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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the experiences of nursing students who have undertaken a
short course in an overseas educational system to generate theoretical understanding of
the experience of studying abroad. Learning in the health professions needs to considered
in the context of globalization as a way of sharing knowledge and taking responsibility as
world citizens. Studying abroad provides students with an opportunity to develop global
health care competencies. A symbolic interactionist approach was adopted to gain insight
into how the students constructed the meaning of studying abroad. The study was con-
ducted at a university with 2 campuses in Taiwan. A purposive sampling strategy was
employed to recruit 14 participants. Data were collected from August to November 2017 via
individual in-depth interviews. A semi-structured interview guide was used. Qualitative con-
tent analysis was employed to analyse the data. Each interview was audiotaped and tran-
scribed verbatim. Most students identified both positive and negative experiences related to
their professional and personal development and needs. They demonstrated motivation to
leave their comfort zone and enter a challenging environment as well as a high level of
adaptability. The experience enabled them to see themselves as part of the world and
expanded their learning in positive ways. On completion of their course, they encouraged
others to experience this enjoyable once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Introduction

Learning in the health professions needs to be considered in the context of globalization as a
way of sharing knowledge and taking responsibility as world citizens [1]. Studying abroad pro-
vides students with an opportunity to develop global health care competencies [2] and is
encouraged as part of nursing education to enable students to experience nursing culture in
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different health care and/or educational systems. It has both professional and personal benefits
for students and enhances their understanding of the international health industry [3,4].
Studying abroad also has a positive influence on the development of cultural competence in
nursing care [5], enhances personal growth as the result of increased independence and confi-
dence [6] and contributes to professional development [7]. The impact of international experi-
ence on the development of knowledge and practice is enhanced by students’ expectations,
engagement, and critical reflection [8]. It also contributes to their transition to independence
and has a long-term positive effect on their development as care professionals [9].

A study by Brown et al. [10] identified the three main positive factors influencing a stu-
dent’s decision to study abroad as the desire to travel, to experience other cultures and to work
in different health care settings. Study abroad may also be influenced by a student’s religious
beliefs [11]. Factors deterring students from studying abroad include health and safety con-
cerns, cultural shock [12], cost and language barriers [13], separation from family and friends
[1] and worry about family responsibilities [14].

Most study abroad programs are organized as a summer course, which allows more time to
make travel arrangements. Although longer programs have a greater impact on a student’s
education [15], they do not necessarily lead to a significant increase in competence [16]. A
short period of study abroad in the form of a micro-semester in nursing curricula was reported
to help students expand their views on global health care issues [2]. An evaluation of a four- or
eight-week study abroad experience was found to have a significant impact on students’ cross-
cultural adaptation [17]. Although this is a short amount of time to explore another culture, it
is sufficient for students to develop multicultural knowledge and awareness [18] and cultural
competence in care [2]. Studying abroad can be meaningful regardless of the length of the
experience. The most important factor is that the program is carefully designed to facilitate
student’s experience. Chen [13] identified language and culture as vital considerations in the
organization of a study abroad program. Thorough preparation, a small study group, and a
longer timeframe can improve students’ learning [19].

The Taiwan Nursing Accreditation Council (TNAC) has identified nursing eight compe-
tencies that should underpin the curricula of all nursing programs in Taiwan. These compe-
tencies in nursing are: (a) critical thinking and reasoning, (b) general clinical skills, (c) basic
biomedical science, (d) communication and team work capability, (e) caring, (f) ethics, (g)
accountability and (h) lifelong learning. These competencies guide and ensure that nursing
education achieves expected learning outcomes in different levels and produces “a nurse who
is trusted by patients and their families” [20]. These competencies encapsulate key ability nec-
essary to enter the nursing field in the future and they are characterised as soft power in nurs-
ing. In addition to the nursing professional knowledge and skills of nursing competencies, the
nursing soft abilities as power, such as critical thinking, communication skill and life- long
learning, influence and promote nursing students engaging in the nursing field continually.
These soft abilities as an alternative to understand the complex interactions of client’s health
and care situations. Although multicultural competence is not included in these competencies
of TNAC, there can be little doubt of its importance in the context of globalization. Study
abroad has been shown to have a significant impact on nursing students’ professional and per-
sonal development [4].

