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L�v�ng and learn�ng �n another country, pr�mary cond�t�ons of the study 
abroad exper�ence, are commonly assoc�ated w�th two fundamental outcomes . 
The first outcome �s an �ncrease �n external connect�ons, man�fested through an 
�ncreased ab�l�ty to converse �n another language and an �ncreased understand�ng 
and sens�t�v�ty to another culture . The second outcome �s an internal red�rect�on, 
a deepen�ng sense of �dent�ty and self-awareness . Joseph Campbell has much to 
say about both of these elements, as he wr�tes about the �mportance of journey . 
About the external d�mens�on he says: “And th�s �s the bas�c mytholog�cal prob-
lem: Move �nto a landscape . F�nd the sanct�ty of that land . And then there can 
be a match�ng of your own nature w�th th�s gorgeous nature of the land . It �s the 
first essent�al adaptat�on” (Campbell, 200�, p .7) . Campbell notes, however, that 
external change �s not leg�t�mate unless �t �s accompan�ed by �nternal change . 

Study abroad exper�ences and the�r relat�onsh�p to external educat�onal 
goals have been stud�ed extens�vely �n terms of �ts effects on enhanc�ng fore�gn 
language acqu�s�t�on as well as cultural awareness and �ntercultural relat�on-
sh�ps . In add�t�on, there �s grow�ng ev�dence of the �mportance of study abroad 
programs on other external h�gher educat�on goals such as “h�gh-�mpact” prac-
t�ces that engage college students to a greater extent than trad�t�onal classroom-
based �nstruct�onal exper�ences . The Nat�onal Survey on Student Engagement 
(NSSE), for example, recently descr�bed ev�dence of the most s�gn�ficant act�v�-
t�es that �mpact student success �n and beyond the college years (Kuh, 2008) . 
Study abroad was one of these “h�gh �mpact act�v�t�es,” �dent�fied as affect�ng 
such areas as academ�c ach�evement, engagement �n educat�onally purposeful 
act�v�t�es, sat�sfact�on, acqu�s�t�on of des�red knowledge, sk�lls and competenc�es, 

©2015 The Forum on Education Abroad



88

C i n d y  M i l l e r - P e r r i n  a n d  D o n  T h o m p s o n

 pers�stence, atta�nment of educat�onal object�ves, knowledge of human cultures 
and the phys�cal/natural world, �ntellectual and pract�cal sk�lls, personal and 
soc�al respons�b�l�ty, deep/�ntegrat�ve learn�ng, and post-college performance 
(Gonyea, K�nz�e, Kuh and La�rd, 2008) . 

In contrast, research address�ng h�gher educat�on goals assoc�ated w�th �nternal 
effects have not yet been fully explored �n terms of the�r connect�on to study abroad 
exper�ences . The current study focuses on several elements of personal growth and 
�nternal development that are part�cularly sal�ent dur�ng the college years . The first 
element �s students’ develop�ng sense of l�fe purpose, or vocat�onal call�ng . Ques-
t�ons about l�fe mean�ng and purpose often surface dur�ng the college years as stu-
dents cons�der �ssues assoc�ated w�th both fa�th bel�efs and career opt�ons . For the 
purpose of the current study, we draw from the conceptual l�terature on vocat�on 
and l�fe purpose and define vocat�onal call�ng somewhat broadly, as sacred lifework, 
wh�ch �ncludes any human act�v�ty that g�ves mean�ng, purpose, and d�rect�on to 
l�fe . In d�scern�ng vocat�onal call�ng, then, the quest�on �s th�s: “What am I sup-
posed to do w�th my l�fe?” or “What am I l�v�ng for?” Although l�ttle attent�on has 
been g�ven to th�s area of personal growth, �t �s of s�gn�ficant �nterest to many who 
study college student development . Indeed, many authors have argued that h�gher 
educat�on can, and should, play a central role �n help�ng students to d�scover and 
pursue the�r vocat�onal call�ngs (Crosby, 2004; Dalton, 2001) . 

The second element �s students’ develop�ng sense of fa�th and sp�r�tual�ty . 
College students are �ncreas�ngly �nterested �n matters of rel�g�on, fa�th, and sp�r-
�tual�ty as �t relates to the�r l�fe purpose and sense of personal wholeness . Stud�es 
on bel�efs and values among college students (H�gher Educat�on Research Inst�-
tute, 2005), research projects focus�ng on youth and rel�g�on (Sm�th & Denton, 
2005), and the surge �n enrollments �n rel�g�ously affil�ated colleges and un�ver-
s�t�es (R�ley, 2004) ev�dence a movement toward a greater focus on fa�th, sp�r�-
tual�ty, and rel�g�on �n the academy . In add�t�on, Paloutz�an, R�chardson, and 
Rambo (1999) suggest that rel�g�on �s the only area �n wh�ch one encounters 
comm�tment to an ult�mate concern or purpose, and as a result, m�ght �nsp�re the 
development of l�fe purpose or a sense of vocat�on . There have been numerous 
stud�es that have researched the relat�onsh�p between fa�th and l�fe purpose, and 
find�ngs �nd�cate a pos�t�ve relat�onsh�p between l�fe purpose and var�ous aspects 
of fa�th, such as myst�c�sm (Byrd, Lear, & Schwenka, 2000), sp�r�tual exper�ences 
(Kass, Fr�edman, Leserman, Zutterme�ster, & Benson, 1991), rel�g�ous conver-
s�on (Paloutz�an et al ., 1999), and sp�r�tual str�v�ngs (Emmons, 2005) . 

