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Communicating issues of students in relation to mental health and identifying blind spots of 

support networks on study abroad 

Takako Amano, University of Central Lancashire 

 

The figure of ‘One-in-four adults (…) experience mental illness during their lifetime’ (NHS England, 

ND) or “Approximately 1 in 4 people in the UK will experience a mental health problem each year” 

(Mind, 2013) have been often quoted when discussing the large and growing number of the 

student population with issues with their mental health in the Higher Education in England/UK. 

However, ‘1 in 4 adults’ is based on an interpretation of the census in 2004 by McManus et al. 

(2009) but “the understanding of what a mental health issue is was radically different. Mental 

health issues are distinct from mental illnesses (although the two are often linked)” (Devon 2018, 

Italicised by the current author). 

It is noticeable that NHS England and Mind use mental illness and mental health problem as if 

they are interchangeable. But are they? It now raises a question whether academic staff in UK 

higher education who are directly dealing with students know what each phrase such as mental 

wellbeing, mental illness, mental health crises and so on means. Furthermore, if there is no 

consensus, then when communicating with colleagues at our partner institutions abroad in non-

English speaking countries where students are sent for their study abroad programme, they must 

be unsure what these interchangeably used phrases could entail whilst the words and phrases 

that are used have not shared the same grounds. 

In this research firstly terminologies that describe issues in relation to students’ mental health in 

accessible articles are going to be examined. Not only references from study abroad related but 

also from medical and psychiatric fields are employed. The list of words and phrases that play key 

parts in this research are then going to be analysed using corpuses. However, the scope of this 

research is not ending as a quantifiable linguistic analysis. The result of analysis will then be 

applied in order to identify blind spots of existing support networks. It can analyse the support 

system of an institution, between partner institutions, or simulate cases of incidences of crises 

of students. 

This paper brings up unique and important questions, which may become a framework that can 

be used to check the already thought to have been established support system for students with 

partner institutions abroad. Further suggested areas of discussions and research will also be 

presented. 

 

key words: mental health, study abroad, dual system, crisis, carer/s 
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Going global: transitioning from a “Year Abroad” to an “International Placement Year” 

Isabelle Baron and Sascha Stollhans, University of Lancaster 

HE language departments and academic staff involved in processed related to the Year Abroad 

(YA) are currently going through a period of transition. The rebranding of the iconic YA website 

from third year abroad.com to globalgraduates.com is symptomatic of the challenges that 

language degrees are facing all over the UK - at least those language degrees that feature a 

placement abroad as part of their curriculum. 

Accordingly, Lancaster University has recently rebranded its Year Abroad and now refers to it as 

the "International Placement Year"–a decision which has been motivated by both external and 

internal factors. As one would expect, external factors include a desire to pre-empt Brexit-related 

fears from applicants whose perceptions of the Year Abroad are often associated with Erasmus+, 

European policies and an uncertain future. Indeed, by rebranding our YA as an “International 

Placement Year” we aim to emphasise its global outlook and employability-related benefits, in 

line with the aims of global-graduates.com: 

“We help students to become global graduates through study abroad opportunities, work 

placements, volunteering, languages and international jobs during and after their degree 

course." 

Our former Erasmus Office is now part of a much bigger structure, the Global Experiences Office. 

This ties in with Lancaster University’s ambition to be a university of global relevance that fosters 

internationalisation. Our department, the Department of Languages and Cultures, needs to 

integrate this bigger structure, relinquishing some of its independence in the process but also 

greatly benefitting from the new structures and new policies in place.  

A few decades ago, the Year Abroad programme, whether spent in a university or in teaching or 

non-teaching work placement, was perceived as a joyful and carefree endeavour. Year Abroad 

tutors and administrators are now faced with managing students’ increased vulnerability in the 

face of real and perceived challenges. These include “best year of my life” syndrome, fear of the 

unknown, mental health issues and concerns about employability -despite the fact that 

graduates of language degrees have long been in demand across many sectors of business and 

industry, increasingly so in a globalised work environment. 

In this paper, we will present the rebranding of our Year Abroad as “International Placement Year” 

as a case study of the transition the Year Abroad is embarking on as it is “going global” and 

becoming part of a wider internationalisation process. We will address some of our internal and 

external challenges and suggest strategies that will allow us and others to negotiate the YA 

transition and better prepare our language students to become global graduates. 
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The importance of emotions: pre, during and post Year Abroad (YA) 

Emine Cakir and Julide Inozu, Univesity of Oxford, Cukurova University 

Emotions are an integral part of foreign language learning. Both negative and positive emotions 

have an undeniable impact on the learning journey of learners including their year abroad 

experience. Learners especially need to reflect on their emotions during their living and studying 

in the target language country. 

This presentation reports on a study that explores the interactional construction and 

management of the emotionality in foreign language learning context. The emotional 

experiences of five tertiary level students from the University of Oxford were searched through 

autobiographical interviews, semi-structured questions, Whatsapp and skype interview research 

during their year abroad (immersion in L2 context: Turkey) after they completed an intensive 1 

year course in the target language: Turkish. Taking into account the learners’ emotional histories, 

which focus on the emotional responses of these learners to the language learning process, this 

qualitative research makes the impact of emotions visible. The personal narratives of the learners 

offer evidence of the ways that emotions either enhance learning or act as detrimental to foreign 

language learning, especially of languages less widely learnt/taught. The emerging themes in the 

narratives shed insights into the outcomes of the emotional experiences that shape these 

learners’ interpretations of their current selves and imagined selves as language learners. By 

doing so, this study provides us information about how different learners appraise their 

experiences in their foreign language learning trajectories. Implications for the role that emotions 

play in foreign language learning especially less widely learnt/ taught languages are also 

discussed in the presentation. 

 

Author keywords: emotions, foreign language learning, year abroad 
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Perceived changes to students sense of self-identity/agency as the result of an International 

exchange study abroad programme (poster) 

David Channon and Norlene Conway, Royal Hollowway University of London 

To explore international exchange students experiences of studying abroad with a view to 

understanding the intercultural / interpersonal dimension. The research explores: 

 Perceived changes to sense of self-identity / agency; 

 Depth of impact / Level of criticality = significance to the individual in terms of: 

a. Cognition (beliefs / attitudes /values i.e. changing stereotypes / ethno-relativity); 

b. Praxis (critical decisions / trajectories). 

