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Study abroad and the second language learner: An introduction

Martin Howard

University College Cork

Introduction

Situated at the interface between the fields of applied linguistics and international education, study abroad (SA) research has emerged as a significant independent subfield in recent years, reflecting the growing research interest in the SA experience from diverse perspectives in tandem with ever-increasing participation in such education abroad. Those perspectives are wide-ranging extending to educational, intercultural, linguistic, personal and social development during a sojourn abroad, as we seek to better understand the link between study abroad and various facets of participant development. While study abroad is often held as offering optimal conditions for second language learning, participation has seen growing numbers of non-language specialists engage in study abroad such that they constitute a significant cohort among SA participants. Indeed, within the European Union’s long-established Erasmus programme (see European Commission, 2017), the latter are in fact the majority relative to their language specialist counterparts, such that the field extends well beyond a focus on language learning to the nature of development at an educational, intercultural, personal, social, academic and professional level (see, e.g., Ogden, Streitwieser and Van Mol, 2020; Van Mol, 2014).

The focus of this volume predominantly extends to language learners, although the issues explored do not exclusively apply to such a group of participants but are indeed relevant to all participants, be they language specialists or not. Indeed, in the case of non-language specialists, many of them spend time in a country where a language other than their mother tongue may be the dominant language, such that language issues necessarily arise in their experience of study abroad in their temporary host community. Beyond language, other issues in the opportunities that study abroad offers equally apply to language and non-language specialists, such that many of the issues addressed in this volume will hold interest for both participant groups. While study abroad is increasingly promoted in higher education contexts, it can take various forms, such as a period of study at a partner institution abroad, a work experience or simply organized residence abroad as a period of time that the participant spends in another country, usually for educational, academic or professional reasons. As such, it is not exclusive to a higher education context but rather includes children and adolescents (see, e.g., Llanes and Muñoz, 2013), as well as adults who engage in study abroad in various capacities (see Forsberg Lundell and Bartning, 2015). While they constitute the participants, other stakeholders include SA organizers, programme staff and instructors in both the home and host institution contexts, parents or guardians, host families abroad and policy makers. Study abroad research therefore extends to a wide range of interested parties, and, indeed, the field is increasingly cognizant of the need to include their perspectives for a fuller understanding of and interaction on the issues at play (see Kinginger, 2008; Ogden, Streitwieser and Van Mol, 2020; Surtees, 2019).

Those issues are numerous, and this volume is an attempt to capture some recent research in the field which addresses some innovative areas of investigation and which complements the wealth of existing research in this highly buoyant field. Indeed, existing research has provided wide-ranging insights which, from a language perspective, have in the main focused historically on the nature of linguistic development during study abroad (see, e.g., Pérez-Vidal, 2014), but also since the early 2000s on individual factors at play in the participants’ experience abroad, reflecting the social turn within the field of second language acquisition (SLA) (for an overview, see Kinginger, 2008, 2013a). From a language perspective, the field has highlighted the complexity of the SA experience, both at a personal level for the individual participant and in terms of language learning outcomes, whereby considerable individual variation is seen to prevail on both counts (see Freed, 1995a; Jensen and Howard, 2014). In other words, the experience is highly individualistic, in no way uniform across participants and dependent on a full range of personal, social and contextual factors at play, such that it is often seen to be difficult to draw definitive conclusions on the benefits of an experience abroad. In the case of second language learning in particular, the findings often contrast with the folk-belief that a stay abroad will lead to significant linguistic gains compared to learners who do not venture abroad. In other words, while gains can be made, they are by no means guaranteed, with considerable scope for further development remaining on the learners’ return to their home classroom (see Hessel, 2020; Howard, 2009; Huensch and Tracy-Ventura, 2017; Huensch et al., 2019, on post-study abroad development).

Taken together, that body of research has undoubtedly served to drive the field forward since its inception following on Carroll’s (1967) initial study, such that new questions necessarily emerge, some of which we address in the studies presented in this volume. If anything, we are increasingly cognizant that the issues are not restricted solely to the actual time spent abroad or the participants themselves, but rather include pre-study abroad and post-study abroad matters prior to and following on the participant’s return to their home educational environment. Further, during the learners’ time abroad, the issues are not restricted to language per se but extend beyond language to factors that complement and underpin such language learning, such as in terms of personal and social development, and the wide-ranging contextual factors that characterize the individual’s experience abroad and which condition such development. Against this background, notwithstanding the importance of post-study abroad matters where some studies are beginning to emerge, such as in relation to long-term retention of linguistic gains (see Hessel, 2020; Huensch and Tracy-Ventura, 2017; Huensch et al., 2019), identity and learner reintegration issues (Benson et al., 2013; Jackson, 2019), this volume focuses more specifically on matters ‘pre-’ and ‘during’ study abroad. In so doing, an overriding theme is the link between folk-linguistic expectations of study abroad and experiences and development abroad. In the following, we outline some questions that arise, followed by a synopsis of the chapters which constitute the volume.

Study abroad expectations, experiences and
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