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In 2019, I reviewed student reflective essays from four Carleton OCS programs and scored them using a 

rubric (see Appendix D). I then developed a new list of learning goals based on student self-reported 

learning, together with goals stated by Carleton faculty and students and the AACU VALUE rubrics. 

This report primarily presents the work described above, but begins with a summary of the findings of 

my prior assessment work for Carleton and ACM study abroad programs. 

Fall 2015 

In Fall 2015, I reviewed narrative survey responses by Carleton seniors and alumni who had participated 

in study abroad programs. I coded the types of learning they described using the seven learning goals 

listed on the OCS Office web site (see Appendix A). I also counted how many of the Carleton programs 

offered in 2015-16 and 2016-17 listed goals that matched each of the college-wide goals.  

Most program goals focused on expanding students’ ways of knowing, understanding the new 

environment, and gaining disciplinary knowledge and skills. Seniors primarily reported personal growth 

(especially increased independence) and disciplinary learning. Alumni also focused on personal growth, 

but were more likely than current students to report having gained perspective on the United States, 

expanded their awareness of the ways in which cultures are different from each other, and been 

influenced in making subsequent life choices. Appendix B presents these results in a table. 

Spring 2016 

I reviewed the 28 Fulbright applications (both the Statement of Grant Purpose and a Personal 

Statement) submitted to Carleton by seniors and alumni in 2015-16, looking for whether and how OCS 

was referenced as evidence of the applicants’ qualifications for a Fulbright. Taken together, the 

application essays made five types of arguments: 

• This is a good place for what I want to do. 

• I will benefit from doing this. 

• I have taken relevant coursework. 

• I have relevant skills. 

• I have local knowledge, or relevant knowledge gained in a similar location. 

Applications were most likely to be funded when the applicant (a) had advanced language skills, (b) 

made good arguments about having local knowledge and relevant skills, and (c) did not advance the 

argument “I will benefit from doing this” as a reason for wanting the grant. The most important 

qualifications (local knowledge, language and other relevant skills) were all likely to have benefitted 

from OCS experience. 

Fall 2016 

Working as a consultant for the Associated Colleges of the Midwest, I reviewed 165 midterm and final 

reflective essays from 8 programs, using a rubric (see Appendix C) based on the ACM’s learning goals for 
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all their programs. The essay assignment involved taking a walk in a local neighborhood or market and 

reporting on the student’s observations.  

In general, students improved at navigation and communication over time, becoming more competent 

and confident at finding their way around and interacting with local people. Most did not pose questions 

about their surroundings, and most who did so wondered about very superficial things. Though many 

students seemed quite observant, most made no attempt to use their observations to understand the 

local culture. Of those who mentioned cultural differences, most focused on parallels with their 

experiences back home. Others tended to compare things like the traffic or the food. Few seemed aware 

that the local culture was complex rather than homogeneous. Most seemed unaware that the local 

people might perceive or understand things differently. Many students only mentioned their own 

viewpoint, while others attributed their own views to the local people. Few used their academic work to 

help them understand the local culture, though they had been asked to do so in the essay prompt. 

Midterm essays were more likely to notice/reflect on the local culture, while final essays were mostly 

about the students’ own experience, often feeling good about how they had adapted (being able to 

place orders in a coffee shop, take the bus, or cross busy streets) and no longer noticed their 

surroundings. Many seemed to equate becoming comfortable with daily life with having come to 

understand and be adapted to the local culture. They often saw their decreasing awareness as a positive 

achievement, rather than building on their greater comfort to try to learn more. 

 

Spring 2019 – Scoring Carleton essays 

The ACM findings prompted us to consider whether Carleton students displayed any of the same 

patterns. Trosset and Kaufman developed a rubric that focused on the first three of Carleton’s learning 

goals (expanded ways of knowing, understanding a new environment, and making connections between 

the new culture and one’s own). This rubric had the following eight components: 

• showing curiosity about the local culture/environment 
• close observation of local behavior 
• engaging with the local culture/environment beyond the requirements of daily living 
• learning about the local culture/environment from direct experience 
• drawing connections between personal experiences and academic learning 
• awareness and thoughtful comparison of cultural differences between the host culture and the 

student’s home culture 
• awareness and thoughtful comparison of cultural differences in viewpoints and perspective 

between the student and members of the host culture 
• personal growth 

Each component was measured at four skill levels (absent, basic, intermediate, and advanced). The 

rubric is presented below in Appendix D. 

Essays were collected from four programs. Two programs (Pacific Art and Rome) wrote short midterm 

and final reflections. One program (India) wrote long academic analytical papers about certain features 

of the local culture. Papers were only read if the student had given research consent. Trosset also 

reviewed final reflective essays from an earlier Carleton program (Guatemala). There were 23 

participating students in the Pacific program, 26 in the Rome program, 6 in the India program, and 9 in 

the Guatemala program. 
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Three caveats, before presenting the scoring results: (1) The program’s discipline matters. Some 

programs are explicitly focused on learning about the local culture, while others are focused on some 

aspect of the physical or built environment or on something even less related to contemporary culture. 

(2) The written assignment matters. Some are informal reflections and others are academic papers. 