The th�rd and final element of student growth exam�ned �n th�s study 
�s students’ �dent�ty development . We bel�eve that academ�c study abroad 
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 contr�butes to help�ng students ga�n the�r sense of �dent�ty wh�ch �n turn con-
tr�butes to both fa�th development and a deeper sense of vocat�onal call�ng . Our 
work �s an attempt to see ev�dence of aspects of the “hero journey,” as descr�bed 
by Joseph Campbell (200�) and R�chard Rohr (1994), w�th�n the college exper�-
ence of study abroad . The purpose of th�s journey �s twofold—first, for the hero 
to grow up and move �nto adulthood, real�z�ng h�s/her “name” and �dent�ty, 
and second, to d�scover h�s/her purpose �n l�fe (� .e ., what they love most and 
where that love meets the world’s needs) . Th�s journey �nvolves three key phases: 
a) separat�on and departure, b) explorat�on and d�scovery, and c) return . These 
m�lestones occur, for the most part, when a young adult goes away to college, 
ult�mately br�ng�ng about the sojourner’s self-d�scovery and sense of vocat�onal 
call�ng . Moreover, these events are found compressed and accentuated when that 
young person leaves the�r homeland to l�ve and study �n another country and 
culture . Although to date we know of no stud�es l�nk�ng �dent�ty development to 
l�fe purpose or vocat�onal call�ng, there are a s�gn�ficant number of stud�es that 
t�e the development of �dent�ty to the maturat�on of rel�g�ous fa�th (e .g ., Fowler, 
1981; L�ndholm, 2006; Maslow, 1999) . 

The current study �s a response to the call for greater understand�ng of the �nte-
r�or aspects of student development, as bound to s�gn�ficant exper�ences �n the l�fe of 
the college student, part�cularly the �ncreas�ngly popular exper�ence of study abroad . 
Our approach to ga�n�ng th�s understand�ng �s to prov�de emp�r�cal ev�dence of the 
ways �n wh�ch an �nternat�onal l�v�ng and learn�ng exper�ence s�gn�ficantly enhances 
college student development �n the areas of �dent�ty, fa�th, and vocat�onal call�ng . 
Accord�ngly, our research hypothes�s �s that students who part�c�pate �n study abroad 
programs exper�ence s�gn�ficantly greater changes �n fa�th, vocat�onal call�ng, and 
�dent�ty development than do students who do not part�c�pate �n such programs . 

M e t h o d

Participants
The sample for the current study was der�ved from a random sample of �00 

students from the 2002 enter�ng class of a pr�vate, Chr�st�an, l�beral arts un�vers�ty 
�n Southern Cal�forn�a part�c�pat�ng �n a long�tud�nal study on the development 
of fa�th, �dent�ty, and l�fe purpose . The sample cons�sted of 74 students rang�ng 
�n age from 18–22 years and �ncluded 28 males and 46 females . Part�c�pants were 
predom�nantly Caucas�an (70%), w�th other ethn�c�t�es also present (7% As�an, 
8% Lat�no, 1% Afr�can Amer�can, and 14% other) . The major�ty of part�c�pants 
reported Protestant (65%) as the�r rel�g�ous affil�at�on and approx�mately half 
(47%) reported parental �ncome greater than $100,000 .
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Dependent Variable Measures
Identity Status. An adapted vers�on of the Object�ve Measure of Ego-Iden-

t�ty Status (OMEIS; Adams, Shea, & F�tch, 1979) was used to assess �dent�ty . The 
OMEIS �s based on James Marc�a’s (1966) theory of �dent�ty format�on and pro-
v�des a self-report alternat�ve to the cl�n�cal �nterv�ew . It has been used �n a mul-
t�tude of stud�es �nvest�gat�ng the ego-�dent�ty status parad�gm (Adams, 1998) . 
Twenty stud�es �nvest�gat�ng the rel�ab�l�ty of the OMEIS �nd�cated moderate to 
strong cons�stency between �tems (α=0 .66), and ev�dence for cons�stency across 
mult�ple test adm�n�strat�ons (r=0 .76) (Adams, 1998) . 

The OMEIS was used to ass�gn scores for part�c�pants on four �dent�ty status 
scales: d�ffus�on, foreclosure, morator�um, and ach�evement . The d�ffus�on �den-
t�ty status descr�bes �nd�v�duals who have not explored alternat�ve values, bel�efs, 
and roles and have not establ�shed �deolog�cal comm�tments . The foreclosure 
status descr�bes �nd�v�duals who have made �dent�ty comm�tments but have not 
explored alternat�ves . They generally have adopted comm�tments from others 
and have not �nd�v�dual�zed these comm�tments . The morator�um �dent�ty sta-
tus descr�bes �nd�v�duals who are �n the m�dst of explor�ng and exper�ment�ng 
w�th var�ous �deolog�es, values, and roles and have not yet made stable �dent�ty 
comm�tments . F�nally, the ach�evement �dent�ty status descr�bes �nd�v�duals who 
have made stable �dent�ty comm�tments after hav�ng explored var�ous alterna-
t�ves . (see Append�x I for sample OMEIS quest�ons and subscales .) 

