ‘faculty model,’ language majors and students w�th a h�gher GPA were 
more l�kely to rece�ve encouragement from faculty and parents to study abroad. 
Parents are more l�kely to encourage the�r daughter’s study abroad plans �f they 
have h�gher �ncome and �f they attended college. It �s also �nterest�ng that Afr�-
can-Amer�can/H�span�c students are 23 percent less l�kely to rece�ve parental 
support than Caucas�an students.

C o n c l u s i o n s :  F a c u l t y  i s  t h e  K e y
In th�s paper we presented a general model of the determ�nants of study 

abroad wh�ch  �ncluded  student background  character�st�cs,  student  comfort 
w�th r�sk and cultural d�fference, college-related factors, and encouragement 
effects. We est�mated a prob�t model of study abroad for Mount Holyoke Col-
lege students. The results �nd�cate that among student background var�ables, 
rac�al background was not a stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant determ�nant, whereas fam-
�ly �ncome was of some �mportance. Among our prox�es for r�sk-avers�on, early 
dec�s�on was not s�gn�ficant, but the geograph�cal d�stance of a student’s home 
from Mount Holyoke College was s�gn�ficant. Regard�ng college-related var�-
ables, both major and GPA were s�gn�ficant; and for the encouragement factors, 
parent and faculty encouragement were stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant determ�nants of 
an MHC student’s dec�s�on to study abroad. 

Paus (2007) prov�des a deta�led d�scuss�on of the pol�cy conclus�ons Mount 
Holyoke College has drawn from th�s analys�s. Our d�scuss�on �n th�s sect�on 
focuses  ma�nly  on  how  faculty  members  m�ght  play  a  more  act�ve  role  �n 
encourag�ng  students  to  study  abroad. Enl�st�ng more parents  �n  encourag-
�ng the�r ch�ldren to seek out learn�ng abroad opportun�t�es �s a much greater 
challenge. Th�s �s partly because colleges and un�vers�t�es have much less d�rect 
contact w�th parents, and partly because of the tens�on between the recogn�t�on 
of the key role parents can play and the �nst�tut�onal ph�losophy and pr�vacy 
laws that l�m�t the nature of �nst�tut�onal relat�onsh�ps w�th them. Outreach 
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to parents must avo�d  sett�ng a  false expectat�on  that  the college w�ll  share 
�nformat�on w�th the parent about the student’s academ�c record or even about 
her conversat�ons w�th the study abroad staff. 

Colleges and un�vers�t�es need to make the case for learn�ng abroad to par-
ents who are skept�cal, or perhaps �ll-�nformed about what k�nds of programs 
are ava�lable and whether they are financ�ally feas�ble. As a first step �n that 
d�rect�on, Mount Holyoke College sent all parents a copy of a student brochure 
“Invest  �n Your Future, Learn Abroad.” The hope  �s  that  the brochure w�ll 
spark �nterest �n parents who m�ght not have thought about learn�ng abroad 
opportun�t�es for the�r daughter, or open a w�ndow for d�scuss�on w�th those 
who have already d�sm�ssed �t as �mpract�cal or not worthwh�le. The relevant 
dec�s�on-makers �n h�gher educat�on w�ll need to th�nk a lot harder about how 
best  to  reach  parents  who  are  not  conv�nced  of  the  �mportance  of  learn�ng 
abroad for the�r ch�ldren, and to develop strateg�es to address the�r doubts and 
concerns, wh�le ma�nta�n�ng appropr�ate boundar�es around student confiden-
t�al�ty and r�ghts to pr�vacy.

The  role  of  faculty  encouragement  �n  a  student’s  study  abroad dec�s�on 
has mostly been neglected �n the l�terature; but �ncreased �nvolvement of the 
faculty may well hold the key to tackl�ng barr�ers to student part�c�pat�on �n 
study abroad, not only �n part�cular majors, but also w�th respect to r�sk aver-
s�on and GPA.  Faculty and parent encouragement for study abroad may well 
be dec�s�ve �f we a�m for a quantum leap �n study abroad part�c�pat�on.

Our  find�ng  about  the  �mportance  of  faculty  encouragement  speaks  — 
from a d�fferent angle — to the same �ssue ra�sed by Stohl (2007), who argued 
that faculty engagement was key to the �nternat�onal�zat�on of h�gher educa-
t�on �n the 21st century. “If we want to �nternat�onal�ze the un�vers�ty, we have 
to �nternat�onal�ze the faculty. We have to move them �n the necessary d�rec-
t�ons. We thus need to cons�der not only how to do what needs to be done but 
also how what needs to be done affects the faculty and how we can mob�l�ze 
the�r power over the process.”(367)

In conversat�ons w�th faculty members at Mount Holyoke we found that 
most are qu�te support�ve of study abroad. But support �n the abstract does 
not necessar�ly translate �nto support �n pract�ce. Professors may not d�scuss 
learn�ng abroad w�th the�r students for a var�ety of reasons. In certa�n majors, 
l�ke fore�gn languages, the �mportance of learn�ng abroad to the major �s self-
ev�dent. In other majors, �t �s less obv�ous; and a professor may not necessar�ly 
have  thought  about  the  �mportance of  learn�ng abroad.  In  add�t�on,  faculty 
members may not be well-�nformed about study abroad opportun�t�es. Some 
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faculty may cons�der a d�scuss�on about learn�ng abroad outs�de of the�r pur-
v�ew or respons�b�l�ty.

