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Introduction 

 

The goals of higher education internationalization are increasingly evidenced in institutional mission 

statements calling for global citizenship and intercultural competencies (Jackson 2008), and in quality discussions 

centered on developing global-ready graduates, prepared to be successful in increasingly global, interdependant, 

and technology focused workforce (Carey 2018; Roksa, Arum, and Cook 2016). This support competes with 

concurrent pressures of rising nationalism and a changing enrollment landscape. In the United States (US), not 

only did the overall higher education enrollment drop by one million learners between 2012 and 2016, increasing 

numbers of students are choosing to enroll online (Seaman, Allen, and Seaman 2018). Not just a US phenomenon, 

access, affordability and convenience are driving higher education enrollment from in-person immersion programs 

to online programs in markets such as the United Kingdom, India, China and across Africa (African Virtual 

University n.d.; Allen and Seaman 2017; Coleman 2014; Docebo 2017). 

As institutions turn to online learning, it is essential that this growing population is not left out of the benefits 

of internationalization. Truly comprehensive internationalization requires all students and all courses receive the 

benefits of actionable strategies (Hudzik 2011). Online learners are a less homogeneous population with regards to 

age, work experience, family status and educational motivations (Angelino, Williams, and Natvig 2007; Ke and 

Kwak 2013) than the typical 18-22 year old in-person immersion student population that has been historically 

studied in higher education at the bachelor degree level (Tinto 1975, 1993). Therefore, effective 

internationalization strategies may differ for this population. In terms of access to international skill building 

opportunities, online learners don’t come to a physical campus where they can be influenced by traditional 

internationalization strategies such as interacting with a community of diverse international students and faculty. 

Little research has been done on how to translate internationalization concepts into effective actions for this 

specific student population, which represents a growing number of students within undergraduate higher education 

in the US and around the world.    

Increasing numbers of Arizona State University (ASU) students, who were previously studying exclusively 

online, are choosing to participate in what in the US is a traditional internationalization activity, study abroad. 

ASU online students participating in study abroad rose from five students in 2009-2010 to over 350 students in 

2018-2019, approximately 12 percent of the total study abroad population. Not to be conflated with online or 

virtual exchange, these students are choosing to leave the online learning environment for an in-person learning 

environment in another country. Anecdotal evidence (from interviews of returning online study abroad students at 

ASU) suggests online students who study abroad are seeking discipline specific knowledge and skills as well as an 

opportunity to interact with fellow learners and faculty in person during their study abroad programs. However, 

there is a gap in the literature regarding previous systematic research done to assess online learner’s motivations 

for, or professional and academic expectations of, the experience; nor the impact of their participation.  
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Research Hypotheses & Methodology 

 

Within this context, the hypotheses guiding my research are that, when compared to in-person immersion 

students who study abroad, online students who study abroad:   

 Hypothesis 1: differ across academic and demographic variables.   

 Hypothesis 2: have different motivations for, and expectations of, study abroad with regards to their 

academic and professional goals.  

 Hypothesis 3: experience different changes in beliefs, attitudes and values as a result of a study abroad 

experience.   

My research is grounded in both transformative and pragmatic philosophical worldviews. I am approaching 

this research from a position of wishing to both understand the social and historical contexts of the population 

studied and influence change. Three theoretical frameworks guide my literature review and study design. Global 

Learning, a multi-disciplinary approach to problem solving which approaches difference from an asset mentality  

(Donnelly-Smith 2009; Doscher and Landorf 2018), represents not only ASU’s mission of diversity and inclusion 

but also the intuition’s approach to academics. The Theory of Planned behavior suggests that an individual’s 

intention, or the indication of the amount of effort willing to be expended, directly affects how individuals form 

intentions as well as act (Petzold and Peter 2015; Ramakrishna, Sarkar, and Vijayaraman 2016). Equilintegration 

(EI) Theory, the foundation of the BEVI standardized assessment, attempts to explain how an individual’s unique 

beliefs, values and life experiences affect how and what they learn (Shealy 2016; Wandschneider et. al 2015).   

This mixed methods study incorporates both quantitative data and qualitative data collected through analysis 

of student academic and demographic variables, surveys, a standardized assessment, interviews and focus groups. 

The concurrent triangulation approach will be employed to confirm and corroborate findings between the 

quantitative and qualitative data (Creswell 2013). Participants comprise online (population = 195) and in-person 

(population = 1,142) students who studied abroad on short-term study abroad programs led by ASU faculty to an 

international location during the spring 2019 and summer 2019 terms. 
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Data Collection Methodology 

Hypothesis Data Source Type Data Collection Method 

Pre-Program Data Collection 

1 
ASU Office of 

Institutional Analysis 
Quantitative 

Official data housed in University 

Student Information System of Record 

2 Survey Quantitative Qualtrics 

3 Assessment 
Quantitative & 

Qualitative 
BEVI Assessment 

Post-Program Data Collection 

2 Survey Quantitative Qualtrics 

3 Assessment 
Quantitative & 

Qualitative 
BEVI Assessment  

2 & 3 
Semi-structured 

Interview 
Qualitative Zoom 

2 & 3 Focus Groups Qualitative Zoom 

 

Implications 

 

This study will contribute to the existing gap in knowledge regarding the growing number of online students who 

study abroad. This research will:  

 Contribute to research on overall academic and demographic differences between students who study online 

as compared to in-person.    

 Provide knowledge to educators regarding how study abroad experiences change online students’ beliefs, 

attitudes and values.  

 Identify motivations and expectations of online students with regards to study abroad and its impact on their 

personal and professional goals.  

 Raise the profile of the online student population within the context of the internationalization plans of higher 

education institutions.  

A complete review of the literature and data collected may also:   

 Suggest implications for study abroad program design specifically for online learners.   

 Suggest association between study abroad participation and retention/degree completion for online learners
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