In this study, students adapted their behavior in response to the overseas environment. The
focus of inquiry was on how students defined the situation of being in a foreign country, how
they perceived the study abroad experience, and how they used a shared understanding of
studying abroad in constructing its meaning. The study aimed to explore the experiences of
nursing students participating in a short-term course in an overseas educational system and
generate theoretical understanding of the experience of studying abroad.
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Materials and methods
Study design

Symbolic interactionism (SI) [21] is concerned with meaning, language, and thought. It
focuses on interaction and the meanings of events to participants’ definitions of situations.
Thus, SI emphasizes the processes through which people define, act on, and use language in
their interactions with the environment. SI provides a theoretical framework for studying how
individuals interpret objects and events that they encounter in their lives and how a process of
interpretation leads to action in a specific situation. It provides a perspective on and a means
of understanding how those in a particular situation define reality.

In this framework, students’ behavior while overseas is seen to result from their adaptation
to the environment (overseas). The focus of inquiry was on how the self (nursing students)
defined a situation (being in a foreign country) and reproduced social actions (students’ views
of studying abroad), and how the self (nursing students) shared an understanding of studying
abroad in constructing its meaning. SI focuses on interaction (students dealing with the expe-
rience of study abroad) and on the meanings of events. It emphasizes the processes involved in
defining, acting on, and using symbols (language) through interactions and responses
(thought) to interactions with the environment (study in foreign country).

Setting and participants. The study was conducted at a university with 2 campuses in
Taiwan. Approximately 800 nursing students graduate each year, of whom 64 students are
selected to participate in study abroad programs. Students choose a study abroad program
depending on the purpose of the program and their personal interests. Purposive and conve-
nience sampling strategies were used to recruit 14 participants. The inclusion criteria were: (1)
currently registered as a student at the university, (2) selected for a 4-week study abroad pro-
gram, (3) chose to study at an Australian university, and (4) consented to having their
responses audiotaped. The exclusion criteria were: (1) having withdrawn from a formal course
and (2) being selected for a 2-week program of studying abroad. Ten participants, including
undergraduate and post-graduate students, consented to be interviewed before and after their
overseas trip, and 4 participants were interviewed after their overseas learning experience (S2
Table).

Students who are interested in study abroad programs are required to undergo a screening
process that includes a written review and face-to face interview in order to be accepted into a
training session. The training session emphasizes language, customs, culture, and the daily life-
style of the target county. Potential participants in this study were approached after the train-
ing session from among the successful applicants. Students selected for study abroad receive
substantial finance support from the school and 2 academic credits for their elective course in
the nursing curriculum.

Ethical considerations

Organizational permission was first obtained from the university that served as the study site.
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of Chang
Gung Medical Foundation (Approval no. 201601967B0). Potential participants were invited
verbally by the PI. When a potential participant demonstrated an interest in participation, she/
he received an information sheet and a consent form. Prospective participants were given time
to read the information and think about the study before making a final decision to participate.
The participants were fully informed about the study, including the purpose, procedures for
data collection, potential risks and benefits, time commitment, and how their rights to privacy
and anonymity were protected. They were advised that participation was entirely voluntary
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and that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. The deci-
sion to participate or not would in no way impact their participation in the exchange program.
No coercive or deceptive tactics were used to encourage participation. Participants’ written
consent was obtained before the interviews were conducted. The data, in the form of interview
transcripts, were stored in the PI’s password-protected computer. The data were deleted within
3 years of the study’s completion according to IRB requirements. In this report, participants’
anonymity has been preserved by assigning each student (S) a number (e.g., S1, S2, etc.).