There is a paucity of empirically based models of intercultural communicative competence (Szuba, 

2016). The present study addresses this gap. There is also a lack of such research in the UK Higher 

Education sector in particular. The research takes a constructivist approach to measure changes 

in international exchange Students’ sense of self-identity / agency, evidenced through perceived 

differences between personal expectations and events, episodes and incidents during the 

sojourn. The study utilises a mixed-methods design consisting of a questionnaire survey and 

some in-depth interviews. The survey questionnaire is administered prior to students’ departure 

to the host country, again mid-way through their sojourn and finally on their return to the UK. It 

aims to gauge students’ expectations prior to the start of the year abroad and if and how this 

changes during their time in the host culture. A number of previous exchange students had each 

written a report on their experiences. We analysed the 2016 essays to gain an understanding of 

the main themes that were expressed. These were: 

• The main challenges students faced 

• Their responses to these challenges 

• The effect that study abroad had on them as a person 

• What students had learned as a result of their experiences 

These categories formed the basis of the survey questionnaire. The questionnaire has thus far 

been piloted with 4 students. Statistical analysis of the data has not yet been undertaken. For 

2018-19, we have 25 students who have given their formal consent to participating in the project.  

Data Analysis: We have chosen to adapt Byram’s (1997) model of Intercultural Communicative 

Competence (ICC) to analyse the main findings of the research in terms of potential changes in 

knowledge, skills and/or values (‘savoirs’) occurring concomitant to students period of study 

abroad. The notion of critical incidents (Flanagan, 1954; Tripp, 1993) is also employed in order to 

understand the ways in which particular experiences can lead to transformational learning. 

Key words: International exchange; research; intercultural; identity; savoirs  
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Improving the Experience for Incoming Exchange Students 

Tamsin Embleton, Newcastle University 

This paper will present findings and recommendations from a project on the Year Abroad (YA) as 

experienced by ISs in the author’s institution (a modern languages department at a Russell Group 

university). Issues were identified relating to: module choice for incoming students (ISs); the 

subjects and credits required by ISs’ home universities; differing practice between Schools and 

between Schools and central administration, at the author’s university; differing expectations by 

ISs (not being prepared for the amount of self-organisation needed for their YA studies); frequent 

absenteeism among ISs, leading to high fail rates. 

A key problem is the author’s university’s lack of prior knowledge of ISs’ home universities’ 

requirements. Likewise, when ISs arrive, they are often surprised to learn that they should be 

taking between 50 and 70 credits per semester, and a maximum of 20 credits per semester 

outside their home department. (Many also seem unaware that it is a modern languages 

department, which therefore does not teach English, or modules on e.g. English literature.) No 

specific sequence of modules is timetabled, so there can be many timetable clashes. 

Module choice guidance is provided, in the form of a Module Guide, but we are caught between 

a rock and a hard place. Either distribution of the Module Guide is delayed as late as possible in 

order for it to be as up-to-date as possible (in which case students may start to choose modules 

based on previous years’ catalogues, available at their home universities), or the Module Guide 

is distributed early in order to give students time to make their choices, but running the risk that 

not all of those choices are likely to be available once the students arrive. At present, the first 

‘solution’ is adopted: the Module Guide is provided late, meaning that students are relatively 

unprepared when they arrive. 

Attendance rates for ISs can also be quite low, and the fail rate can therefore be high, for one of 

two reasons: students have signed up to modules they do not then attend the teaching for and 

do not take the assessments; students attend the teaching but are taking these modules ‘not for 

credit’, and so never intend to take the exams, but they do not inform us of this. 

The intention of the project described here was therefore to provide possible ways to address 

these problems: the strain on popular modules, the number of timetabling clashes, the number 

of module amendments, the often poor attendance rates and the requests to take unsuitable 

modules. By addressing these problems, we also hoped to improve the induction process for 

incoming students (currently uneven across the university), help to manage expectations, and 

reduce the stress on both students and academic colleagues. We suspect that the author’s 

institution is not alone in having problems like this around the incoming YA, so this presentation 

will end by presenting recommendations on these points from the project. In discussion after the 

presentation, and in the margins of the conference, we hope to benefit from the experience of 

colleagues in similar departments. 

Key words: Incoming Exchange Students, Induction, Modules 
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Attitudes towards the study abroad and their impact on the student experience: the case of UK 

language students in Italy 

Giorgia Faraoni, University of Leeds 

 

According to the latest Universities UK International report (UUKi, 2019) the number of UK 

students embarking on study abroad projects has been constantly increasing over the last five 

years and language students showed the highest mobility rate reaching 87.1%. The growing 

interest in–and importance of–study abroad has raised significant questions about students’ 

perceptions about their experience abroad, especially in the light of Brexit and the growing 

marketisation of the Higher Education sector. Although the traditional focus of study abroad 

research is on the linguistic aspects of the experience and its effects on students’ language skills 

(Coleman, 1997, Kinginger, 2011), researchers have gradually started to pay more attention to 

the students’ perspectives on the study abroad in order to provide a more complete picture of 

such a multifaceted experience (Isabelli-García et al., 2018). 

In this presentation I will focus on students’ attitudes and beliefs about the study abroad 

experience, the host country, its people and its culture before their departure. Although 

researchers have already looked at the impact that study abroad has on students’ beliefs and 

how these change after the period abroad (e.g. Amuzie and Winke, 2009), the impact that the 

students’ beliefs have on the way students perceive their experience abroad has only been 

addressed in very recent years (Zaykovskaya et al., 2017). At the beginning of their study abroad 

students have varied beliefs and how they interpret their lives and experiences in the host 

country is likely to be varied as well; equally, they may adopt different coping strategies to 

respond to the challenges they face. Understanding the impact that these prior-beliefs have on 

the way students perceive their stay abroad may help with the development of more appropriate 

pre-departure preparatory courses and study abroad support throughout their time abroad, 

tailored to meet the students’ actual needs. Through a longitudinal qualitative case study I will 

address this research gap and follow 3-5 UK language students in their year-long journey in Italy 

to better understand in what ways their different prior-beliefs impact on their experience. A 

questionnaire and a follow-up interview before the students start their classes in the host country 

will gather initial information about their beliefs and attitudes towards study abroad and Italy. 