Faith Surveys. Two fa�th �nventor�es were created for the current study �n order 
to obta�n a comprehens�ve assessment of the construct of fa�th . Together these mea-
sures tap the �mportant d�mens�ons of fa�th �dent�fied �n Wulff ’s (1997) rev�ew of 
research �n the field of psychology of rel�g�on . In an effort to capture the complex�ty 
�nherent �n the construct, fa�th was defined along two d�mens�ons: fa�th att�tudes and 
fa�th exper�ences . Fa�th att�tudes �nclude how �mportant fa�th �s to the �nd�v�dual, 
how strong the �nd�v�dual’s bel�efs are, and to what extent the �nd�v�dual �ntegrates 
fa�th �nto h�s or her da�ly l�fe . Fa�th exper�ences �nclude a behav�oral component as 
well as an affect�ve component . The behav�or component cons�sts of the nature of 
an �nd�v�dual’s rel�g�ous act�v�t�es, both �n publ�c and pr�vate contexts . The affect�ve 
component cons�sts of the �nd�v�dual’s exper�ence of sp�r�tual feel�ngs . These d�men-
s�ons of fa�th are cons�stent w�th Wulff ’s (1997) analys�s of the ma�n references �n 
the l�terature �dent�fied w�th fa�th �nclud�ng the presence of: mot�vat�on and com-
m�tment to a supernatural power, affect�ve states assoc�ated w�th a supernatural 
power, and behav�oral acts carr�ed out �n reference of the supernatural power . 

The Fa�th Att�tude Survey (FAS) �s a 1�-�tem �nventory that �ncludes three 
subscales that assess: the extent of a part�c�pant’s personal conv�ct�on to h�s or 
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her rel�g�ous bel�efs (Strength of Bel�efs; α = 0 .7�), the degree to wh�ch fa�th 
�s �mportant to the part�c�pant (Importance of Fa�th; α = 0 .89), and the extent 
to wh�ch fa�th �s �ntegrated �nto the var�ous components of the part�c�pant’s l�fe 
(L�fe Appl�cat�on of Fa�th; α = 0 .92) . Part�c�pants responded to �tems us�ng a 
5–po�nt L�kert scale rang�ng from “strongly d�sagree” to “strongly agree .” See 
Append�x II for an overv�ew of the FAS subscales w�th sample �tems . 

The Fa�th Exper�ence Survey (FES) �s a 9–�tem �nventory that �ncludes two 
subscales that assess: the frequency w�th wh�ch part�c�pants engage �n var�ous pub-
l�c and pr�vate rel�g�ous act�v�t�es (Rel�g�ous Behav�or; α = 0 .75) and the nature of 
part�c�pant’s sp�r�tual feel�ngs (Sp�r�tual Feel�ngs; α = 0 .87) . Part�c�pants responded 
to �tems by �nd�cat�ng how frequently they exper�ence var�ous rel�g�ous behav�ors 
and feel�ngs, such as “never,” “once a week,” or “one or two t�mes per year,” etc . See 
Append�x II for an overv�ew of the FES subscales w�th sample �tems .

Vocational Calling Survey (VCS) . An add�t�onal measure was created for the 
current study �n order to obta�n a br�ef assessment of the construct of l�fe pur-
pose . We defined l�fe purpose �n a Chr�st�an context and rel�ed on the conceptual 
l�terature on vocat�onal call�ng . Whereas the secular perspect�ve generally defines 
vocat�on as work, career, or occupat�on, the Chr�st�an perspect�ve generally v�ews 
vocat�on �n a sp�r�tual context, as a charge to love and serve others w�th God-
g�ven g�fts and talents (Buechner, 199�; Farnham, G�ll, McLean, & Ward, 1991; 
Hardy, 1990; Ra�nes & Day-Lower, 1986) . We conceptual�ze vocat�onal call�ng 
somewhat broadly to �nclude any human act�v�ty that g�ves mean�ng, purpose, 
and d�rect�on to l�fe . The VCS, therefore, �ncluded two subscales: one 6-�tem 
subscale assess�ng part�c�pants’ general sense of l�fe purpose and vocat�onal call-
�ng, as well as the�r awareness of the�r g�fts and talents (α = 0 .79), and one �-�tem 
subscale assess�ng part�c�pants’ comm�tment to serv�ng others e�ther generally or 
through the�r career cho�ce (α = 0 .69) . See Append�x II for sample �tems measur-
�ng sense of l�fe purpose and call�ng and comm�tment to serv�ng others .

Independent Variable — Study Abroad Participation
Our �nst�tut�on has a 45-year h�story of offer�ng �nternat�onal learn�ng exper�-

ences to �ts undergraduate populat�on . At present, nearly 60% of undergraduates 
part�c�pate �n at least one semester of study abroad . Furthermore, approx�mately 
65% of un�vers�ty faculty members part�c�pate �n these programs, serv�ng as v�s�t-
�ng faculty who l�ve and learn alongs�de the students . We currently offer year round 
and s�ngle semester learn�ng opportun�t�es �n twelve countr�es . For the major�ty of 
programs, students apply dur�ng the�r first year and then study abroad dur�ng the�r 
sophomore year, follow�ng wh�ch they re-ass�m�late �nto the home campus culture .
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P r o c e d u r e

Three hundred prospect�ve part�c�pants were randomly selected from the 
2002 enter�ng class of a pr�vate, Chr�st�an, l�beral arts un�vers�ty �n southern Cal�-
forn�a . Prospect�ve part�c�pants were selected us�ng a strat�fied random sampl�ng 
techn�que to �nsure equal numbers of males and females . Students were sent a let-
ter �nv�t�ng them to complete a web-based survey dur�ng the spr�ng of the�r first 
year of study at the un�vers�ty . Part�c�pants were then surveyed every spr�ng each 
of the�r four years as undergraduates . Those who chose to part�c�pate prov�ded 
demograph�c �nformat�on and then completed the dependent measures �n the 
follow�ng order: OMEIS, FAS, FES, LPS . The survey mater�als requ�red approx�-
mately �0 m�nutes to complete . As an �ncent�ve, part�c�pants rece�ved one hour 
of ‘convocat�on cred�t’ for part�c�pat�ng �n the study . Response rates across the 
four years ranged from 64–8�% . 