Some assignments tell the students to think about the local culture, while others are more open-ended 

and likely to result in self-examination. (3) Best practice for rubric use would involve multiple scorers 

instead of just one. The use of a single scorer (Trosset) in this case means that exact scores assigned are 

less meaningful than the general patterns of higher and lower scores that resulted. 

Despite these caveats, all OCS programs involve living in another country and involve some encounters 

with local people. All at least make it possible for students to observe and try to understand another 

culture. On most components measured by the rubric, student scores varied within each program. This 

means that regardless of discipline or assignment, some students pay more attention to their 

surroundings than others. 

Sample Student Reflections 

Before we review patterns of rubric scores, here are some sample excerpts from student essays, 

reflecting the four possible levels defined by the rubric. 

Absent 

• One significant life skill that I will be taking away from this trip is how to live with other people in 

a household. At Carleton I have had the same roommate for 3 years and have had no issues with 

him. We always communicate and keep the area clean. Living with 6 other people can be quite 

challenging because there is a fear of communication. This is the big takeaway from living with 

others is that communication is very important. Even if you don’t want to have an unpleasant 

conversation the issues need to be resolved. Otherwise, any issue that isn’t resolved will make it 

acceptable for the problem to continue. Cooking more meals is the second most important life 

skill that I will take away from this program. At Carleton I am so used to having the dining hall 

provide me with food, but the downside is that there are limited options and the menu is the 

same. Cooking here there are so many options to choose from and our neighborhood has many 

grocery stores where one can pick up food to cook a meal instead of going out to a restaurant. 

This has allowed me to eat better and be a better cook. 

• I did not realize how unfamiliar it would be to encounter people going to work and living their 

lives when I am commuting to classes. Carleton is a bubble, but it’s the kind of closed 

environment you don’t realize you’re in until you’re out of it. The first time I took the metro to 

class, one of my first thoughts was something along the lines of “wow, not everyone here is a 

student.” In regards to that line of thinking, I had to change my behavior I use day-to-day at 

Carleton to be more respectful of those living their lives, such as speaking quieter and making 

sure that I remove my backpack to take up less space. Since that moment, I have tried to 

become more aware of what was going on around me. 

• When I first arrived, I tried my hardest to fit in. I dressed in long pants and conservative shoes, 

often wearing all black. I tried to speak the local language. Now, I walk outside in sweatpants 

and flip flops without a second thought and have no qualms about speaking English when given 

the option. I embrace my Americanness as living here has given me a newfound respect for the 

large and beautiful country I have left behind. On bus rides, I find myself growing nostalgic for 
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road trips to the American South and I take solace in Bruce Springsteen and Paul Simon. Before, 

I would have rolled my eyes at the thought of a tourist eating burgers. Last week, I stopped at a 

Burger King to order chicken nuggets. These little moments of anti-tourism help me find the 

familiar in the strange, to feel connected to my home, and reaffirm my sense of identity in a 

place I do not belong. 

• I feel like a kid growing so fast my pants don’t quite fit – always a little awkward but constantly 

coming closer to the person I’m meant to be. It’s hard to quantify what I’ve learned or when I’ve 

learning it, but just trying makes me know my view of the world has expanded and changed 

since getting here. I’m not positive what my life will look like in ten years, but I am incredibly 

glad that I’ve come on this trip. 

• What I want to work on for the next half of the term is my vulnerability. I want to get out of my 

comfort zone. I considered myself an independent and outgoing person before this trip, but I am 

realizing that I am not quite as fearless as I thought. I want to talk more to the locals and get as 

much out of this time as I can. 

Basic 

• Experiencing and learning about Maori values of ancestry and family touched me, particularly as 

I had a somewhat difficult winter break returning to a home with colliding political views. Yet, 

my time at the Marae made me realize that my situation is not unique. Maori families would 

also often encounter difficult decisions on land use and other issues that may also ignite 

disagreements and dissent. Yet despite all of this, it’s amazing how much respect and value 

Maori give in honoring their family and ancestry, which encourages me to embody that same 

value and rekindle the ripples that surfaced in our family. 

• I frequently come across scenes filled with everyday drama and theater. I see a couple outside a 

restaurant in a visceral argument together, or I catch a father and a son in a joyous discussion 

near the riverside. The outside gates of our apartment are a prime place for these kinds of 

encounters to happen, no matter what time we come back home. Compared to the US, people 

here seem to be more open and public about their lives – not necessarily that there isn't any 

sense of privacy, but rather that life doesn't have to be hidden away. It's also kind of refreshing 

and exciting even to be around this much life and to be able to witness so much human drama 

every day. Peoplewatching in this country has been a much more rewarding experience for me, 

but I'm not sure if it has to do with the people and culture itself or rather just my own 

perspective given I'm more on the lookout for these kinds of things given that I want to have a 

fulfilling study abroad experience. 

