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Abstract -The purpose of the investigation was to examine how Caucasian students’ perceptions of peoples of the host cultures changed during a semester of study abroad. Students pass through five stages of conceptual development in thinking about other cultures. Stage one is characterized by seeing people from the host culture largely as stereotypes without reference to personal interaction. In stage two a person references personal experiences to give examples of generalized or stereotypical behavior. In Stage three a person has had enough experience to see that people in the host culture are as human as themselves. In Stage four the sojourner reflectively applies concepts to the immigrants and foreign or ethnic communities with whom they have had personal experience in their home culture. Stage five is an application of this newfound humanity to people of other cultures whom they have not encountered.  A critical pedagogical framework was found to scaffold and support students’ transformative experiences. 

Review of Relevant Literature

The literature on attitude change during a study abroad experience repeatedly points to personal relationships with the host culture and type of host culture contact as important in student attitude change. Marion (1980) found that US students who made close friends during their time abroad reported a significantly more positive attitude toward the people of the host country, and a less positive attitude toward people from their home country. Students who made at least one close friend during their study abroad experience had a greater approval for traits associated with people of the host country (Sellitz and Cook, 1976). They also reported more intercultural relationships (Brislin, 1983) and had a tendency to attribute behavior to situational reasons and not to personality traits. (Brislin, 1983) 

However, not all intimate contact results in a more positive conception of the host culture. A work group who had genuine intimate contact in France changed negatively in their perceptions toward the host country (Salter and Teger, 1975) and Marion (1980) found on the whole that students she studied became significantly less positive toward their host country during their time abroad in Germany, Italy and France.

Measuring whether a sojourner changes positively or negatively in their perceptions of the host culture is a very limited way to understand the substance of the attitude change that takes place during a cross-cultural experience. Working on this premise, Drews, Myers and Peregrine (1996) argue that cross-cultural contact does not produce a naïve negative or positive result, but rather makes the members of another culture more human and personal. 

Methodology and Population Sample

Ten students participated in the study during the Fall 2001 and Spring 2002 semesters. Six students sat for entry and exit interviews in the Fall and four in the spring. The first interview was conducted during the first week students were in Costa Rica and the exit interview occurred during the re-entry retreat in Miami at the end of the semester.There were two representatives from the Literature study concentration, two from International Business, two from Tropical Science and Biology and four from Latin American Studies. Five females and five males participated in the study.  All participants were Caucasian. 

On Becoming Persons: A Stage Theory


Students conceptual understanding of the host culture, their own culture and the world went through a transformation during their time of study. The following is an attempt to categorize and describe how that change occurred and what are some salient features of different points along the way. 

Stage One

Stage one is characterized by seeing people of other cultures through stereotypes without reference to personal interaction. A student who displays this thinking likely has little to no prior experience with people from other cultures. Evidence of Stage One thinking was uncommon, only occurring in two of the ten students interviewed during the two semesters. One of the determinants of Stage one is the source of information that determines attitudes about other cultures. The principle sources of information being secondhand, such as media, family, friends or references to general societal presuppositions. 

Stage Two

In this stage a person is still supporting their stereotypes, however, they use their personal experiences to give examples of stereotypical behavior. Rochelle, in the first interview, in speaking about Hispanic culture states, “..they just are very humble, the ones I´m in contact with are very humble. And they,.. they treat everyone with the utmost respect…, they are so warm automatically.., people are important to them, they´re like that.” This second quote shows a couple of the defining features of Stage two conceptualization. The stereotypes are liberally applied to all people of that category, and limited personal experience is used to justify the universal statements. Limited personal experience has validated the sojourner’s preconceived notions, either positive or negative, and gives them the authority to solidify their judgment. The person in a Stage two is still describing a phenomenon, they are not really talking about people yet. As Stage three is described it will become apparent what is meant by this. 

Stage Three

In Stage three a person has had enough experience to see that there is no uniformity in the actions of people in the host culture and they are people as human as themselves. Rochelle stated “Their humanity is just as important as mine,…I think that I thought that before, but I didn’t see how it all came into play.” It may seem strange that students would be newly discovering the humanity of their hosts, but a number of students put it in exactly those words. Keri sheepishly reflected, “I think coming here actually helped me to see Latin Americans as people, as strange as that sounds. Because before coming here on this trip, I have come here before on a cruise ship where Latin Americans are something that you look at rather than someone who is, if that makes any sense. I’ve learned that these are people with feelings, that these are people with struggles, that these are people who are just as valuable as I am in the sight of God.” In all, five of the ten students interviewed claimed to have discovered the humanity of their hosts in a new way during the semester in almost those exact words. 

Stage Four

Sojourners in the next stage are able to apply the new concepts to the immigrants and communities that they have had personal experience with in the US. Rochelle again gives us an example of this stating, “I think before,.. different traditional things that set with me kind of weird just because I wasn’t used to it.. but now I´m excited about it. I´m excited about the differences.” She is able to reflect on past experiences and apply the new concepts to those experiences in order to see them with new eyes. 