Two more interviews will be carried out during the Christmas break and at the end of the year 

abroad in order to record any changes in the students’ beliefs and keep track of their perceptions 

over their months abroad. Further accounts of the main events in the students’ experiences will 

be collected through regular messages in a distance ‘buddy system’ with me, in which they will 

also be able to share any of their doubts, problems and curiosities on culture-related issues. By 

investigating the students’ perceptions and by giving them a voice, I will shed light on their views 

about the study abroad and provide a clearer picture of the factors they perceive as contributing 

to how (un)successful a study abroad experience is. 

Keywords: Attitudes towards study abroad; Pre-departure beliefs; Students’ voices and 

perceptions; Impact of students’ beliefs; Study abroad in Italy  
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Teaching survival phrases in L2 Chinese: Longitudinal benefits of pre-YA instruction 

Nicola Halenko and Jiayi Wang, University of Central Lancashire 

 

There is a reason why foreign language phrasebooks remain a popular purchase for overseas 

visitors. Phrasebooks offer a variety of basic, functional ‘survival’ expressions (or formulaic 

language), which aim to assist the non-target language user to achieve communicative goals, 

across a range of social and transactional situations, without the need to understand their 

linguistic makeup. In this way, understanding and producing formulaic language saves both time 

and effort for the language learner as expressions are stored and retrieved as whole chunks (Wray, 

2002). Comprehension and production of formulaic language is seen as a fundamental part of 

successful communication, particularly given the recurrent nature of formulaic expressions in any 

language, and local community expectations to prioritise their use in order to expedite effective 

communication (Kesckes, 2016). 

Developing formulaic competency under natural conditions such as during a YA, however, 

appears to be a stumbling block for language learners. In terms of comprehension, tendencies 

include processing formulaic expressions at the literal level rather than the expected 

conventional level (Kesckes, 2016), e.g. in a greeting situation when the Chinese formulaic 

expression, ‘have you eaten?’ is interpreted by the L2 Chinese learner as an invitation to dinner, 

rather than processing the sequence as a highly conventionalised greeting. In terms of production 

of formulaic language, common problems include the inability to produce the exact grammatical 

form required in the sequence which may obscure meaning e.g. ‘is it possibly to help me?’ 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 2012). 

This study investigates whether the underdeveloped use and limited range of formulaic 

expressions, reported to be typical interlanguage features for target language users (Bardovi-

Harlig, 2012), can be bridged through explicit instruction. The aim of the study being to enhance 

the comprehension and production of Chinese formulaic expressions in readiness for a YA stay. 

The effects of the training are measured at three stages over one YA sojourn in China: the pre-

departure stage of a YA sojourn (RQ1), during the YA sojourn (RQ2), and on return from the YA 

after one academic year (RQ3). This longitudinal study addresses a shortage in experimental 

studies of this kind and employs British university students (N=18) studying Chinese as a second 

language, who are also an underexplored group. 

In comparison to a control group who received no instruction (n=9), the quantitative SPSS 

analyses for the experimental group (n=9) showed significant post-instructional effects, which 

were maintained even after completion of the YA. Supporting qualitative data, elicited through 

retrospective verbal reports, critical incident reports and semi-structured interviews, showed 

much higher levels of sociopragmatic awareness post-instruction. Most learners reported 

increased levels of confidence and lower levels of anxiety to communicate in L2 Chinese, as a 

result of the study. 

Key words: pre-YA instruction; L2 Chinese; formulaic language 
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Foreign Language Learners’ Acculturation Experiences in Chinese and British Study Abroad 

Programmes (poster) 

Rui He, University of Glasgow 

Within the context of Higher Education Internationalisation, a one-year Study Abroad 

Programme is now embedded in Foreign Studies programmes in many universities all over the 

world. Nevertheless, the literature reveals still somewhat limited research into the acculturation 

aspect of foreign language learners’ education abroad, and the comparison between the top 

students outgoing and incoming countries, China and the United Kingdom. This research aims to 

investigate and compare ‘mirror-image’ experiences of foreign language major students: a) 

English language learners in China who come to the UK, and b) British learners in Chinese Studies 

who go to China for one-year Study Abroad Programmes. It also aims to gain a better 

understanding of these valuable experiences as learning the target language and culture in the 

host country is expected to impact upon foreign language learners in many different ways. 

Understanding this dimension will contribute towards assisting the increasing requirements for 

intercultural support before, during and after future students’ educational experiences abroad, 

and in improving future intercultural pedagogy. 

Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) bio-ecological theory contends the significance of the interaction 

between individual and the environment he/she is in by framing a multi-layered ecological 

system. The academic acculturation model developed by Elliot et al. (2016) reveals the implicit 

impacts stemming from blending between coming to the host language and culture context 

setting and language learners’ original cultures, which becomes a key component in student 

sojourners’ education abroad experiences. As advocated by Elliot et al. (2015; 2016), with the 

original cultures in their packs, academic acculturation to a new physical and cultural 

environment becomes part and parcel of student sojourners’ experiences, puzzlement, benefits 

and challenges occurring simultaneously in this process. 

A qualitative research method utilising semi-structured individual interviews using metaphors 

and vignettes was employed as part of this study. The Thematic Analysis as a deductive data 

analysis approach using NVivo software was utilised. Preliminary findings from this study indicate 

emergent significant factors for foreign language learners’ acculturation experiences in both 

China and the United Kingdom with respect to: a) the ‘shield’, or comfort zone, in the new 

Microsystem facilitates Chinese students’ acculturation more while the interactions in the new 

Mesosystem and Exosystem do more for British students, b) the original Microsystem serves both 

as a facilitator and a barrier for Chinese and British students’ acculturation, and c) their roles as 

exchange students make the study abroad experience become a new and critical ‘third space’ for 

both Chinese and British students, serving as both a facilitator and a barrier. 