• Culture is not something that always stays the same, but something that evolves and transforms 

as the people and the society respond to the changing environment and the world. This made 

me think about why we tend to expect indigenous culture to be a certain way, while in contrast, 

we do not expect European cultures to stay the same. I feel the answer has to do with the 

concept of aboriginality. We often associate aboriginal people with a culture that dates far back 

and is to some extent detached from the present world. We expect indigenous cultures to line 

up with what we’re exposed to through museums and media, but that is in fact very far from 

what the culture is today. Our assumptions definitely prevent us from understanding the culture 

and at the same time jeopardize the ways that they can connect to the global stage, since to 

some extent they will have to fulfill our expectations of how their culture should be.  
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• I am no longer afraid of transferring metro lines or crossing busy four-way streets, and I feel 

more confident navigating around the town. That does not mean, however, that I am by any 

means fully adept in local cultural norms. Instead, I have learned to keep myself prepared to run 

into new situations. I am no longer alarmed when I cannot find an address, and instead can ask 

(sometimes not in English!) a shop owner or passerby how to reach my destination. I have 

rediscovered the benefit of laughing at myself when I make a mistake. 

• I’ve found a bit of similarity between Maori and Chinese culture. The meeting house of the 

Maori reminds me a lot of the ancestral temples that Chinese have, where people put the 

names of their ancestors and worship them for their protection. Chinese people also see the 

land and mountains to be spiritual and stress that people should behave in ways that go along 

with the ways that nature works. Both cultures value genealogy and the peace between man 

and nature. So far, this trip has made me realize that I have not been taking advantage of the 

natural parks at home, and that feeling connected to nature starts simply by paying more 

attention to it. 

Intermediate 

• Tourism is the main source of income for the town, and a significant number of families cannot 

survive without the business from tourists. I believe this dependency is extremely problematic 

because it forces the local people to depend on outside forces for survival. But much as I dislike 

tourism, the people of the town love it. Some are honored by outsiders’ desire to learn about 

the local culture. Others simply like the income it generates. After talking to many people, I 

never came across anyone who disliked tourism or felt annoyed with or exploited by the 

tourists. In fact, they are desperate for more tourists to visit the town. It makes sense that they 

would feel this way, given the money that tourism brings in. When there is not enough money 

to go around, the social and political complexities of the way in which it is earned fade to the 

background. Tourism can be very lucrative, especially compared to the sparse job opportunities 

in any other local industry. I am forced to question my criticism of tourism. Why should a vendor 

care whether a customer sufficiently respects and values the local people and culture if that 

customer buys a lot of souvenirs? More specifically, who am I to demand higher ethical 

standards when these standards are absent in my own culture’s economic system? 

• I think that when learning about and understanding indigenous cultures and issues, it is 

important to abandon our usual assumptions and mindset and adopt a more anthropological 

view. For example, when understanding the copyright issue of Maori carving designs, it is 

important to bear in mind that they are not just artistic designs that decorate the building, but 

are symbols of ancestors that people connect to psychologically and they can get very emotional 

with them. We have to be humble and try to interpret the issue using their logic.  

• The treatment of women that I encountered in Latin America was different from and often 

conflicting with my views on gender equality. From this experience, I learned how to moderate 

my own opinions and maintain my beliefs while still immersing myself in another culture. 

Feminism to me is about a lot of things, but choice and equality are important components of it. 

I initially didn’t see much of this where we were living. Young women I met, for example, all 

wore skirts. It was a small thing, but my first reaction was anger on their behalf: I like wearing 

dresses and skirts too, but only sometimes, and the ability to choose is something I value 

immensely in my own life. However, my reactions were moderated by the knowledge that I was 

in a different place, and I think this helped me arrive at a more balanced understanding. 
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Regarding dress, I learned that the specific skirts worn by the women have a lot of significance. 

Called traje, they’re part of the traditional dress that is unique to and identifying of residents of 

a certain village. As I talked to women about their traje, I found that it was a huge point of pride. 

Women even refused to leave the house while wearing a sweater because it would cover up 

their elaborate traditional tops. While this didn’t complete contradict my initial assumption that 

women couldn’t choose their own dress, it did significantly complicate it. I was able to see the 

long skirts worm by every woman not as a monolithic symbol of sexism and oppression, but 

instead as something far more complicated, signifying also pride in their indigeneity and 

community. 

Advanced 

• I came into India with the desire to avoid, at all costs, these pigeon-holing and limiting 

perspectives, and avoid myself entirely, as I viewed my upbringing and personhood as a western 

man as limiting factors. What became clear is that my hope and my desire to avoid these pitfalls 

limited my interaction here in India, and in doing so limited my ability to experience India in 

embodied and honest ways. I attempted to shield myself from any instance in which I could 

think about India in terms that might, in any way, support or give even nominal credence to 

“spiritualization” or “degradation.” This proved difficult. I could look down and see the muck 

and grime, with all the grey air hanging over the road. My peers noticed it too, and immediately 

set off to complain. Part of me found such complaints concerning, and rooted in a particular 

vision of what India is—the India my father detailed to me, the India I sought to resist. I could 

not admit, in some way, that India has a serious public sanitation problem, even though the 

facts of such an issue stood starkly in front of me. I of course was not blind to the problem, but I 

refused to voice it as a problem, seeing such complaints as potentially contributing to a larger 

problem of a particular focus on India’s sanitation issue. Ten weeks on, I am more than 

comfortable with saying that there is such a problem. My encounters in India have 

demonstrated that to ignore what is a serious problem because often it is discussed under the 

pretense of orientalist discourses is to void the problem, not to contextualize it. There is no use 

in distancing oneself from a valid critique of a major problem in the third world simply because 

one often hears it divorced from context, as a way to malign a place. 