For the purpose of the present study, 99 students who completed the sur-
vey dur�ng both the�r first-year and sen�or year were cons�dered for select�on �n 
order to compare scores on the dependent measures before students attended 
an �nternat�onal program (F�rst-year score) to scores follow�ng part�c�pat�on �n 
such a program (Sen�or score) . Of these students, 60% had part�c�pated �n an 
�nternat�onal program . A subsample of �7 college students who part�c�pated �n 
an �nternat�onal program exper�ence (the IP Group) was matched on age and 
gender to �7 college students who d�d not part�c�pate �n such a program (the No 
IP Group) .

R e s u l t s

Preliminary Group Comparisons
We conducted ch�-square analyses of the responses of the IP and No IP 

Groups on demograph�c �nformat�on and the results are shown �n Table 1 . 
Results �nd�cated no s�gn�ficant group d�fferences, suggest�ng that group d�ffer-
ences obta�ned �n subsequent group compar�sons were not due to group d�ffer-
ences �n soc�oeconom�c status, rel�g�on, or ethn�c�ty .

Group Comparisons on Faith Measures
We conducted a 2 X 2 (Group X T�me) repeated-measures ANOVA on 

part�c�pants’ F�rst-Year and Sen�or scores for each fa�th measure . Table 2 pres-
ents the means and standard dev�at�ons by IP Group for both the F�rst-Year 
and Sen�or assessment per�ods . S�gn�ficant T�me effects were observed for both 
Importance of Fa�th, F(1,72) = 7 .41, p <  .01, and Rel�g�ous Behav�or, F(1,72) = 
5 .7�, p <  .0� . These find�ngs suggest that student att�tudes about the �mportance 
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of the�r fa�th as well as the frequency of the�r rel�g�ous behav�or decreased from 
the�r first-year of college to the�r sen�or year regardless of whether they stud�ed 
abroad (see Table 2) . A marg�nally s�gn�ficant Group X T�me �nteract�on effect 
was observed, however, for 

Appl�cat�on of Fa�th scores, F(1,72) = � .10, p <  .09 suggest�ng that appl�-
cat�on of fa�th scores �ncreased over t�me for students who stud�ed abroad but 
decreased over t�me for students who d�d not study abroad .

Group Comparisons on Vocational Calling Measures
We conducted a 2 X 2 (Group X T�me) repeated-measures ANOVA on 

part�c�pants’ F�rst-Year and Sen�or scores for each vocat�onal call�ng measure . 
Table � presents the means and standard dev�at�ons by IP Group for both the 
F�rst-Year and Sen�or assessment per�ods . S�gn�ficant Group X T�me �nterac-
t�ons were observed for both Sense of L�fe Purpose, F(1, 72) = 4 .92, p <  .04, and 
Serv�ce to Others, F(1, 72) = 7 .68, p < . 01 (see Table �) . These find�ngs suggest 
that sense of l�fe purpose and comm�tment to serv�ng others �ncreased over t�me 
for students who stud�ed abroad but decreased over t�me for students who d�d 
not study abroad .

7

Table 1. Percentage of Students in International Program Groups across Demographic 
Variables

Faith, F(1,72) = 7.41, p < .01, and Religious Behavior, F(1,72) = 5.73, p < .03. 
These findings suggest that student attitudes about the importance of their faith as 
well as the frequency of their religious behavior decreased from their first-year of 
college to their senior year regardless of whether they studied abroad (see Table 2). A
marginally significant Group X Time interaction effect was observed, however, for 
Application of Faith scores, F(1,72) =  3.10, p < .09  suggesting that application of 
faith scores increased over time for students who studied abroad but decreased over 
time for students who did not study abroad.

 

Group Comparisons on Vocational Calling Measures 
We conducted a 2 X 2 (Group X Time) repeated-measures ANOVA on 

participants’ First-Year and Senior scores for each vocational calling measure. Table 
3 presents the means and standard deviations by IP Group for both the First-Year 
and Senior assessment periods. Significant Group X Time interactions were 
observed for both Sense of Life Purpose, F(1, 72) = 4.92, p < .04, and Service to 
Others, F(1, 72) = 7.68, p <. 01 (see Table 3). These findings suggest that sense of 

Demographic Variable IP 
Group

No IP 
Group

Parental Income
<$40,000 14 19
$40,001-$70,000 22 27

$70,001-$100,000 16 14
$100,001-$130,000 11 19
>$130,000 37 21

Ethnicity 
African American 0 8
Asian 11 11
Caucasian 78 60
Latino 11 16
Other 0 5