 

Key words: International students; foreign language learners; acculturation; Study Abroad 

Programmes; Year Abroad 
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Mental health, higher education, and the year abroad (workshop) 

Anne-Charlotte Husson and Damien Hall, Newcastle University 

In the UK, mental health has become part of everyday discourses, as well as political and 

institutional ones. It has recently been at the centre of many news items, often in relation to 

education. Following the deaths of eleven students by suicide, the University of Bristol launched 

in October 2018 an opt-in ‘Science of Happiness’ course, the first of its kind in the UK. Lighter 

news coverage includes the rise of therapy dogs on campus, whose job is to provide psychological 

support to students. Other recent, more systemic responses to the issue have come from a 

variety of actors, from the UUK-led ‘Minding Our Future’ report and ‘#Step Change’ framework, 

to Student Minds’ ‘University Mental Health Charter’ and ‘Co-Producing Mental Health Strategies 

with Students’ guide.  

The relationships between education and mental health are thus at the centre of an ongoing 

discursive event in the British public sphere, for which there is no equivalent in the countries 

where our students spend their year abroad (YA). This contrast invites us to consider such 

relationships as dependent on a specific cultural and political context: far from being self-evident, 

they are part of complex cultural and ideological processes.  

This hour-long workshop will be organised around three ideas and alternate between small- and 

larger-group discussions.  

1) A recent cultural shift  

During the first part of the workshop, participants will be invited to reflect on the recent cultural 

changes which have contributed to place mental health at the heart of HE institutions. This could 

include, but is far from limited to, discussions around the changing landscape of the YA and of 

provisions accessible to students. The larger-group discussion concluding this first segment will 

be a chance to emphasize the importance of positioning mental health provision in higher 

education institutions culturally and historically, thus leading to the second segment.  

2) National and cultural scripts around mental health  

This central segment will prolong the first by inviting participants to mobilise first- or second-

hand knowledge of mental health in foreign contexts. They will be able to mobilise academic 

and/or practical knowledge of different national and cultural scripts, that is, different sets of 

assumptions, beliefs and practices around mental health. Such discussions will lead to comparing 

discourses and practices in various higher education contexts.  

3) Impact on Year Abroad students  

The final part of the workshop will be centred on the YA itself, asking questions such as: What are 

incoming students used to in terms of discourses and beliefs around mental health? How might 

it affect their perception of British higher education institutions and their own cultural scripts?  

To what extent are outgoing students aware of the nationally- and culturally-situated nature of 

mental health conceptions and provision? Should their home institutions prepare them to such 
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differences?  

How can these differences affect their experiences abroad?  

Is there anything we can learn from YA students and their cross-cultural perspectives of mental 

health, which might help us in our understanding of these issues? 
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The key role of the year abroad tutor in supporting students, managing their expectations and 

preparing them to have a fruitful study abroad experience. 

Ruba Khamam, University of Leeds 

Studying abroad might be one of the most challenging experiences for students in the higher 

education sector. However, research suggests that studying abroad could be one of the most 

rewarding experiences as not only it enhances the residence abroad students’ linguistic and 

cultural understanding but also boost their confidence and resilience and uplifts their 

transferrable employability skills. 

The current paper will shed light on a range of pedagogically tested practices, techniques and 

supportive mechanisms the Arabic year Abroad tutor at the University of Leeds develops/adopts 

to transform the Arabic Language students’ experiences abroad. It also elaborates on the 

effectiveness of providing students’ networks and communication platforms. Accordingly, the 

current study investigates the following research questions: 

What role does the Arabic year abroad tutor plays in preparing students for the residence abroad 

life? 

What are the effective strategies, supportive techniques they can use to better prepare Arabic 

residence abroad students’ for the experience of living in the Arab world? 

The study design involves the researcher’s experimental approaches, observation, initiatives and 

feedback from the Arabic year students’ over the course of last two years. This is an ongoing 

research and the effect of YA tutor’s role on developing students’ perceptions in relation to the 

linguistic, cultural aspects of the Arab world is tested. Preliminary findings and observation 

suggest that tutor’s intervention definitely help in improving learners’ feedback, preparation 

standards and setting students’ expectations at the right level. 
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‘The Departure Lounge’: Preparing Students for a Year Abroad 

Becky Kidner, University of Leeds 

 

In 2017/18, five sessions were offered in faculty to students going abroad the following year, each 

with specific aims and objectives to support pre-departure: 

1 ‘Your Journey Starts Here’ 

2 ‘Booking Confirmation’ 

3 ‘The Long Way Round’ 

4 ‘Journey Planning’ 

5 ‘Your Journey May be Subject to Delays’ 

‘The Departure Lounge’ series is designed to be interactive and practical, utilising physical and 

online resources to support students through pre-departure stage and beyond. It was born from 

a need to better prepare students for the journey ahead, as well as having necessary documents 

and paperwork completed for the school. 

The focus is about the individual student journey and tailoring support to meet their needs. Some 

sessions focus on empowering students to plan out goals and think about skills they want to work 

on whilst other sessions have a practical angle, such as next steps in the application process, 

guidance on choosing modules or preparing for upcoming challenges. 

Input from returning study abroad students is sought, inviting them to present on their 

experiences according to the specific theme of the session. The Departure Lounge is an 

opportunity to utilise the student voice and provides chances for networking and information 

sharing, learning from those that have been abroad before whilst connecting with others going 

abroad at the same time as themselves. 