Rubric Scores 

Taking all 103 essays together, and combining all eight rubric components, 55% of the scores were 

“absent” or “basic,” and 45% were “intermediate” or “advanced.” The graph below shows how these 

scores varied by rubric component. Students scored highest on showing curiosity about their 

surroundings, with over 70% of all essays raising at least superficial questions related to their own 

experiences or observations. They scored lowest on making connections between their observations and 

their academic work; fewer than 30% of all essays made any attempt to do this. Drawing such 

connections was explicitly part of the assignment only for the smallest program (India), but at least one 

student from each program did made these connections. 
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Tables summarizing rubric scores for each Carleton program separately are presented in Appendix E.  

Two programs were in the humanities: Pacific and Rome. Both these programs assigned midterm and 

final essays, requesting general reflections not focused on specific types of learning or experience. 

Student essays reflected the fact that the Pacific program encouraged observation of the surroundings 

and included a brief but intense exposure to one local culture (Maori). The Maori experience happened 

before the midterm essay was written, which helps explain why the midterm essays from that program 

are in some ways more thoughtful than the final essays. Both programs, however, resemble the ACM 

programs in that final essays tend to score lower on the rubric than midterm essays (which are written 

while the surroundings still seem more fresh and surprising to the students). For the Rome program in 

particular, observations tended to be superficial (traffic, food, clothing), which at least in part reflects 

the fact that this program is not designed to be focused on local culture in any way. 
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For both programs, most final essays received lower rubric scores than the midterm essays written by 

the same students. Some students on both programs, however, wrote more thoughtful and observant 

essays at the end of the programs. While it is unlikely that these essays reflect the full range of what the 

students actually learned, they probably do reflect what is most salient to the students, and the degree 

to which they are inclined to focus their reflections outward on the culture they visited rather than 

inward on their feelings about their own experiences.  

 Pacific Rome 

Final scored higher than midterm 25% 15% 

Final and midterm scored the same 25% 8% 

Final scored lower than midterm 50% 77% 

 

The other two programs, India and Guatemala, were both taught in the social sciences and focused on 

understanding aspects of the local cultures. The essays from these two programs responded to very 

different assignments: students on the India program wrote long academic papers, while Guatemala 

program students wrote short reflections. It is certain that neither assignment reflected all of what the 

students learned about their cultural surroundings. That said, India program students scored higher on 

using academic learning, comparing cultures, and becoming more aware of their own cultural influences 

(clearly a focus of the program), while Guatemala program students scored higher at drawing on direct 

observations and experiences. Many students on both programs tended to be judgmental about the 

local cultures (though the India program appeared to be trying to cultivate a particular type of cultural 

criticism).  

 

 

Both the rubric used for this project and Carleton’s college-wide goals for study abroad focus on out-of-

class learning. It seems likely that social science programs focused on local cultures would foster more of 

this type of learning than would programs in other fields. When we average rubric scores across 

programs, we find evidence that this is indeed the case, with social science programs scoring higher on 

average than humanities programs on every rubric component (even personal growth). 
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Rethinking Learning Goals for Study Abroad 

Much of the student learning reflected in their essays occurs at a very basic level. Some of this is due to 

the written assignments guiding the essay content, and some is due to the academic focus of the 

programs they attended. However, some is probably also due to the level of learning that many students 

are actually experiencing when they go abroad. The fact that much of this learning is very basic should 

lead us to reconsider what students are ready to learn, and what the program directors and the college 

actually want students to experience. For example: 

• Are all the college-wide goals equally important? 

• Do program directors really share these goals, and should they? 

• Are either college or program goals pitched at a level that meets students where they are? 

• Do students think they should be learning about local cultures from direct observation? Maybe 
students draw such a clear line between academics and daily life that they don’t see their 
experiences as a significant part of their learning. (This has been found to be true by studies of 
several residential liberal arts campuses.) 

• To the extent that the essays reflect actual student learning, are faculty directors satisfied with 
the level at which this learning is happening? 

 

The directors of the Pacific and Rome programs responded to a request to tell us whether the goals 

listed in the rubric were significant parts of their programs. They turned out to be major learning goals 

for the Pacific program and minor goals for the Rome program (which was mainly focused on history 

rather than on contemporary culture). From this point of view, everyone should be satisfied with the 

fact that Pacific students’ essays received higher average rubric scores than did Rome students. 

Both college-wide and specific program goals tend to specify types of learning, but say little or nothing 

about the level at which that learning should take place. In a few cases where the desired level is 

specified, it may be pitched unrealistically high. One such example is Carleton’s college-wide sixth goal: 

“Recognize and think about the connections between local, national, and global challenges, and 



10 
 

confidently pursue solutions to these challenges” (emphasis added). It is unlikely that any student could 

be ready to do this after any ten-week experience abroad, so we should ask ourselves whether this 

ought to be part of a goal asserted to apply to all programs.  

At the other extreme, if a significant number of students report that significant learning experiences 

include noticing that people in another culture behave differently from what the students are used to in 

fairly simple ways, perhaps that kind of learning – basic though it is – should be an important part of OCS 

programs. 