Religion
Catholic 11 16
Hindu 0 3
Jewish 3 0
Protestant 78 51
Other 8 30

Table	�.	Percenta�e	o�	Students	in	International	Pro�ram	Grou�s	across	
Demo�ra�hic	Variables
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Group Comparisons on Identity Measures
We conducted a 2 X 2 (Group X T�me) repeated-measures ANOVA on 

part�c�pants’ F�rst-Year and Sen�or scores for each �dent�ty measure . Table 4 
presents the means and standard dev�at�ons by IP Group for both the F�rst-Year 
and Sen�or assessment per�ods . A s�gn�ficant T�me effect was observed for Fore-
closure scores, F(1,72) = 9 .�7, p <  .01, suggest�ng that students’ Foreclosure scores 
decreased from the�r first year of college to the�r sen�or year regardless of whether 
or not they stud�ed abroad (see Table 4) . A marg�nally s�gn�ficant Group X T�me 
�nteract�on was observed, however, for Ach�evement scores, F(1, 72) = � .68, p 
<  .07, suggest�ng that ach�evement scores �ncreased over t�me for students who 
stud�ed abroad but decreased sl�ghtly for those who d�d not study abroad . 

Table	2.	Means	and	Standard	Deviations	�or	Faith	Measures	�or	IP	Grou�s	across	
Measurement	Periods

8

life purpose and commitment to serving others increased over time for students who 
studied abroad but decreased over time for students who did not study abroad.

 
Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for Faith Measures for IP Groups across 
Measurement Periods

 

Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly at p < .05.
 

Group Comparisons on Identity Measures 
We conducted a 2 X 2 (Group X Time) repeated-measures ANOVA on 

participants’ First-Year and Senior scores for each identity measure. Table 4 presents 
the means and standard deviations by IP Group for both the First-Year and Senior 
assessment periods. A significant Time effect was observed for Foreclosure scores, 
F(1,72) = 9.37, p < .01, suggesting that students’ Foreclosure scores decreased from 
their first year of college to their senior year regardless of whether or not they 
studied abroad (see Table 4). A marginally significant Group X Time interaction 
was observed, however, for Achievement scores, F(1, 72) = 3.68, p < .07, suggesting 
that achievement scores increased over time for students who studied abroad but 
decreased slightly for those who did not study abroad.

 

 

 
Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations for Vocational Calling Measures for IP Groups 
across Measurement Periods

First Year Senior Year
Faith  
Measure

IP IP No IP No 
IP

IP IP No IP No 
IP

M SD M SD M SD M SD
Belief 
Strength

23.16 4.83 23.11 3.41 23.16 4.15 22.68 4.18

Faith
Importance

7.89a 2.69 7.27a 3.02 8.76b 1.42 8.35b 1.69

Faith 
Application

18.81 5.22 19.51 4.14 19.70 4.68 18.19 4.84

Religious 
Behavior

28.94a 7.75 27.23a 7.99 25.83b 8.25 24.97b 9.23

Spiritual 
Feelings

11.82 3.57 12.60 4.11 11.89 4.20 11.67 4.08

Table	�.	Means	and	Standard	Deviations	 �or	Vocational	Callin�	Measures	 �or	 IP	
Grou�s	across	Measurement	Periods
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First Year Senior Year
Vocation
Measure

IP No IP IP No IP

M SD M SD M SD M SD
Sense of 
Life 
Purpose
and Calling

21.38a 4.14 23.16a 3.69 23.57b 4.94 22.54b 5.25

Service to
Others

11.24a 2.43 12.40a 2.74 12.60b 2.60 11.97b 2.60

Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly at p < .05.
 

Table 4. Means and Standard Deviations for Identity Measures for IP Groups across 
Measurement Periods

First Year Senior Year
Identity
Measure 

IP No IP IP No IP

M SD M SD M SD M SD
Diffusion 19.95 7.02 19.05 6.12 17.69 6.74 18.08 4.07
Foreclosure 19.00a 6.75 17.51a 6.42 15.94b 8.12 15.32b 5.89
Moratorium 22.44 6.96 23.14 6.38 22.44 7.44 21.22 5.68
Achievement 29.04a 4.29 31.63b 4.67 31.25 5.93 31.03 4.85
Note: Means with different subscripts differ significantly at p < .05.

 

Discussion 
Our original research hypothesis stated that students who study abroad will 

experience significantly greater developmental change in faith, vocational calling,
and identity development compared to students who do not study abroad. Our 
findings suggest that many of these changes, in some fashion, do occur. First, our 
findings indicate that students reported that the importance of their 
faith and their practice of religious behavior both decreased from their first year to 
their senior year, regardless of whether or not they studied abroad. These findings 
are consistent with previous findings from Bryant & Astin (2008), who 
demonstrated that college students experience spiritual struggle, including 
disillusionment with their religious upbringing and subsequently became 
disenchanted with religious practice. In addition, their research provided evidence 
that college students feel unsettled about matters such as evil, suffering, and death, 
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D i s c u s s i o n