Stage Five

The final stage that was present in some students was a generalization of this newfound humanity to people of other cultures whom they did not come into contact with during their study experience and with whom they had little to no previous contact. Some students were able to articulate how their experience in Central America might relate to the rest of the world. To see all cultures of the world as truly as human as they are without any personal experience is an exercise in imagination. Rochelle stated, “Seeing a few different countries and meeting different people….will make me more open in the future to people of different countries that I haven’t been to, to want to learn more about them….and how they see things instead of just seeing it from my perspective and my point of view.” Keri was able to explicitly tie her experience to her conceptual understanding of other nations when she states “I’m realizing that these Latin students are all so different, that means that the people from Japan are also different from the people of China or Korea or Vietnam.” 

Reasons for Change in Thinking 

Moving from Stage one to Stage two does not require much conceptual reconfiguration. Previously held beliefs are reinforced in light of a short term or superficial cross-cultural experience or one stereotype is replaced by another. 

The shift from Stage two to Stage three is the most dramatic and conceptually challenging. It requires new tools, such as language and cultural awareness as well as extended contact and experiences in a cross-cultural setting. Family experiences were the most frequently cited cause of the conceptual shift. Five students cited their Costa Rican family, 4 cited their Nicaraguan family experience and 1 cited friends that he made at his church as the most impactful relationship in changing the way they thought about Central Americans. Language was definitely a key skill, as Keri stated, . “It’s really hard to understand a culture if you can’t speak the language because the communication barrier is huge.” 

Other experiences that were cited by students included having an experience or set of experiences that the student could clearly relate to their family in the states.  Peter stated,  “So it was enlightening in so far as I got to see family relations in another culture that were quite similar to my own family back home. That was something that I just didn’t expect.”  Another type of experience was seeing a highly valued character trait in people of another culture. Scott gives us an example from an experience before LASP of how seeing an admired trait changed his thinking. Speaking of a Honduran immigrant he had befriended he stated, “..I had no idea that some of these guys were so ambitious. That has impressed me. I guess there´s no reason why he wouldn´t be that way, but I´ve never thought about it like that way before - the whole migrant community. I think there might be a lot like him.”  


The experience does not have to necessarily be a positive one to help a student re-evaluate their thinking. Jennifer had a negative experience that caused reflection. “…at first I thought.. everybody was so affectionate and loving and ..it was a happy, wonderful place. And over time…, I won´t give you the whole story. Just some things that happened with my mom and with the program, I noticed… there is a lot of dishonesty and lying that goes on.” Students observed behaviors they were uncomfortable with that challenged them to move beyond their stereotypes and truly treat people as individuals, as humans. 

The reflective thought that moves a sojourner from Stage three to stage four was brought about for one student by the film “El Norte”, and by a student classroom presentation on immigration. This connection between the immigrant community in the US and the host culture is one that ought to be explicit in the classroom material. 

Moving from Stage four to Stage five requires the ability to make connections and to generalize current experiences to experiences they have not had. This is also an area that can be explicitly brought into the curriculum of a study program.  

Benefits of New Conceptualization

The change in attitude in students appears to have ramifications for the decrease of racial intolerance and discrimination. Brislin (1983) makes the hypothesis that a study abroad experience, especially intimate interaction can decrease the likelihood of a person making the “Fundamental Attribution Error”, which is the tendency for a person to ascribe a personality trait explanation to observed disagreeable behavior. An example of a trait explanation is that someone is “mean” or  “emotional” to honk at you in traffic.  Having personal experience in another culture leaves open the possibility that it may be a culturally acceptable behavior or the person may be experiencing a momentary difficulty instead of having a permanent negative condition. Making the “Fundamental Attibution Error” can lead to discriminatory or racist actions. 

Seeing people of other cultures as more human opens the door to the desire to understand their point of view. The change that occurred in these students brought evidence of increased compassion and a tendency to see the differences in other cultures as valuable assets to be explored instead of threatening differences. 

The increased contact and personalization of the host culture also gives “Horizontal Structure” to tolerant attitudes. This refers to the multiple lines of reasoning and experience that form our ideas and opinions.(Tims and Miller, 1986) Sojourners are no longer content making generalizations and forming attitudes on limited information. 

Critical Pedagogy as the Framework for the LASP

The principle contributor to the change in student attitude was face-to-face intimate interaction with people of the host cultures. However, students pointed out the importance of the critical pedagogical framework for structuring and helping them to reflect upon their experiences. Mark stated, “I could live amongst the people and never, never think about the important questions. …the readings I’ve read have a story, they have a point of view of the person who wrote them. I’ve learned that, and it’s because of the program not just living overseas.” The critical pedagogical framework helped to structure and expose students to the differing perspectives of people in the Central American context while allowing students to explore and be in contact with the humanity of the host cultures.  