In faculty, these sessions are designed to fit alongside other pre-departure activities and events 

organised by the central Study Abroad Office. The pre-departure programme as a whole offers a 

consistent, regular touch point through the semester where students can be supported in a group, 

which can cut down on the number of 1:1 appointments and reduce the number of student 

withdrawals. 
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Supporting students to support other students: the role of peer mentoring on the Year Abroad 

David Lees and Izzy Gatward, University of Warwick 

This paper explores the role of peer mentoring in building support networks for students on the Year 

Abroad. Drawing on the author’s experience as the staff coordinator of the peer mentoring system in 

the School of Modern Languages and Cultures at Warwick, the paper argues that peer mentoring can 

provide students with a further resource in order to rise to the challenge of the Year Abroad. While 

peer mentoring can take many forms, the paper examines the role of an informal, pastoral peer 

mentoring system in preparing students for the Year Abroad and in turn developing the skills of 

returning students who help to mentor future Year Abroad students. The paper also examines the 

potential of peer mentoring schemes to support students with protected characteristics while abroad 

and points to some of the challenges involved in running and supporting such a scheme. To this end, 

the paper will be co-delivered with the former student coordinator of the peer mentoring scheme to 

include an insight into the challenges faced by student mentors and mentees during their Year Abroad 

experiences. The paper also seeks to investigate how peer mentoring can be used to support incoming 

Erasmus students and can act as an invaluable opportunity for confidence building for students before, 

during and after the Year Abroad. 

Author keywords: Peer mentoring, Wellbeing, Preparation 
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The Development of Mediation Skills during the Year Abroad Placement 

Juan Muñoz López and Isabel Molina Vidal, University of Leeds 

The Development of Mediation Skills during the Year Abroad Placement 

Mediation is one of the four language activities that triggers the learner’s communicative competence 

according to the Common European Framework of Reference CEFR and it is related to the ability of 

making communication possible between persons who are unable to communicate to each other 

directly. This is in turn related to the concept of intercultural skills and know-how, also defined in the 

CEFR as the ability to bring the culture of origin and the foreign culture into relation with each other. 

In 2016 the Council of Europe published a document including illustrative descriptors of aspects of 

mediation for the CEFR with a detailed description of what the concept of mediation entails and a 

classification of different types of mediation. In 2018 the Companion Volume with new descriptors of 

the CEFR included illustrative descriptors scales for mediation for each one of the 7 levels of 

communicative competence Pre-A1, A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2. 

Many of the aspects related to mediation and requiring the activation of inter-cultural skills are largely 

developed in situations of language immersion as is the case of undergraduate students spending a 

year abroad. However, they might not identify these situations with the development of 

communicative competence since a model of mediation has not been fully developed until recently. 

Reflective weblogs are a useful tool for students to record, analyse and raise awareness on the 

processes and challenges of learning the language and the cultural context of the target language. In 

this sense the purpose of this presentation is twofold: On the one hand to show instances of situations 

of mediation experienced by undergraduates on their year abroad in a Spanish-speaking country 

through their reflective weblogs, and classify those examples according to the new illustrative 

descriptors. On the other hand, to reflect on how language tutors need to include these new 

descriptors in assessment criteria to promote awareness among students of the benefits of mediation 

and inter-cultural skills in the year abroad for employability purposes. 

Key words: Mediation, Employability, Inter-cultural skills, Reflective Weblog 

  



15 
 

Facilitating Reflection on Year Abroad Learning - Digital media and Portfolio Module 

Siobhan Martell, University College, Cork 

Everyone who works on Year Abroad matters knows what a transformational experience it can 

be. Students themselves, however, often seem unaware of what benefits they have gained or 

cannot articulate them. I developed the Year Abroad Portfolio module mainly with the aim of 

enabling deeper reflection on students’ year abroad learning experience, not after they return, 

but as they are going through the year. Through this module students have a framework to reflect 

on what they have learned from their experiences as they are going through these events, such 

as their greatest triumph of the year, or their worst day, and why. The tasks in the module 

challenge them to explore unfamiliar digital media such as writing a blog, creating a website or 

an online magazine, using video or animation, facilitating the development of new skills in the 

digital area also. A second aim is to relate personal learning during Year Abroad to future 

(professional) life, such as writing or talking about a time they learned from a mistake. A further 

aim of the module is to capture information for future students going abroad using tasks that 

require presenting us and informing us about their location. In my presentation I will walk you 

through the tasks of the portfolio module, which I have piloted with two groups of students of 

CommerceAndGerman at UCC, over two years. In some cases students have far exceeded 

expectations and I will show some of the best examples of student work in my presentation, 

elaborate on my experience of how it has worked, as well as the background and concept of the 

module, risks (e.g. privacy issues), benefits (e.g. discovering talents) and feedback. The module 

was created for language students but can be applied in any context. 

 

Key words: Year Abroad, online tools for learning, soft skills, experiential learning, self-reflection 

 

  



16 
 

Encouraging students to value what we value: shaping student learning abroad 

Simon McKinnon, Durham University 

This session will consider perceptions and misperceptions of the purpose and scope of study 

abroad as part of a degree in Modern Languages. It will present an approach to curriculum design 

that helps students to become aware of, understand and value the full range of learning 

opportunities presented by periods of residence abroad. 

After examining the frequent mismatch between institutional and student priorities for learning 

abroad, it will argue that educators involved in a successful programme will be clear and explicit 

about the study abroad learning objectives set by their institution but they will also understand 

their students’ own more immediate and pressing learning goals. Indeed, the presentation will 

argue that student learning is optimised when interventions effectively integrate broader 

institutional and student study abroad objectives. 

Discussion will centre on: study abroad within the context of higher education more broadly, and 

Modern Languages in particular; student and educators’ perceptions of the purpose of study 

abroad; learning abroad opportunities (language; cultural; intercultural; employability; 

enterprise; personal; interpersonal); an evaluation of interventions intended to promote 

‘academic learning’ and ‘soft-skills development’. 

The presentation will draw on analysis of a project to develop learning support for study abroad 

at Durham University (McKinnon 2017; Johnson and McKinnon 2018), as well as case studies and 

interviews with both learners and educators. It will reference national and institutional 

statements on study abroad objectives, and will use educational theory relating to study abroad 

(Kolb 1984; Vande Berg 2009; Passarelli and Kolb 2012; Vande Berg, Paige and Lou 2012; Paige 

and Vande Berg 2012) and transformative learning (Mezirow 1991; 2000; Kreber 2013; Cranton 

2016). 