Data collection. Data were collected from August to November 2017 via individual in-
depth interviews conducted by the principal researcher (PI). A semi-structured interview
guide (S1 File-Interview guide) was used to ensure both consistency and flexibility in the data
collection and to maintain focus and avoid any bias toward the researcher’s specific areas of
interest. Ten interviews were conducted before and after the participant’s overseas trip to gain
insight into their expectations and actual overseas experiences. Four participants were inter-
viewed after the trip because time restricted after admission list released. Interviewing in the
participants’ preferred language of Mandarin maximized the data quality. Shared culture and
language between the interviewer/researcher and the participants facilitated in-depth under-
standing and interpretation of verbal and non-verbal cues. The interviews commenced with
an open question, “Could you please share your experience of overseas study?”. Further ques-
tions varied depending on the participants’ responses. Each interview lasted 45-60 minutes.
The interviews were audiotaped to secure an accurate account of the conversations. Research
team members, including the PI, were not involved in the process by which students were
selected for study abroad programs. Potential participants were approached only after their
applications had been accepted.

Data analysis

Qualitative content analysis [22] was used to analyze the data. Each interview was transcribed
verbatim. Data organization started with the management of coded files. Each file contained
interview transcripts and audiotapes. All of the interview transcripts were merged into one file
for general reading purposes. The audio recordings were listened to repeatedly to gain a deeper
insight into the data.

The analysis was conducted in four stages, including manifest and latent analysis. In the de-
contextualization stage, all of the data were carefully read line by line and preliminary coding
was undertaken. The meaning of each code was defined through frequent discussions among
the members of the research team. In the re-contextualization stage, all codes with similar
meanings were grouped and assigned to a subcategory. The group and its name were consid-
ered in the initial texts to ensure the meaning of the text. In the next phase, all homogeneous
categories were identified from the list of code definitions from the contextualization stage.
The final stage, compilation, involved the development of a realistic conclusion with which all
team members were in agreement.

Trustworthiness

Four criteria guided the quality assessment: credibility, transferability, dependability, and con-
formability [23]. The trustworthiness of the study process was ensured by the following factors:
(1) the researchers were experienced in the field; (2) as many participants as possible were
selected; (3) the participants were encouraged to share their perspectives and experiences; (4)
all research team members agreed on the themes and read the report; (5) the findings were
presented using direct quotes; (6) the descriptions contained rich data; (7) the data were
obtained by a single and highly trained investigator; (8) the interviews were audiotaped and
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transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy; (9) an experienced researcher identified major cate-
gories, ensuring the credibility of study results and processes; (10) an interview guide was used
to guarantee consistency; and (11) fieldnotes recorded the study process. The study process
was therefore considered rigorous.

Results

The participants were 14 female undergraduate and post-graduate students aged 21-37 years
(average 24 years). Participants’ demographic information is presented in in S2 Table. Three
themes emerged from analysis of the data: the self in relation to the world, diversifying learn-
ing and a once-in- a- lifetime experience. The overall conclusion was that participants enjoyed
the study abroad experience (see S1 Table). In the following presentation of results, partici-
pants’ responses have been anonymized, as discussed earlier.

The self in relation to the world

The self is the center of one’s world. Placing oneself in a different environment can provide an
opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of oneself and the world [21].

Relating to the world. An individual’s worldview is constructed from his or her past
experiences and shapes his or her values and interactions with the environment. Because peo-
ple are social creatures, individuals seek to connect to the environment with a purpose, and
the decisions they make predict the eventual achievement of the object [21]. When the envi-
ronment is unfamiliar, individuals must be willing to modify or change their values and
actions in their interactions with others in that environment.

The study participants realized that the world (environment) they were entering would
influence their behavior and they would need to make changes to ensure their behavior was
acceptable in this new environment as they interacted with others. These changes represented
the line between knowing and doing (conducting), as S1 noted in the following statement. The
environment was not going to change to meet their needs; rather, they had to adapt to the
environment. As they did so, they became immersed in it.

... I felt a bit nervous and embarrassed at the beginning of class because I was surrounded
by foreign faces. You were in the minority and knew no one in class. I needed great courage
to raise my hand or say something during classes which was different to my study attitude.
Nothing would be changed for you unless we changed first. After the second week, I started
to preview the class content before attendance, which I had never done before . . . (S1).