The table below seeks to align the desired learning goals described by Carleton’s OCS office, program 

directors, and student applicants, and also the goals from two AAC&U VALUE rubrics (global learning 

and intercultural knowledge and competence). To accommodate all types of goals, I have added four 

new goals to the original college-wide seven: (a) functional skills like speaking a language, (b) 

intercultural competence including behaviors other than language skills, (c) knowledge and 

understanding of another worldview, focusing on how people in another culture think, not just on how 

they behave, and (d) personal growth, which is often of great importance to students but which 

sometimes takes forms that could occur without going abroad. 

 Carleton OCS 
Goals 

AACU Global 
Learning and  
Intercultural 
Competence 
VALUE rubrics 

Carleton Program 
Goals (examples 
from recent 
programs) 

Carleton Student 
Goals (examples 
from application 
essays) 

FUNCTIONAL SKILLS AND 
INTERCULTURAL 
COMPETENCE 

 Intercultural 
competence: 
empathy and 
communication 
skills 

Use new skills in a 
cross-cultural setting 
to conduct a clinic for 
local children 

Improve language 
skills 

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 
SKILLS 

Use experiences 
to expand 
curiosity and 
ways of knowing 

Curiosity, 
openness to 
experience 

Through immersion, 
view oneself and the 
world from a 
different perspective 

Experiential 
learning will 
provide different 
and better 
understandings 

KNOWLEDGE OF 
ANOTHER 
CULTURE/ENVIRONMENT 

Acquire 
understanding of 
an unfamiliar 
environment 

 Learn about social 
change in rural and 
urban settings 

Experience a new 
culture and learn 
to understand it 

KNOWLEDGE OF 
ANOTHER WORLDVIEW 

 Understand 
another 
worldview 

Become aware of 
how race is viewed in 
another context 

 

CULTURAL SELF-
KNOWLEDGE 

Make 
connections 
between new 
culture and their 
own 

Awareness of 
one’s own place 
in a global 
context, takes 
responsible 
actions, 
recognizes own 
cultural views 
and biases 

Question the 
assumptions 
researchers bring to 
ethnographic 
encounters 

Challenge my 
own positionality 
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ACADEMIC DISCPLINARY 
LEARNING 

Develop 
disciplinary skills 
and knowledge 

 Learn field 
techniques, study 
architectural history, 
etc. 

Learn about 
economic 
development, 
architecture… 

CROSS-CULTURAL 
CONNECTIONS 

Recognize global 
challenges 

Synthesizes 
multiple 
perspectives, 
connections 
among 
worldviews, 
understands and 
addresses global 
problems 

Assess theoretical 
models of economic 
development using 
field-based 
observations 

See different 
public health 
systems and learn 
how to tackle 
these issues 

CONNECT OCS WITH 
OTHER STUDIES 

Inform the rest of 
their Carleton 
education 

  Choose a major, 
broaden my 
studies, start 
comps research 

EXPANDED PERSONAL 
HORIZONS 

Expand vision of 
life after college 

 Challenge and 
expand values 
through exposure to 
new ideas 

Explore a possible 
career, gain 
experiences to 
write about 

PERSONAL GROWTH   Gain confidence with 
travel 

Challenge myself, 
become more 
adaptable and 
independent 

 

Disciplinary learning, and connecting study abroad with the rest of a student’s curriculum, are both 

important to the place of OCS in a college education but will be eliminated from the remainder of this 

report. This is because the current project focuses primarily on learning that occurs while abroad but out 

of the classroom. 

What students say they learn 

Students’ reflective essays can be used to evaluate how much they learned, as above. However, they 

can also be used simply as evidence of what kinds of learning they are aware of having experienced. 

When we examine the types of learning students described in these essays, they align well with the 

possible types of learning goals, as shown in the next table. 

Goals Examples of Student Learning 

Functional Skills Student becomes able to ask for directions in the local language 

Intercultural Competence Considers whether to adapt to the local dress code 

Experiential Learning Skills Watching locals makes them realize things are different from at home 

Knowledge of Another Culture European food is different from Americanized versions of it 

Knowledge of Another Worldview Traditional art in Country X is connected to family heritage 

Cross-cultural Connections Notices differences between two health care systems 

Cultural Self-knowledge Notices parallels between family life at home and abroad 

Expanded Horizons Student feels enriched by having experienced a new environment 

Personal Growth Student becomes more comfortable talking to strangers 
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Goals like “view oneself and the world from another perspective” (a program goal) and “acquire 

understanding of an unfamiliar environment” (a college-wide goal) can refer either to very simple and 

superficial learning or to very complex and deep learning. The majority of learning described in students’ 

reflective essays is fairly basic. Students learn how to navigate a city while ordering food and asking 

directions in a second language. They notice that local people eat, dress, and behave differently from 

their own practices back home. Sometimes they learn that the local people have certain beliefs and 

values that are different from their own, or realize something about what they themselves had learned 

growing up in their own culture of origin. 

This sort of learning occurs at a basic level, but it appears to be what many college students need to 

learn. Furthermore, students do not automatically learn these things just because they have spent time 

in another country. Both the Carleton and the ACM student essays indicate that some students, if left to 

themselves, show little curiosity about their surroundings. Others who do show curiosity would clearly 

benefit from some guidance about how to learn more than they already know.  