Our or�g�nal research hypothes�s stated that students who study abroad w�ll 
exper�ence s�gn�ficantly greater developmental change �n fa�th, vocat�onal call-
�ng, and �dent�ty development compared to students who do not study abroad . 
Our find�ngs suggest that many of these changes, �n some fash�on, do occur . F�rst, 
our find�ngs �nd�cate that students reported that the �mportance of the�r 

fa�th and the�r pract�ce of rel�g�ous behav�or both decreased from the�r first 
year to the�r sen�or year, regardless of whether or not they stud�ed abroad . These 
find�ngs are cons�stent w�th prev�ous find�ngs from Bryant & Ast�n (2008), who 
demonstrated that college students exper�ence sp�r�tual struggle, �nclud�ng d�s-
�llus�onment w�th the�r rel�g�ous upbr�ng�ng and subsequently became d�sen-
chanted w�th rel�g�ous pract�ce . In add�t�on, the�r research prov�ded ev�dence that 
college students feel unsettled about matters such as ev�l, suffer�ng, and death, 
caus�ng them to quest�on the value of the�r personal fa�th . Bryant & Ast�n po�nt 
to several factors that affect th�s sp�r�tual struggle, �nclud�ng students’ encounter-
�ng events that threaten the�r customary state of be�ng . Other researchers, such as 
L�ndholm (2006), have d�scovered that many students develop rel�g�ous skept�-
c�sm and d�strust of organ�zed rel�g�on over the�r college years . Th�s decrease �n 
the �mportance of fa�th and rel�g�ous pract�ce are no doubt due to the �ntellectual 
challenges present �n the college exper�ence, where�n exposure to rel�g�ous d�ver-
s�ty and to other worldv�ews can contr�bute to challenges to students’ bel�efs 
and rel�g�ous pract�ce systems . Our find�ngs are cons�stent w�th th�s and s�m�lar 
research that present ev�dence of the d�sengagement that some college students 
may exper�ence w�th regard to the�r fa�th or rel�g�ous her�tage .

In contrast, our find�ngs suggest that the appl�cat�on of fa�th to da�ly l�v�ng 
and dec�s�on-mak�ng �ncreased for students who stud�ed abroad and decreased for 
those students who d�d not study abroad, support�ng our or�g�nal hypothes�s . Th�s 
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Discussion 
Our original research hypothesis stated that students who study abroad will 

experience significantly greater developmental change in faith, vocational calling,
and identity development compared to students who do not study abroad. Our 
findings suggest that many of these changes, in some fashion, do occur. First, our 
findings indicate that students reported that the importance of their 
faith and their practice of religious behavior both decreased from their first year to 
their senior year, regardless of whether or not they studied abroad. These findings 
are consistent with previous findings from Bryant & Astin (2008), who 
demonstrated that college students experience spiritual struggle, including 
disillusionment with their religious upbringing and subsequently became 
disenchanted with religious practice. In addition, their research provided evidence 
that college students feel unsettled about matters such as evil, suffering, and death, 
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 d�fference may be attr�butable to external factors that students encounter dur�ng 
study abroad that challenge the�r fa�th assumpt�ons and force them to comm�t to 
the�r appl�cat�on . Students who study overseas, for example, may be more �ncl�ned to 
encounter day-to-day c�rcumstances that push them to rely on the�r fa�th �n order to 
deal w�th the challenges of l�v�ng �n another culture . Fa�th may serve as one of the�r 
first cop�ng mechan�sms �n s�tuat�ons where they encounter doubts, confus�on, and 
the unknown of l�v�ng abroad . Subsequently, they d�scover an �nvaluable, read�ly 
ava�lable �nner resource that prov�des them a means of susta�n�ng and �nform�ng the�r 
day-to-day l�v�ng . Other researchers have found ev�dence of the powerful �nfluence of 
rel�g�ous cop�ng �n stressful s�tuat�ons (Pargament, Sm�th, Koen�g, & Perez, 1998) .

Also �n support of our research hypothes�s, the understand�ng of voca-
t�onal call�ng, and hav�ng the �ncl�nat�on to serve others, were both s�gn�ficantly 
affected by a study abroad exper�ence . Students’ sense of vocat�onal call�ng and 
des�re to serve others �ncreased from the first year to the sen�or year for those 
who stud�ed abroad whereas students’ sense of l�fe purpose and des�re to serve 
others decreased for those who d�d not study abroad . Research on l�fe purpose, 
such as the work of Wong & Fry (1998), suggests that l�fe trans�t�ons and expe-
r�ences that lead to pos�t�ve relat�ons w�th others w�ll frequently contr�bute to 
maturat�on �n both sense and appl�cat�on of l�fe purpose . Other authors, such 
as Damon, Menon, & Bronk (200�) argue that loss of a sense of l�fe purpose �s 
frequently assoc�ated w�th self-absorpt�on and an �nab�l�ty to hold a larger per-
spect�ve of place �n the world . Therefore, we bel�eve that a reason that the study 
abroad exper�ence contr�butes pos�t�vely to vocat�onal call�ng �s the presence of 
a s�gn�ficant two-fold effect . Students who study abroad are exposed to a larger 
world, by v�rtue of the�r l�v�ng and learn�ng �n a culture that �s fore�gn to the�r 
upbr�ng�ng, and these same students, �n an effort to find the�r personal moor-
�ngs, often seek peer and older adult mentors as well as membersh�p �n new soc�al 
commun�t�es dur�ng the�r study abroad . The comb�nat�on of these two exper�-
ences may be the reason that vocat�onal matur�ty �ncreases . Internat�onal study 
prov�des an external env�ronment that challenges students’ th�nk�ng about the 
world and about themselves, and �t also may prov�de a mechan�sm for students 
to recover from these challenges and grow stronger �n a sense of certa�nty of l�fe 
d�rect�on and �n resolve to serve others . 