Adapting to a new environment. After the participants entered the new environment,
they attempted to make the best of it. Although there were no standards or rules for them to
follow, their understanding of the unfamiliar environment grew out of their close relationships
with others. Understanding what others say is crucial to effective communication, as is the
ability to voice one’s views and opinions. In other words, language is a vital tool for interacting
with the environment, learning from others, communicating with others, and expressing one-
self. The study participants were aware that, because English was their second language, they
needed to adopt a positive attitude towards overcoming their limitations in order to engage in
learning situations. They knew they could not wait for people to actively approach them, and
that their language limitation was a weakness that needed to be improved. Being actively
involved in the environment requires a positive approach to dealing with situations. On the
other hand, people may withdraw from a situation or an environment into their own inner
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world, thus reducing their contact with that world. Clearly, the latter response restricts the
potential outcomes of learning abroad. In this study, participants were well aware of their
weaknesses and strengths and modified their actions to adjust to the environment.

... You had to know what people said. It made me listen to people more seriously. You
ignore problems at the beginning of studying abroad and solve them autonomously.

The more you practiced and experienced, the more you felt confident and not shy. . .You
try to hide from the discussion in the classes. There has no way to dodge changing situa-
tions...(S2)

Gaining a deeper understanding of oneself. The process of interacting with their inner
worlds was initiated by a stimulus. The interaction consisted of comparing and judging stimuli
from past and present experiences. The outcomes of comparison and judgment were not right
or wrong, positive or negative, or better or worse. The participants in this study gained a
deeper understanding of themselves, situations, and the world through the process of compari-
son and judgement. An itemized teaching-learning strategy between the hosts and the study
abroad environments enabled the participants to reach a greater understanding of themselves.
Knowing and experiencing things from others informed the participants’ own knowledge of
their weaknesses and strengths.

Participants understood situations better through the process of comparison and judgment.
They soon realized that they would not succeed without changing. They modified their percep-
tions and actions to interact with the environment, which is known as adjustment. They iden-
tified that widening their worldview was a part of growing up.

...We tolerated things and respected people who were more mature than us. It could be
said that we rarely had our own thinking or ideas appreciated. We were obedient, shy, and
polite in many peoples’ first impression. . . . Things became difficult for us compared to liv-
ing in Taiwan. Therefore, you were forced to grow up. Our teaching-learning was like a
standardized answer was expected, which was different. We had to be more visible and
adaptable in a Western country. . .(S3).

Acquiring a new vision. By immersing themselves in their new environment, participants
acquired a new vision of things. When they confronted something that was completely differ-
ent, they engaged in a process of comparison and judgment. The new experiences challenged
their previous thinking. Through comparison with their previous experiences, they identified
their new way of thinking as an international vision. Although they found this vision hard to
define, they recognized that it influenced how they thought about the next step in their per-
sonal and professional growth.

I used to think my view on things was international. Actually, it was not what I thought
after the trip abroad. I did not know how to specifically express my international vision in
words . . . The journey widened my worldview. Meeting people, seeing and experiencing
things, I realized that the world was so much fun. My future career and personal life would
not be only in a hospital, I had various options. . . (S4).

Learning diversity

Motivation for change is essential to achieve learning diversity. A wide range of experiences
during the educational process builds self-confidence and passion for learning in the field.
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Motivating oneself to change. For the participants, leaving a familiar environment meant
leaving their comfort zone and motivated them to make a range of personal changes, which
enhanced personal growth. They described the process of adaptation as one of fitting in to a
new environment. A change in behavior was necessary to help them feel secure and avoid devi-
ating from accepted social norms. Participants realized that overcoming their insecurity and
interacting in the new environment was an opportunity for personal learning and growth.

The atmosphere of the environment compelled everybody to keep quiet and invisible like
the Taiwanese student’s style of learning. When [I was] in an active learning environment, I
would modify my learning attitude to be more proactive like everyone else. When the sur-
roundings were passive, I would respond passively like everybody else. This was about fit-
ting in (S5).