Proposed Goals, Possible Levels, and Probable Obstacles 

Learning goals are often written at a high, aspirational, level. In the case of study abroad, this may 

encourage faculty directors to ignore the goals altogether, if they do not fit well with the academic 

subject matter of a particular program. Pitching goals at a more basic level, but trying to ensure that all 

students receive some guidance in achieving them, might be a more productive approach. 

In the final table (next page), I have attempted to describe three different levels at which each learning 

goal could be achieved. Based on student essays that received low rubric scores, I have also suggested 

attitudes that appear to impede these types of learning. This table should be useful to faculty directors 

who want to think about how to help their students achieve at least a basic level of learning with 

respect to particular goals. 

For example, students on a program that is not focused on the local language or culture will still 

probably benefit from learning to find their way around, greet people politely in the local language, and 

order food in shops or restaurants (basic skills). Especially for shy students, this may be very difficult, 

and some students may be inclined to avoid adapting or learning even a little of the local language. A 

language program would expect more than this of its students, probably requiring all of them to interact 

regularly at some level in the local language (intermediate). A program focused on cultural analysis, in a 

country where students have some command of the local language, might devote some time and effort 

to having students use their language ability to seek greater knowledge of the local culture through in-

depth conversations and interviewing (advanced).  
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LEARNING GOALS OBSTACLES BASIC INTERMEDIATE ADVANCED 

Functional Skills Timid, unwilling to 
adapt 

Ability to navigate 
in the new context 

Effective 
communication 
with locals 

Using 
communication 
skills to pursue 
cultural 
participation or 
understanding of 
surroundings 

Experiential 
Learning Skills 

Excessive focus on 
one’s own 
experience, 
separation between 
classroom learning 
and daily life 

Curiosity about 
surroundings 

Close observation 
of local people and 
events 

Pursues greater 
understanding by 
engaging with 
surroundings 
despite personal 
discomfort 

Intercultural 
Competence 

Desire to be true to 
their “authentic” 
selves, mistaking 
navigation skills for 
cultural 
competence 

Understand things 
as cultural rather 
than innate, 
universal, or 
right/wrong 

Increased 
competence 
beyond their 
current starting 
point: denial, 
polarization, 
minimization, 
acceptance, 
adaptation 

“Capacity to shift 
cultural 
perspectives and 
appropriately adapt 
behavior to cultural 
differences and 
commonalities” * 

Knowledge of 
Another Culture 

Lack of curiosity, 
being judgmental 

Recognize 
differences 
between the new 
context and your 
own, without 
judging 

Gain knowledge 
and understanding 
of the new context 

Grasp the internal 
complexity of the 
new context 

Knowledge of 
Another Worldview 

Assuming everyone 
does or should 
share one’s own 
views 

Recognize 
differences 
between the local 
views and your 
own, without 
judging 

Gain knowledge 
and understanding 
of a new 
perspective 

Grasp the internal 
complexity of the 
new perspectives 

Cross-Cultural 
Connections 

Preconceptions 
about the world or 
about other 
cultures 

Notice connections 
between cultures 

Gain knowledge 
and understanding 
of those 
interactions 

Grapple with one’s 
place in the world 
in the context of 
those connections 

Cultural Self-
Knowledge 

Assuming that one’s 
own experiences 
and sense of self 
are innate or 
universal 

Recognize oneself 
as a product of 
learned cultural 
influences 

Understand one’s 
own cultural rules 
and biases 

Understand how 
one’s own cultural 
assumptions and 
values limit one’s 
perceptions 

Personal Growth 
and Expanded 
Horizons 

 Feel enriched by a 
new experience 

Expanded interests, 
desire to travel 

New vision for one’s 
future 

*Quote from Intercultural Communications Institute 
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APPENDIX A 

Carleton Off-Campus Studies Learning Goals 

Students who study off-campus, experience the personal growth that results from leaving the confines of 
Carleton and its routines, and enter into a learning environment that is different in customs and norms. 
This new environment may offer chances to communicate in new languages, meet people from different 
backgrounds, experience new living space, navigate in an unfamiliar place, ask for help, travel 
independently, and consider different points of view. A reflective learner will incorporate these unfiltered 
experiences - the successes and the mishaps - into a new sense of self, perhaps one that is more 
confident in its own talents and in possession of an expanded worldview. 

Therefore, Off-Campus Programs have the following learning goals.  Students who study off-campus 
should: 

• use intercultural encounters, field study, and their own experiences, to expand their curiosity 
and ways of knowing 

• acquire understanding of an unfamiliar environment, whether that environment is cultural, 
social, economic, linguistic, natural, historical or political 

• make connections between this new environment and their own, to hopefully better 
understand the world in which we live 

• develop specific discipline-related and interdisciplinary skills through exploration of off campus 
sites, field research, and immersion in the languages and cultures of these locations  

• recognize and think about the connections between local, national, and global challenges, and 
confidently pursue solutions to these challenges  

• bring the experiences back to Carleton, and allow their off-campus learning to inform their 
further education in a dynamic and thoughtful way  

• expand their vision of life after Carleton and explore broader range of life and career 
opportunities 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Carleton OCS Goal % of 2015-16 

and 2016-17 

Programs listing 

this goal 

% of 150 Seniors 

from the Class of 

2011 reporting this 

outcome 

% of 469 Alumni 

surveyed in 

2007 reporting 

this outcome 

#1 – Use intercultural encounters, 

field study, and their own 

experiences, to expand their curiosity 

and ways of knowing. 