The McCulloch Center  for Global In�t�at�ves at Mount Holyoke, wh�ch 
�ncorporates the study abroad office, dec�ded to move �nformat�on about learn-
�ng abroad and procedures beyond the general efforts of that office to the aca-
dem�c department and program level. W�th the goal of develop�ng study abroad 
web pages ta�lor-made to each department and program, the McCulloch Cen-
ter staff dec�ded to v�s�t w�th departments to d�scuss the educat�onal benefits 
of learn�ng abroad, study abroad and summer opportun�t�es for each part�cular 
major, and how faculty members �n the department m�ght leverage the�r �nter-
nat�onal research collaborat�ons to secure a summer �nternsh�p for students.

As a p�lot, the Center for Global In�t�at�ves worked w�th the chem�stry 
department  to develop  a  ‘Learn�ng Abroad  for Chem�stry Majors’ webpage. 
The  page  emphas�zes  the  �mportance  of  learn�ng  abroad,  whether  �t  relates 
d�rectly to the major or fits more generally w�th a student’s overall academ�c 
program; prov�des recommendat�ons on study abroad programs; gu�del�nes for 
sequenc�ng coursework to accommodate t�me away  from campus; as well as 
recommendat�ons on summer �nternsh�ps and research abroad that our recent 
students have found substant�ve and mean�ngful. It l�nks to a searchable data-
base  wh�ch  �ncludes  all  the  courses  that  students  took  abroad  and  rece�ved 
cred�t for at MHC s�nce 2001.

Faculty members and learn�ng abroad staff can become true partners  �n 
the  expans�on  and  enhancement of  learn�ng  abroad by develop�ng  resources 
together. The final outcome of th�s process w�ll be faculty members who are 
more engaged w�th learn�ng abroad, and students who w�ll feel more encour-
aged, as departmental web pages and the�r adv�sors send clear messages about 
the value and poss�b�l�t�es of learn�ng abroad.

There are other �mportant ways through wh�ch faculty members can become 
more �nvolved �n �ntegrat�ng learn�ng abroad �nto the�r students’ educat�on. 
York Un�vers�ty, for example, held a conference on learn�ng abroad for sc�en-
t�sts, w�th other sc�ent�sts as the featured panel�st. A number of un�vers�t�es 
send faculty members abroad to assess the fit for students of spec�fic programs 
and un�vers�t�es w�th the curr�culum at home. Another, more �nd�rect, strategy 
for enl�st�ng faculty as advocates of learn�ng abroad, �s to fac�l�tate short-term 
faculty v�s�ts abroad where the focus �s on research and �ntellectual exchange 
and not exclus�vely on program and department assessment. Such v�s�ts, wh�ch 
are often l�nked to un�vers�ty partnersh�ps, are �ntellectually exc�t�ng to faculty 
members  and  can  have  serend�p�tous  outcomes  for  faculty’s  perspect�ves  on 
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learn�ng abroad. Internat�onal partnersh�ps hold out great prom�se for faculty 
development �n many respects. A ‘world faculty’ (McG�ll Patterson 2000) �s a 
cr�t�cal component of any effort to �nternat�onal�ze students’ educat�on.

Some un�vers�t�es and colleges have developed spec�fic programs �n wh�ch 
learn�ng abroad const�tutes an �ntegral part. Examples �nclude the Global C�t�-
zensh�p Program at Leh�gh Un�vers�ty and the Internat�onal Bachelor of Sc�-
ence �n B�ology, Conservat�on Ecology, and Computer Sc�ence at York Un�ver-
s�ty.3 And at some colleges, departments have changed the�r course sequenc�ng 
to make study abroad more compat�ble w�th major requ�rements on the home 
campus. Kalamazoo College, for example, requ�res each academ�c department 
to des�gn  �ts  requ�rements and course sequences  �n a way that assumes that 
majors w�ll study abroad for all or part of the�r jun�or year. 

When faculty are conv�nced of the value of learn�ng abroad and see how �t 
would fit �nto the�r students’ course of study and the k�nd of opportun�t�es that 
are ava�lable, they are much more l�kely to encourage the�r students to pursue 
such poss�b�l�t�es. They w�ll be more l�kely to make learn�ng abroad an �ntegral 
part of conversat�ons w�th adv�sees from day one. Students from under-repre-
sented groups or students who are more r�sk averse may well be more l�kely to 
cons�der learn�ng abroad as a v�able and �mportant opt�on. 

N o t e s
1At a per class level, the part�c�pat�on rate was 4.7 percent, rang�ng from 

10 percent  at doctoral  �nst�tut�ons  to 0.3 percent  at  assoc�ate  colleges. The 
 calculat�ons are based on IIE (2007) and Carneg�e Foundat�on (2005). Accord-
�ng to Daly and Barker (2005), study abroad rates �n Austral�a and New Zea-
land are s�m�lar to the ones �n the U.S., w�th less than one percent part�c�pat�ng 
�n 2000–2001.

2http://�nternat�onal.yorku.ca/global/conference/sc�ence/sc�enceprog.pdf
3 See http://www.leh�gh.edu/~�ngc/gc�ndex.htm and http://www.sc�ence.

yorku.ca/futurestudents/programs/�BSc/�ndex.html
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