Inspiring self-confidence. When in their familiar environment, the participants reported,
they had a more limited learning focus because they were not greatly challenged and took
things for granted. In the new environment, learning became more diverse, with limited assis-
tance from family or friends. Each issue had to be solved or managed independently, which
can be seen as learning. The participants had to modify their attitudes and actions when inter-
acting with and adapting to the new environment, and construct ways of dealing with new
experiences. S6 described how she developed the confidence to acquire new information and a
new vision from the things that happened. Participants felt that their perspectives had been
broadened.

If you have had the chance to go abroad, you would see a different world. You would know
that people are under the same sky but are living in different ways, which are varied and
beyond our imagination. You would understand the importance of experiencing other life-
styles, and not be confined to your current life. . . (S6).

Reenergizing nursing education. The short timeframe of a study abroad program could
be used to justify minimal gains in professional development. However, participants renewed
their passion for nursing as a result of the discomforting experience of the host country’s work-
ing environment. The substantial new environmental stimuli, including people, incidents,
objects, and situations, helped them to develop strengths. The participants opened their minds
and managed their problems. This reflected positively on their attitudes toward challenges in
an unfamiliar environment. Dealing with challenges reinvigorated the participants’ original
intention to study nursing. The new environment improved their attitude toward challenges
and motivated their interactions. The consequences were significant and reenergized their
enthusiasm for nursing. Studying abroad was a remarkable, once-in-a-lifetime experience.

I was under pressure during the internship. Although I studied nursing voluntarily, learn-
ing was much like being forced to learn things.. . .After I returned home, I felt passionate
about continuing my nursing education. I did not forget my original intentions for studying
nursing. . . I feel that I have regenerated my enthusiasm for being a nursing student (S7).

A once-in-a-lifetime experience

Although the reality of studying abroad in real life may have been vastly different from their
expectations, imagination, or information obtained from others, it was a valuable once-in-a-
lifetime experience.
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Facing the reality. The participants experienced a direct barrier to learning due to their
lack of fluency in English, which may have impacted their comprehension of the topic under
discussion. This highlights one of the main difficulties associated with learning in an environ-
ment for those with English as a second language. Lack of fluency impeded their learning and
affected their ability to express themselves accurately.

The style of having lectures and language had a great negative impact on my learning pro-
gression. My English, including vocabulary and phases, tended not to be used in daily life,
so it failed to express the meaning of things. I needed more time to respond . . .(S8).

Confidence, personal growth, and knowing before doing. Becoming confident stemmed
from personal growth following interaction with other people in a new environment. Partici-
pants’ satisfaction and confidence increased as their language skills improved. Interactions
also provided learning opportunities and required them to adjust their attitudes towards con-
necting with the world. The participants became more confident as they received positive feed-
back from others. They knew what they had achieved and were motivated to set new goals,
which taught them about planning. This was the first time in their lives that they had had to
plan future goals, which was significant for their personal growth and maturity.

S9: T had learned more since I applied to this program. My attitudes towards things were
more likely lazy and superficial. I started to modify my attitudes and that gave me a feeling
of progression. I achieved my goal to study overseas and it was time to set the next goal and
move forward.

Learning from the real world. Learning from the real world emphasizes the development
of soft power. Soft power involves managing daily activity, although it is difficult to teach or
learn in the classroom. Learning from the real world made up for the shortcomings of class-
room learning; the world provided a practical scenario for personal growth. Soft power encap-
sulates respecting others, enhancing self-directed learning, being confident, and becoming an
active learner and critical thinker. The real world was a grand lecture theater that cultivated
the participants’ personal growth. They felt that maintaining distance from others was not a
sign of rudeness but a way of showing respect. Maintaining distance enabled them to avoid
stress while interacting with others. This feeling could only be experienced in a new environ-
ment and was better taught via firsthand experience.

S10: People were respectful to others. I thought they were civilized. People would keep their
distance from others. . .I became confident; it may be because of the change in learning
from passive to active. Once you developed the courage to say what you thought in class,
you became confident.