F�nally, our research demonstrates some of the potent�al effects of study 
abroad on �dent�ty development . F�rst, the s�gn�ficant decrease �n foreclosure 
scores that were observed for all students �n our sample �s cons�stent w�th the 
work of Honess, Yardley, and Yardley-Matw�ejczuk (1987), who argue that th�s 
�dent�ty status naturally decreases �n young adults over t�me . As students grow 
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and develop over t�me, they ga�n a greater sense of ownersh�p over the�r own 
values and bel�efs rather than s�mply adopt�ng those of �nfluent�al author�ty fig-
ures . In terms of �dent�ty ach�evement, s�gn�ficant �ncreases were observed for the 
study abroad students but not those students who d�d not study abroad . These 
find�ngs are due, �n part, to the fact that ach�evement �dent�ty scores were s�g-
n�ficantly h�gher �n students not attend�ng an �nternat�onal program compared 
to those that d�d attend, dur�ng the first year assessment per�od . The changes �n 
the �nternat�onal program group on ach�evement �dent�ty, however, �s �nterest�ng 
because �t t�es to several phenomena c�ted by Honess and colleagues (1987) as 
well as w�th the work of Meeus, Iedema, Helsen and Vollebergh (1999) . These 
phenomena �nclude the presence of t�me-l�m�ted cr�ses that force students to 
reflect on the�r sense of self, and s�gn�ficant educat�onal events and exper�ences 
that tr�gger an �dent�ty status trans�t�on . We bel�eve that these same factors are 
present �n the �nternat�onal study exper�ence, largely �n the form of the semester 
or year-long l�m�ts of the study abroad exper�ence, travel �n another country and 
the attendant exposure to other cultures, and the opportun�ty to be away from 
the fam�l�ar�t�es of home, forc�ng students to reflect on the�r sense of self .

Cons�stent w�th the work of Geertz (197�), there are a number of cultural 
un�versals and transferable �mpl�cat�ons of th�s research for the educat�onal work 
of faculty, students, and co-curr�cular profess�onals . F�rst, our find�ngs are cons�s-
tent w�th recommendat�ons made by R�chard L�ght (2001), suggest�ng that stu-
dents should seek to part�c�pate �n s�tuat�ons �n college l�fe where rel�g�ous d�ver-
s�ty may be found, as these exper�ences force the exam�nat�on of personal bel�efs 
and values �n a healthy way, and enhance respect for others’ v�ews . Learn�ng to 
embrace cultural, sp�r�tual, and �ntellectual d�vers�ty and confl�ct w�ll broaden 
students’ hor�zons and deepen the�r sense of place �n the world . Indeed, �f we 
are to be c�t�zens of the world, we must heed the words of Martha Nussbaum 
(1997, p . �2): “There �s no more effect�ve way to wake pup�ls up than to confront 
them w�th d�fference �n an area where they had prev�ously thought the�r own 
ways neutral, necessary, and natural . […] Socrat�c �nqu�ry mandates plural�sm .” 
And what better way than to “confront” our students w�th other perspect�ves, 
other ways of know�ng, and other cultures . Second, our find�ngs suggest to fac-
ulty and co-curr�cular staff �n the academy that they should v�ew the�r work as 
one of mentor to the protégé student, prov�d�ng support, w�sdom, challenge, and 
counsel . In part�cular, on the heels of any learn�ng moment, students need to be 
able to reflect on the�r exper�ences w�th mentors who have been through s�m�lar 
r�tes of passage and are therefore able to share the�r seasoned perspect�ve . In th�s 
ve�n, W�ll�am James rem�nds us that all forms of convers�on and transformat�on 
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requ�re “prec�sely the same psycholog�cal form of event—a firmness, stab�l�ty, and 
equ�l�br�um succeed�ng a per�od of storm and stress and �ncons�stency” (2002, p . 
196) . It �s the mentor, then, who prov�des part of th�s framework of stab�l�ty for 
the protégé who �s exper�enc�ng the stress of growth and development .