72% 35% 36% 

#2 – Acquire understanding of an 

unfamiliar environment. 
72% 5% 4% 

#3 – Make connections between the 

new environment and their own. 
31% 11% 40% 

#4 – Develop discipline-related and 

interdisciplinary skills. 
90% 26% 13% 

#5 – Recognize and think about 

connections between local, national, 

and global challenges, and pursue 

solutions to these challenges. 

17% 9% 9% 

#6 – Off-campus study informs the 

student’s further education. 
0% 11% 6% 

#7 – Expand vision of life after 

Carleton and explore a broader range 

of life and career opportunities. 
14% 9% 22% 

Discussed their OCS experience 

without mentioning any of the above 

types of learning. 
 28% 6% 
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APPENDIX C 

ACM Learning in Study Away Assessment Rubric  

 1=Benchmark 2=1st Milestone 3=2nd Milestone 4=Capstone 

KNOWLEDGE  
Use of academic 
work 

Does not 
demonstrate either 
knowledge of the 
site; does not 
connect their 
academic work 
with their 
experiences. 

Demonstrates 
knowledge of the 
site with specific 
examples, but does 
not use their 
academic work to 
deepen that 
understanding. 

Demonstrates 
knowledge of the 
site with specific 
examples; makes 
superficial 
attempts to 
connect their 
observations with 
their academic 
work. 

Demonstrates 
substantial 
knowledge and 
understanding of 
the site, and uses 
their academic 
work appropriately 
to contextualize 
their observations. 

Use of other 
information 

Does not 
demonstrate either 
knowledge of the 
site; does not 
connect other 
relevant 
information with 
their experiences. 

Demonstrates 
knowledge of the 
site with specific 
examples, but does 
not use other 
information to 
deepen that 
understanding. 

Demonstrates 
knowledge of the 
site with specific 
examples; makes 
superficial 
attempts to 
connect their 
observations with 
other information. 

Demonstrates 
substantial 
knowledge and 
understanding of 
the site, and uses 
other information 
appropriately to 
contextualize their 
observations. 

INTERCULTURAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

 

Awareness of 
differences 

Cultural difference 
is not referenced, 
is denigrated, or is 
romanticized. 

One’s cultural 
worldview is 
perceived as 
universal; other 
cultures are 
essentially similar to 
one’s own. 

One’s own culture 
is perceived as one 
of many valid world 
cultures, as is the 
host culture. 

Recognizes cultural 
differences, and 
demonstrates the 
ability to adjust 
behavior in 
culturally 
appropriate ways. 

Grasp of complexity No awareness of 
the host culture as 
complex. 

Some awareness of 
complexity but 
minimizes its 
importance. 

Demonstrates 
awareness that the 
host culture is 
complex. 

Aware of the 
complex nature of 
the host culture, 
and reflects on the 
cultural significance 
of that complexity. 

Balancing own view 
and emic views 

No awareness that 
both of these 
views exist 

Shows awareness 
that these views are 
different 

Demonstrates 
awareness of both 
perspectives; is 
making an effort to 
clarify both 

Explores the 
cultural 
implications of the 
differences 
between these two 
views 
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SKILLS  

Navigation and 
communication 

Does not 
demonstrate the 
ability to navigate 
everyday situations 
or interact with 
local residents. 

Navigates everyday 
situations and 
communicates with 
local residents, but 
without confidence 
or comfort.  

Demonstrates an 
interest in and 
ability to explore 
novel situations, 
and the ability to 
initiate and sustain 
conversations with 
people beyond the 
host family. 

Demonstrates the 
ability to navigate 
both everyday and 
novel situations 
with confidence and 
comfort, and 
communicates 
effectively with 
local residents. 

Questioning Does not raise 
questions about 
the site or their 
own experiences. 

Any questions 
raised are not 
connected to their 
experiences or 
observations. 

Raises superficial 
questions about 
their experiences 
and/or 
observations. 

Raises thoughtful 
questions about 
their experiences 
and/or 
observations. 

Close observation Focused on self 
rather than on 
observing other 
people. 

Some effort to 
observe others’ 
behavior, but no 
attempt to draw 
inferences from 
those observations. 

Makes multiple 
observations of 
locals’ behaviors, 
with some attempt 
to relate these to 
cultural meanings. 

Makes close 
observations of 
others, and draws 
meaningful 
inferences from 
them. 

 

 

 

APPENDIX D 

Carleton OCS Assessment Rubric – Revised June 2019 by Carol Trosset 

 Absent Weak Moderate Exceptional 

Curiosity No evidence of interest 
in the local culture/ 
environment 

Notices the local 
culture but seems 
uncurious about 
learning more 

Raises superficial 
questions about 
their experiences 
and/or 
observations. 

Raises thoughtful 
questions about 
their experiences 
and/or 
observations. 

Close observation Focused on self rather 
than on observing 
other people. 

Mentions 
observations of 
others’ behavior, 
but no attempt to 
interpret those 
observations. 