Discussion

The findings highlight the participants’ discovery of self and their achievements. Most of the
students identified both positive and negative experiences related to their professional and per-
sonal development and needs. They demonstrated their motivation to leave their comfort
zones and face a challenging environment. Most said they rapidly modified their learning atti-
tudes and approaches to the new learning environment. They demonstrated considerable apti-
tude for adjustment. Studying abroad provided a chance for the students to discover self, to see
themselves as a part of the world (Relating to the world) [24] and expanded their learning in
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positive ways (Learning diversity). The students became confident at critical thinking and
became active learners. They also believed that different experiences could inform their own
lives and taught them to understood the concept of learning by example (Facing reality). After
they finished the course, they encouraged others to experience a once-in-a-lifetime opportu-
nity as an enjoyable involvement. The experience of short-term study abroad was positive [25].

The literature indicates that students confront a range of challenges when they study in dif-
ferent educational contexts [26]. These include issues with language proficiency [27], cultural
barriers [28], different learning styles, academic demands [29], perceived racism [30], home-
sickness, lack of assertiveness, and financial difficulties [31]. The students in this study faced
similar challenges; however, the positive influences and learning outcomes were greater than
the negative. The negative factors may have inspired the participants to cultivate personal
growth as they left their comfort zones and had to adjust to new environments [32]. Further-
more, although they reported limited gains in professional development, they experienced per-
sonal growth by developing confidence, motivation to change, and soft power [33]. The study
abroad experience fostered the development of soft power or ability to deal with the world [34].
Limited professional development was likely due to the short study period of four weeks. The
students experienced a Western learning style that informed their expansion of personal
growth and valued an interactive mode of learning [35]. Personal development has a signifi-
cant impact on students’ motivation for life-long learning. This study’s findings indicated that
geographic distance was a particularly difficult problem that affected the participants’ daily
lives. It is challenging to change one’s lifestyle in a short period of time, and distance exacer-
bated the difficulty. It is easier to travel in Taiwan than in Australia, which have similar sized
populations but are vastly different in area [36]. Distance is also highly related to time. More
time is required to manage everyday activities such as grocery shopping. However, such incon-
veniences taught the students to plan ahead. At the same time, the maintenance of personal
space demonstrated respect for others and helped to avoid stress in a crowd.

Although the students understood different learning styles, they did not advocate them.
The shortness of their stay and the need for self-directed learning, such as preparing for lec-
tures beforehand, might have contributed to their reluctance to advocate the Western learning
style. However, students did appreciate and support Western teaching strategies. There are
clear differences between Eastern and Western education styles. These differences reflect dif-
ferent attitudes towards social and individual education as the primary means of adapting to
the environment. Cultural differences result in different approaches to social and individual
learning [37]. The western learning style is characterized as independent, autonomous and
hierarchical, whereas the eastern learning style is interdependent, harmonious and democratic.
These differences result from social learning and individual learning as primary means of
adapting to the environment. Therefore, it requires a long period of immersion in another cul-
ture to integrate the different characteristics of Eastern and Western learning styles, since they
tend to be mutually exclusive. Overall, the students did not advocate the Western learning
style, believing it limited their professional development when they only had a short study
period.

Conclusion

The students’ experience of achieving their goals can be characterized as an enjoyable involve-
ment. They gained greater self-awareness and broadened their worldview. They transcended
their preconceived ideas and expanded their educational boundaries. They engaged in intro-
spection and developed self-confidence. They were reinvigorated and rediscovered their origi-
nal reasons for pursuing careers in nursing. They also motivated themselves to pursue life-
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long learning. Participants described how their experiences would have a positive effect on
their personal growth and professional lives in their future career as they shared their overseas
learning experience with peers. Such an enjoyable involvement is clearly valuable and should
be further developed as a means of enriching nursing students’ education. The results of this
study also identified ways in which faculty can address potential issues in pre-travel orientation
sessions and support learning activities during the experience.

Study limitations

Only female nursing students were recruited at one university. The results may not reflect
male students’ perspectives. Furthermore, this study was conducted at one university and
study abroad nation, which raises concerns about the representation of the students’ perspec-
tives on traveling in different countries or with different educational backgrounds.
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