Critical pedagogy is sometimes referred to as transformational or progressive pedagogy.(Burns, 2000) It is a way of establishing a teaching/learning relationship in which students are encouraged to take ownership of their learning through the questioning of “all hierarchical structures of power that demand reverence at the expense of dialogue and debate.” (Giroux, 1996, p.77)  It includes questioning assumptions about the established canon of a given field of study and examining such established knowledge and looking for bias in the areas of race, class, and gender.(Burns, 2000) 

Critical Pedagogy is contrasted with the banking model of education where there is an established bank of facts that the teacher is responsible for transmitting to students. Ira Shor (1992) says of this model, “By limiting creative and critical questioning, the banking model makes education into an authoritarian transfer instead of a democratic experience.” (p.34) In a critical classroom or program of study students are encouraged to interact and question material and look for relationships to wider social and societal issues with the ultimate goal of being agents of social change and empowerment for those most affected by the current political and social systems. (Burns, 2000; Shor, 1992)

While studying in a cross-cultural context, students have access to diversity of opinion hard to find on their home campuses. This new perspectives facilitate the process of students questioning and dialoguing about taken for granted assumptions and questioning the canon of truth that has been handed to them through their previous educational experiences. This process can cause new tensions for a student as reported by Peter in a very powerful way:

“The marginalized voice is, it’s not going to be candy coated like a lot of the other voices that are dominating US culture. They are going to be blunt to the point, not pretty, ugly. Maybe even condemning of the way I might live, or my culture. I was really quite opposed to it when I heard it, because it pointed a finger at me, at my culture as being the oppressor. But I guess the more perspectives I got with some explanation, I came to realize that these people are telling it how it is from their point of view. … They weren’t trying to be critical of me, they weren’t trying to put me down, to put my culture down, they were just saying their side of the story that I hadn’t heard before and it was different. Different is sometimes not easy, painful.”


The goal of a critical pedagogical approach is to create scholars and thinkers who are willing to question and think for themselves, developing their own set of criteria and principles by which to evaluate information and action. There is ample evidence from students that the process is having positive effects in this direction:

Samuel- “The learning process is confusing, but I think I am coming out of it with more aptness to think individually and analyze individually rather than just believing what I read and am taught, right off.”
Scott – “I think that it began to make sense to me, and in the end I became more confident of my own beliefs, about myself. I think that, um, I think that there are still a lot of issues that remain unclear to me and might remain unclear for a long time….. if I´ve learned one thing, there are no easy answers.”

The following insight was particularly powerful in showing how the personal conceptual transformation and the academic framework work hand in hand to raise the consciousness of students. 

Mark – “A lot of it was from the business concentration. …seeing people as more real down here. It sounds terrible ´cause I basically didn´t consider people before for whatever reason…All you´re taught in school about Mexico is a major production sheet. Bam, answer on a test. Go to Costa Rica and make chips. Go to Honduras and make shirts. When you learn that stuff you learn that our culture is better. They don´t teach you this, but our culture is better ´cause other people are worse. The worse people are making clothes so that you can make it at a cheaper price. Which makes them, as a human being, worse off because they are willing to do cheaper work. And I´ve definitely had that mindset. And I knew they were my brothers and sisters and that I should care for them, but it wasn´t completely, I didn´t see them, exactly all that that meant… And I´m sure I don´t know all exactly what it means even now ´cause I know I still have stuff to work through. But I know that I definitely have more respect for them.”

Conclusion

Studies have focused on the more superficial measurement of whether students walk away with a positive or negative attitude toward people of other cultures. The truly important impact of a cross-cultural experience is not whether the sojourners feel positively or negatively about their experience upon completion of a cross-cultural experience rather whether they have changed their conceptualization of the people in the host culture. The goal is that sojourners see others as fully human with the same rights, dreams and passions as people from their own culture and quite possibly that this humanity can be granted to cultures and peoples that remain as yet strangers. 

Recommendations for the LASP and other CCCU programs

· Maximize student intimate contact with the host culture. Through family stays, formally organized activities with youth groups or student groups and encouraging students to get involved in activities outside of the classroom setting through service opportunities sports or hobbies, students will be pushed in their thinking about the host culture. 

· Provide ongoing reflective space for students to process their experiences and make new connections. This can take place in small groups, as a large group and as a part of journal or writing activities. 

· Emphasize similarities between students’ culture and the host culture.  Before classes or in small group situations, highlight publicly stories where students have discovered those similarities on their own as well as explicitly making connections. 

· Publicize instances where members of the host culture display attributes that are highly valued in US society. 

· When negative experiences occur, emphasize the acts as individual choices and help students to see the same types of behavior in US culture. 

· Make connections between their current academic learning and other locations in the world as well as the students’ home context. This can be dones as an explicit part of the curriculum as well as informally. Helping students to see the same  issues in other contexts will help to “globalize” their learning. 

· Continually provide training for staff and faculty in critical pedagogical approaches. Structure and refine classroom and programmatic activities in light of a critical pedagogical approach. (An excellent book  applying critical pedagogy to educating US University students is Ira Shor’s, Empowering Education. University of Chicago Press, 1992)

These approaches may include:

· Presenting multiple perspectives and perspectives which are underrepresented in mainstream academic settings.

· Encouraging democratic participation in learning and construction of knowledge rather than “teacher talk”.

· An open environment where questioning existing dogmas is encouraged and students are challenged to take their investigations seriously.

· The creation of opportunities for appropriate action as the end of learning activities.
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