It is aimed at those involved in organising, delivering, advising in relation to, or participating in 

study abroad, particularly as part of a Modern Languages degree. The conclusion will make a 

number of practical recommendations to optimise student learning abroad. 

 

Keywords: Scope and aims of year abroad; curriculum design; learning priorities; optimising 

learning. 
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The traveller has many a tale to tell: Language development and personal change as a result of a 

temporary sojourn. 

Ian Moore, Durham University 

Each year, hundreds of thousands of students partake in a study abroad program as part of their 

academic studies. These programs, generally one semester in length, are continually purported 

to develop linguistic and personal competencies in those who partake and in turn prepare these 

learners to enter into a globalised and mobile workforce. While undoubtedly useful, the large 

body of anecdotal evidence exploring experiences abroad must be empirically challenged to 

ensure learners depart with realistic expectations and ensure the year abroad achieves its goals. 

This presentation serves as a whistle-stop tour of my PhD project, which looks at evaluating the 

efficacy of the year abroad program on one’s linguistic and personal competencies compared to 

a stay-at-home control group. Data was collected from 195 participants (116 sojourners; 79 non-

sojourners) all of whom are in their 3rd year of academic study. Personality trait scores are 

captured through the psychometrically valid measures roughly once a month, while general 

proficiency was measured using C-tests in a pre/post-test design. The results suggest that living 

abroad can simulate greater curiosity and lessen anxiety across the year compared to those at 

home with anxiety scores being predicted significantly by feelings of loneliness. Trait scores 

showed no interaction effects between those at home and abroad, although those overseas 

scored significantly higher in Openness and Agreeableness at the end of the year abroad 

compared to the beginning. Linguistically, a semester abroad was shown to be a sufficient length 

of time to significantly improve general proficiency with wellbeing, anxiety, interaction and 

Neuroticism scores all significantly predicting language scores. In sum, the findings suggest that 

a temporary sojourn can foster skills, but that perhaps not to the extent that much of the 

anecdotal evidence would suggest.     
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Nurturing interaction between pre- and post-YA students: from presentation to teaching L2 

language as pre-YA preparation for the second year students and employability development for 

the fourth year students 

Fumiko Narumi-Munro and Mihoko Pooley, University of Edinburgh 

The year abroad is a crucial part of the language degree programmes for language and related 

studies’ development, enhancing intercultural awareness, and it can be the highlight of the 

degrees. However, it also has issues such as language and culture shock and social isolation. Pre-

YA preparation is an essential YA support to ease the pre-YA nervousness and to minimize 

foreseeable challenges and problems of the YA. One of valuable resources for Pre-YA preparation 

is YA ‘returnees'. Asrole models, the fourth years can give advice from their own experience, and 

the second years can easily relate themselves to the returnees. A weekly joint class of the second 

year and fourth year students was created as vertical peer support to make the most of fourth 

year students' input as useful pre-YA resources. It started as fourth year students' group 

presentations in the L2 target language on L2 culture and society for the second year students as 

assessment, followed by Q&A and discussions in English in small, composite groups in 2007. At 

the end of each session, all students wrote a short summary on what they learned and their 

opinions, and these were used for evaluation of this practice. It was well received by not only the 

second years, but also by the fourth years in general as they enjoyed helping the junior students, 

and reflecting on their own YA experience. Problems with this practice were that some second 

years couldn't understand the fourth years’ advanced language, and fourth years found it hard 

to lower the level of the language for the audience and that made them feel unchallenged, not 

realising that the skill to be able to talk flexibly to meet the audience's needs is at advanced level. 

To address these issues, a foreign language teaching element was introduced to develop a 

learner-centred approach, to level-down the language for the second years in 2017. Both second 

and fourth years choose YA-related topics which the second years think will be useful, and the 

fourth years found important, for the YA. In the fourth years’ lessons, they provide useful 

‘information’ on the YA as well as ‘teach’ useful expressions and phrases in the target language, 

in Direct Method (all teaching is done in the target language). Each teaching session is also 

followed by all the participants writing comments, and it is also included in the assessment. 

Although there are areas for improvement in delivery of the class, the new format solved the 

language level issue between the second and fourth year, which helped the second years prepare 

for YA better. The fourth years also enjoyed the interactive nature of teaching more than 

presentations. Another benefit is, providing an opportunity to the fourth years to experience 

some foreign language teaching can enhance their ‘employability’, since language-teaching jobs, 

both in the target language and English, are one of the most common careers for language degree 

graduates. It also helps them to reflect on their own metacognitive language and intercultural 

learning strategies on YA. 
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The student expectation Journey from SA back home 

Ying Peng and Clare Wright, University of Leeds 

This study follows up on previous work on UK-based student expectations of Study Abroad 

experiences in China prior to departure (Peng and Wright 2019). Many students’ experiences of 

SA are highly varied, and expectations may rarely be met (McLeod and Wainwright 2009; 

Kinginger 2011), often with demotivating results (Wright and Schartner 2013), or even a sense of 

“expectation violation” (Bell 2016). Questions of personal, cultural and academic transition pre 

and post SA becomes particularly challenging for students going to more culturally and 

linguistically distant countries, such as China (Yu 2010). 

This presentation covers the later parts of the student journey through the SA period and on 

return home, across linguistic, personal, cultural and academic perspectives. We wanted to see 

if students’ expectations matched the reality of life during SA, how they perceived their 

experiences and personal development during SA, and how they found life on re-entry to their 

UK university. Using questionnaires completed by 25 students within a few weeks of their return 

to the home institution, we found that reality often exceeded expectation, especially in linguistic 

and academic progress, and high levels of satisfaction for the year overall, but that hopes of 

making local Chinese friends, engaging with local culture, developing future employability, had 

not always been fulfilled. Some specific challenges were identified, such as mental health support, 

and support for students on Joint Honours programmes.  

On re-entry, maintaining the language was identified as the major challenge. Interestingly from 

an institutional point of view, the expectation that SA would lead to greater autonomy and 

initiative was not always met – students’ expectations of how to keep the language going on 

return home seemed to centre around having more input from the teacher, rather than to find 

their own ways of getting language practice. 