Makes 
observations of 
locals’ behaviors, 
with some 
attempt to relate 
these to cultural 
meanings. 

Makes close 
observations of 
others and draws 
meaningful 
inferences from 
them. 

Engaging with the local 
culture/environment 

No mention of 
attempts to engage 
with residents or the 
local culture, or avoids 
such engagement. 

Navigates 
everyday 
situations and 
communicates 
with local 
residents only as 
needed for daily 
living.  

Attempts to 
engage with the 
local culture 
beyond what is 
necessary for 
daily living. 

Seeks out novel 
experiences, and 
communicates 
well enough to 
learn about the 
local culture. 
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Learning from 
experience about the 
local 
culture/environment 
 

Makes no mention of 
their own experiences 
of the local 
culture/environment. 

Mentions 
personal 
experiences, but 
makes no attempt 
to think about 
their implications. 

Demonstrates 
that they are 
learning about 
the local culture 
from their own 
experiences. 

Seeks out 
experiences and 
demonstrates 
thoughtful 
engagement with 
those 
experiences. 

Connecting personal 
experiences with 
academic learning 

Does not use academic 
work to understand 
the local culture. 

Mentions both 
experiences and 
academic work, 
but does not 
connect the two. 

Makes superficial 
attempts to 
connect their 
observations with 
their academic 
work. 

Uses their 
academic work 
appropriately to 
contextualize 
their observations 
and experiences. 

Awareness and 
comparison of cultural 
differences 

Cultural differences are 
not mentioned. 

Cultures are 
compared for the 
purpose of 
making value 
judgments. 

Notices 
superficial 
differences 
between the host 
culture and one’s 
own 

Makes a 
thoughtful 
attempt to 
understand some 
observed cultural 
difference. 

Balancing own view 
and emic views 

No awareness that 
cultural differences 
include differences in 
perspectives or values. 

Shows some 
awareness that 
local viewpoints 
may be different 
from their own. 

Demonstrates 
awareness of 
both 
perspectives; 
makes some 
effort to 
understand 
differences. 

Thoughtful 
exploration of the 
differences 
between these 
two views. 

Personal growth No evidence of growth. Asserts growth 
but provides no 
examples or 
evidence. 

Student has 
gained daily living 
skills and/or 
grown with 
respect to 
relating to 
classmates. 

Clear evidence of 
increased insight 
into cross-cultural 
differences and 
engagement. 
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APPENDIX E 

Rubric Scores for Carleton Essays 

ALL PROGRAMS absent basic intermediate advanced 
curiosity 11% 17% 38% 35% 

observation 23% 25% 35% 17% 

engagement 18% 41% 38% 4% 
learning 19% 29% 41% 12% 

academics 61% 13% 17% 9% 

comparison 30% 17% 34% 19% 

viewpoints 33% 40% 15% 12% 
personal growth 35% 28% 28% 8% 

 

PACIFIC midterm absent basic intermediate advanced 

curiosity 0% 17% 35% 48% 
observation 22% 22% 35% 22% 

engagement 30% 13% 57% 0% 

learning 4% 30% 52% 13% 

academics 9% 26% 43% 22% 

comparison 22% 4% 39% 35% 

viewpoints 30% 48% 13% 9% 

personal growth 35% 22% 30% 13% 

 

PACIFIC final absent basic intermediate advanced 

curiosity 4% 17% 43% 35% 

observation 22% 17% 39% 22% 
engagement 26% 22% 48% 4% 

learning 4% 48% 35% 13% 

academics 35% 26% 30% 9% 

comparison 39% 9% 26% 26% 

viewpoints 30% 39% 9% 22% 

personal growth 26% 35% 39% 0% 

 

ROME midterm absent basic intermediate advanced 
curiosity 8% 19% 38% 35% 

observation 23% 27% 5% 15% 

engagement 12% 65% 19% 4% 

learning 27% 19% 35% 19% 
academics 96% 0% 0% 4% 

comparison 8% 12% 58% 23% 

viewpoints 31% 31% 19% 19% 

personal growth 31% 31% 38% 0% 
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ROME final absent basic intermediate advanced 
curiosity 35% 15% 38% 12% 

observation 35% 31% 27% 8% 

engagement 15% 54% 27% 4% 

learning 46% 19% 35% 0% 
academics 96% 4% 0% 0% 

comparison 27% 31% 27% 15% 

viewpoints 54% 38% 19% 4% 
personal growth 42% 35% 19% 4% 

 

INDIA absent basic intermediate advanced 

curiosity 0% 17% 17% 66% 
observation 17% 33% 33% 17% 

engagement 0% 50% 33% 17% 

learning 0% 33% 50% 17% 

academics 0% 33% 33% 33% 
comparison 0% 17% 0% 83% 

viewpoints 17% 33% 33% 17% 

personal growth 0% 17% 0% 83% 

 

GUATEMALA absent basic intermediate advanced 

curiosity 0% 11% 44% 44% 

observation 0% 22% 56% 22% 

engagement 0% 0% 44% 56% 
learning 0% 33% 56% 11% 

academics 100% 0% 0% 0% 

comparison 0% 56% 33% 11% 
viewpoints 0% 56% 33% 11% 

personal growth 78% 11% 11% 0% 
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