There were several methodolog�cal l�m�tat�ons to the current study . The first 
of these, our small sample s�ze for the compar�sons between groups, requ�res that 
we s�mply gather more data �n order to confirm the prel�m�nary results we have 
ach�eved thus far . In order to general�ze our find�ngs more broadly, we recog-
n�ze the �mportance of �ncreas�ng the d�vers�ty of both the student sample and 
the �nst�tut�on from wh�ch the sample �s drawn, thereby allow�ng us to �ncrease 
demograph�c d�vers�ty �n terms of ethn�c�ty, rel�g�ous affil�at�on, and parental 
�ncome . Furthermore, we understand that one survey �nstrument, even adm�n�s-
tered long�tud�nally, �s merely a s�ngle lens for our research �nvest�gat�on . There-
fore, �n future work, we plan to �ncorporate other research techn�ques bes�des 
survey methodology such as �nterv�ews or focus groups, �n order to tr�angulate 
the find�ngs we have observed thus far . In add�t�on, �n v�ew of the overlap between 
the study abroad �ntervent�on analys�s found �n our work and the ev�dence from 
other researchers’ work on change �n fa�th, l�fe purpose, and �dent�ty, we are also 
�nterested �n further �nvest�gat�ng the “why” beh�nd the changes that occur �n 
students who study abroad . Future research needs to exam�ne the spec�fic factors 
w�th�n the �nternat�onal program exper�ence that are respons�ble for the pos�t�ve 
outcomes assoc�ated w�th such exper�ences . As a s�gnal of the cont�nued research 
we hope to do, we hypothes�ze that there are three underly�ng reasons for these 
many changes: 1) dislocation—leav�ng home, 2) initiation—exper�enc�ng the d�f-
ferences of other cultures and seek�ng out mentor�ng and commun�ty, and �) 
return—return�ng to the U .S . w�th�n a l�m�ted t�meframe, requ�r�ng the student 
to ass�m�late the�r �nternat�onal exper�ence �nto the�r ongo�ng domest�c l�fe . 
F�nally, there was some select�on b�as �n our two groups as those students who 
chose not to attend an �nternat�onal program scored h�gher on �dent�ty ach�eve-
ment than students who d�d choose to attend, when assessed dur�ng the�r first 
year of college . The groups d�d not d�ffer on any other study var�ables dur�ng the 
first-year assessment per�od, however, support�ng the �dea that the �nternat�onal 
program exper�ence was a s�gn�ficant contr�butor to group d�fferences . Future 
research should, however, control for d�fferences �n �dent�ty status by �ncorpo-
rat�ng appropr�ate compar�son groups or match�ng procedures . Above all, as we 
cont�nue to work �n th�s area, we are encouraged by the �ncreas�ng �nterest that 
students have �n study abroad and the apparently s�gn�ficant �mpact that �t has 
on the�r l�ves .
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A p p e n d i x  I

Subscales	and	Sam�le	Questions	�or	the	Objective	Measure	o�	��o	Identity	
Status	(OM�IS)

Diffusion
•	 I	�uess	I	just	�ind	o�	enjoy	li�e	in	�eneral,	and	I	don’t	see	mysel�	livin�	by	

any	�articular	vie��oint	to	li�e.
•	 I	haven’t	chosen	the	occu�ation	I	really	�ant	to	�et	into,	and	I’m	just	�or�-

in�	at	�hatever	is	available	until	somethin�	better	comes	alon�.
Foreclosure
•	 I	�uess	 I’m	�retty	much	 li�e	my	�ol�s	�hen	 it	comes	to	�olitics.	 I	 �ollo�	

�hat	they	do	in	terms	o�	votin�	and	such.
•	 My	�arents’	vie�s	on	li�e	are	�ood	enou�h	�or	me,	I	don’t	need	anythin�	

else.
Moratorium
•	 I’m	loo�in�	�or	an	acce�table	�ers�ective	�or	my	o�n	“li�e	style”,	but	haven’t	

really	�ound	it	yet.
•	 There	 are	 so	 many	 di��erent	 �olitical	 �arties	 and	 ideals.	 I	 can’t	 decide	

�������	��	���������	�n����	�	��������	��	a����	���.
Achievement
•	 It	too�	me	a	lon�	time	to	decide	but	no�	I	�no�	�or	sure	�hat	direction	to	

move	in	�or	a	career.
•	 I’ve	thou�ht	my	�olitical	belie�s	throu�h	and	realize	I	can	a�ree	�ith	some	

and	not	other	as�ects	o�	�hat	my	�arents	believe.

©2015 The Forum on Education Abroad



10�

F r o n t i e r s :  T h e  I n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  J o u r n a l  o f  S t u d y  A b r o a d

A p p e n d i x  I I

Subscales and Sample Questions for the Faith Attitude, Faith 
Experience, Vocational Calling Surveys

Subscales    
Faith Attitude Survey  Sample Items

Strength of Beliefs •	 I	vie�	mysel�	as	a	reli�ious	�erson.

	 •	 I	have	doubts	about	�hether	my	reli�ious	belie�s	
	 	 are	true.

Importance of Faith •	 Reli�ion	is	not	a	very	im�ortant	�art	o�	my	li�e	ri�ht	
	 	 no�.

	 •	 My	�aith	is	not	very	im�ortant	to	me.

Life Application of Faith •	 I	de�end	on	my	�aith	in	God	�or	decision-ma�in�		
	 	 and	direction.

	 •	 I	try	hard	to	carry	my	reli�ious	belie�s	into	all	other	
	 	 dealin�s	in	my	li�e.

Faith Experience Survey

Religious Behavior  •	 Ho�	o�ten	do	you	attend	reli�ious	services?

	 •	 Ho�	o�ten	have	you	read	the	bible	in	the	last	
	 	 year?

	 •	 �ithin	 your	 reli�ious	 or	 s�iritual	 tradition,	 ho�	
	 	 o�ten	do	you	meditate?

Spiritual Feelings •	 �	��n��	�����n�����	an��	���������	�n	��	����������n	���	��a����

	 •	 I	�eel	God’s	love	�or	me,	directly	or	throu�h	others

Vocational Calling Survey

Sense of Life Purpose, 
Calling, and Discernment •	 I	have	a	�ell-develo�ed	understandin�	o�	�hat	
	 	 my	�i�ts	and	talents	are.

	 •	 I	have	a	�ood	sense	�or	my	�ur�ose	in	li�e

Service Toward Others •	 I	�lan	to	enter	a	career	 that	em�hasizes	service	
	 	 to	others.

	 	 •	 I	 �eel	a	dee�	sense	o�	res�onsibility	�or	reducin�		
	 	 �ain	and	su��erin�	in	the	�orld.
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