Overall we see that the notion of “expectation violation” (Bell 2016) is not necessarily maintained, 

that students can have very positive experiences of SA, but that students’ capacity to engage fully 

and develop greater autonomy, intercultural perspectives or awareness of the SA experience to 

build future employability remain variable at best. We discuss the implications of how far such 

issues can be addressed by institutional support, or whether this variability is inherent within SA. 
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Challenges in Adaptation and Adjustment of International and EU Students at the Early-sojourn 

Stage 

Hanh Pho, Newcastle University 

Study abroad has become a global trend. The number of students pursuing higher education 

abroad has increased exponentially over the past years. However, research about their 

adjustment process at the early-sojourn stage remains relatively scarce. A study of the challenges 

that the students may face during the early phase of the sojourn is, in fact, crucial as it is within 

this phase that these students need to quickly adjust to a new academic, psychological and 

sociocultural environment. This is especially true for students undertaking a Year Abroad 

programme, due to their relatively ‘short’ time overseas. 

This study explores struggles that international and EU students encounter at the early-sojourn 

stage when studying in the UK. Three domains of adaptation and adjustment (i.e. sociocultural, 

psychological and academic)1 are investigated. Qualitative interviewing was applied, with the 

participation of 23 students undertaking one-year taught MA programmes at a higher education 

institution in the northeast of England. The study was conducted at the beginning of the 

academic year (October to November 2017), when the students had arrived in the UK for less 

than three months. All interviews were conducted in English and then transcribed verbatim. Key 

words and phrases were highlighted and compared within and across interview to identify 

themes and patterns which emerged across the sample. 

Research findings suggested that although the students experienced no major difficulties in the 

socio-cultural adaptation and adjustment at the early-sojourn stage, most of them encountered 

psychological stress and pressure within the first three months of arrival. It seemed that students 

struggled to adapt to the new academic environment early in the sojourn. Language barriers 

were frequently identified as one of the key challenges that hindered successful academic 

adaptation and adjustment. 

It is therefore suggested that more pre-sessional courses and workshops should be provided to 

develop language skills for international and EU students. Seminars should focus on giving clear 

instructions and guidance to the students to increase their comprehension of lectures and to 

support them with their assignments. Psychological well-being helplines, as well as support from 

university staff and personal tutors, are highly recommended. 

 

Key Words: adaptation and adjustment, student voices and student support, internationalisation 

in higher education, academic challenges, psychological well-being 
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How to (not) prepare students for the Year Abroad 

Claire Reid, University of Portsmouth 

I became Study Abroad coordinator for the School of Languages at the University of Portsmouth 

in 2014 since when I have been trying to enhance our students’ preparation for the Year Abroad. 

Preparation is varied and takes many forms, including plenary sessions for all students going 

abroad, advice from the Placement and Internship staff, advice from the University’s Study 

abroad team, detailed presentations on our partner institutions, input from returning students 

and from incoming exchange students, etc. In addition to this, language tutors at Level 5 include 

activities to help students with day-to-day aspects of living abroad: mock job interviews, advice 

on how to source accommodation, cultural etiquette, etc. 

Throughout their year abroad and after their return, we regularly ask students if they are satisfied 

with the level of preparation they have received, the type of information they wish they had 

known before, etc. The general feedback is good, and students’ comments help us target certain 

areas. However, I recently conducted a series of focus groups with returning students, and some 

of their comments–in particular from those students on a non-mandatory year abroad–have 

made me question the ‘360-degree preparation’ approach. What if, in fact, in terms of 

preparation for the year abroad, ‘less is more’? What if we focused more on preparing students 

for discovery and tackling challenges with an open mind rather than tried to give them all the 

information we think they might need? In this presentation, I intend to give an overview of 

current practices at the University of Portsmouth and to present the results of focus groups 

conducted with returning students in May 2019. This will hopefully spark a discussion with 

colleagues on how to strike the right balance when it comes to the amount of information given 

to students pre-departure. 

 

Keywords: predeparture preparation / mindset / cultural awareness 
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Managing partnerships in uncertain times 

Liz Simpson and Helen Burdette, University of Leeds  

This talk looks at how the University of Leeds is taking a proactive approach to European 

partnership management during politically unstable times. In an area of Higher Education where 

we have all typically focussed on growing partnerships, the University of Leeds has seized the 

opportunity to review, reduce and consolidate European partnerships, whilst safeguarding 

opportunities for students and maintaining good relations with international colleagues. We will 

share how we have approached this ongoing piece of work, the stakeholders involved, our 

understanding of the future for European exchange partnership, and our progress to date.  
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Chloe Wallace, University of Leeds 

Law with Languages programmes have been a feature of many Law Schools for a very long time. 

They are usually accessible to students with A levels (or equivalent) in the relevant languages, 

with French being the most common and German and Spanish following, and allow students 

therefore to improve their language learning. However, the most significant feature about these 

programmes is that students make use of their language skills to study law during a compulsory 

year abroad; particularly valuable as the legal systems in continental Europe are culturally distinct 

from that of England and Wales, meaning that the disciplinary ‘value-added’ is very clear. This is 

unlike many other disciplines, where the question of the ‘value-added’ of what is learned inside 

the classroom whilst abroad is often unclear, or at least limited to the specialisation of particular 

institutions, rather than variability of the discipline as a whole. 

Approaches differ between universities, in particular between 3+1 models, which operate with 

standard 4-year degree pattern, with the year abroad in the 3rd year, and 2+2 models, where 

students spent 2 years in each country and have less language focus. What almost all 

programmes have in common, however, is that the curriculum includes some kind of first or 

second year teaching in legal systems or basic legal principles to prepare students for studying a 

new legal system, in addition, often, to language study and any general study abroad preparation. 

However, that preparation often focuses on legal rules and legal cultures, and pays little attention 

to broader educational culture. 

In this paper, I want to discuss research that I have undertaken amongst Law students at the 

University of Leeds about their academic experience during their year abroad. This research 

examined the experience both of LLB Law with French Law students studying in France, and 

‘ordinary’ LLB Law students taking a year abroad in Australia, where the legal system, like the 

educational culture, is very similar to that in England and Wales. The findings of that research, 

carried out during academic year 2017-18, have contributed to the development of a new, 5 

credit supernumerary, module on preparation for study abroad which all Law students studying 

abroad from 2019-2020 will undertake, combined with significant changes to the European Legal 

Systems teaching to make it more suited to its purpose. I will argue that whilst, on the one hand, 

Law Schools have often underestimated the impact of general educational cultural differences 

on learning in study abroad, the focus on the subject to be studied which Law with Languages 

programmes bring is something which other disciplines could potentially benefit from. 
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From ‘Predecisional’ to ‘Postdecisional’: An Examination of the Fluctuation of Motivational Factors 

in Students of Japanese as Seen in Year Abroad Essays 

Martin Ward and Mika Takewa, University of Leeds 

Study abroad is a significant factor impacting students’ motivation towards studying foreign 

languages (DuFon and Churchill, 2006; Harada, 2008), and factors contributing to student 

motivation for studying Japanese have in recent times received significant attention amongst HE 

institutions in the UK teaching Japanese. Efforts have been made to understand ‘the ‘’hook’’ that 

‘ignites students’ interest in Japanese studies and draws them into studying Japanese language 

and culture at University level’ (Japan Foundation, 2018). Students of Japanese at the University 

of Leeds go on a compulsory year abroad (YA) and are required as part of their assessment to 

write a YA essay about Japanese culture on a topic of their choice. Research into chosen topics 

for this essay can offer insight into fluctuations in interests and motivations during students’ 

degrees at arguably the pivotal time in the transition from Dörnyei’s choice motivation to 

executive motivation (Shoaib and Dörnyei, 2005) stages. 

This study set out to identify to what extent fluctuation could be seen in motivational factors 

from the ‘predecisional phase’ (Shoaib and Dörnyei, 2005) (seen from students’ UCAS 

applications) to the ‘postdecisional phase’ through the YA. Data relating to themes on UCAS forms, 

YA essays, and Final Year Projects (FYP) was gathered and collated for a total of 48 final year 

students of Japanese at the University of Leeds from the 2017-18 and 2018-19 academic years. 

7 of the data sets were discarded due to lacking data regarding YA essays. The remaining 41 were 

analyzed for the existence of keywords/themes which connected UCAS forms to YA essays, YA 

essays to FYPs, or indeed all three elements. Results showed that from the 41 complete data sets, 

six (15%) displayed thematic links between UCAS forms and YA essays, four (10%) showed 

thematic links through all three fields of data, and one (2%) showed a thematic link between the 

YA essay and FYP only. 

Overall, in only a very small number of cases did the motivational themes display longevity during 

the student’s degree course, suggesting a significant shift in the stages of choice motivation to 

executive motivation (Shoaib and Dörnyei, 2005). Of the four which did show thematic links from 

UCAS forms through to FYPs, two related to economics/working practice, one to cinema and one 

to fashion. Those with links between UCAS forms and YA essays commonly displayed themes such 

as religion and pop culture. Two data sets displayed a connection between the YA essay and FYP, 

with the themes of education and societal behaviour respectively. The widely recognized ‘hooks’ 

of pop culture and religion did not appear to be long-term motivational factors, whereas those 

relating to economics, etc. were more likely to do so. Further research (interviews, etc.) could 

help to establish whether those with consistent forms of motivation throughout went on to 

related careers, as well as identify specific factors impacting the stages in motivational shifts 

which may be present in students of Japanese in the UK. 

Keywords: YA essay, motivation, themes, FYP, UCAS form 
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Study Abroad at the University of Glasgow, College of Social Sciences 

Juliet Westwood, University of Glasgow 

 

This presentation will describe some of the ground-breaking Study Abroad projects which have 

been undertaken by the College of Social Sciences at the University of Glasgow over the last 4-5 

years. I will give a brief overview of activities which include a new College Mobility Convenor and 

an Administrator to work with academic co-ordinators for each subject, an International Mentor 

Scheme which benefits both incoming students and helps to develop confidence/international 

networks for home students; International Taster Visits: funded visits for targeted first year 

students to European Partners Universities to inspire confidence to apply for study abroad and 

short-term mobility.  

I also address how we are tackling one of the biggest barriers to Study Abroad: Grade Conversion, 

including publication of new guidance to staff and students which is overseen by the University’s 

Academic Standards Committee. Through our reforms, we have found student satisfaction 

increased; reduced administrative burden on academic staff; reforms commended for best 

practice by British Council. UUK has since asked to use Glasgow as one of their case studies in 

their report on the subject. 

 

Key words: Study Abroad; Taster Visits; GlasGOw Global; Grade Conversion; Best Practice 
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Embedding Student Well-Being in Year-Abroad Preparation and Support 

Aziza Zaher and Roger Ravanelli, Durham University 

The year abroad is an integral part of the BA programme of MLAC (School of Modern Languages 

and Cultures) at Durham University. Students spend the third year of their study abroad. 

Although the year abroad presents wonderful opportunities for students to develop their skills 

and gain new knowledge and competencies, it can be a daunting and difficult experience. Careful 

preparation before the year abroad and appropriate support during it are essential, especially for 

vulnerable students. 

In this presentation, we aim to talk about how MLAC admin and academic staff work together, 

along with support departments at the university, to prepare students for the year abroad and 

safeguard their well-being. We discuss the support structures available to students before and 

during the year abroad to ensure their well-being and the successful completion of this important 

part of their study. We compare the practices at other UK institutions and at Durham and explore 

possibilities for improvement. We also present the findings of a questionnaire to students about 

well-being on the year abroad. We try to assess the effectiveness of existing support structures 

and explore what can be improved. We hope that this will lead to further reflection and 

discussion of this important aspect of students’ experience. 

 

Keywords: Year Abroad preparation and support, School of Modern Languages and Cultures, 

Durham University, well-being 

 

 


