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ITH ENROLLMENT IN EDUCATION ABROAD

programs at record numbers, colleges and 

universities continue to add new programs 

to meet the demands of students, faculty 

and institutional administrators. At the same 

time, they face a delicate balance between 

filling the programs with enough students 

to sustain them while maintaining or even 

trying to improve program quality.

One issue is how to measure quality. Meeting re-

quirements for academic credit on the home campus 

usually is a basic standard but often that is not enough, 

study abroad officers say. 

The number of U.S. students studying abroad for 

academic credit increased by 9.6 percent in 2003–04 to 

a record 191,321, according to the Open Doors Report 

2005: International Students in the United States, the 

annual report on international education published 

by the Institute of International Education. Although 

there is no central data source on the number of edu-

cation abroad programs, educators expect the growth 

to continue in the years ahead.

 “There is a demand to offer new programs. The 

institutional market and the student market are call-

ing for them,” says David Larsen, director of Arcadia 

University’s Center for Education Abroad.

On the institutional side, the push for new programs 

comes from senior administrators and faculty. Colleges 

and universities in the United States and those with 

which they affiliate abroad tie enrollments “to revenue, 

to success, and they want that to continue to grow,” 

Larsen says. 

Students, meanwhile, want to travel in larger num-

bers to familiar locations, mostly in Western Europe, 
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and also to some places that are unfamiliar in Africa, 

Asia and parts of the developing world, Larsen says.

“We’re seeing a lot of interest in South Africa. 

We don’t have a program there so we need to take 

a look at it,” says Patricia C. Martin, senior overseas 

program manager in the Office of International Pro-

grams at the University of Pennsylvania. More than 

600 undergraduates take part annually in semester 

or academic year study abroad, choosing from more 

than 100 programs that Penn recognizes for academic 

credit, Martin reports. 

At Boston University, “there is a huge general in-

crease in demand for study abroad from both students 

and different segments of the university. In addition to 

our own students, we get others from all over the coun-

try,” adds Joseph Finkhouse, director of institutional 

relations in BU’s Division of International Programs. 

BU offers more than 60 programs in 17 countries 

and up to 1,500 students participate annually, rep-

resenting 35 percent of undergraduates who receive 

degrees. The number was about 22 percent five years 

ago, Finkhouse says. 

 “One of the ways we have been growing is to 

broaden opportunities for students who traditionally 

have not been well-served by study abroad. We try to 

make new programming conform better to the land-

scape of the university,” Finkhouse continues.

For example, his division worked closely with 

BU’s College of Engineering to develop a program 

in Germany for engineering students. There also are 

opportunities for students interested in narrow ar-

eas of the visual and performing arts, including fine 

arts, acting, music, film and television “and things like 

that,” Finkhouse says.
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At many colleges and universities, budgets play an important 

part in determining how far study abroad officers can go in 

establishing new programs. That often means that programs 

must reach minimum enrollment levels so that they at least 

break even financially.

Programs operated through the Kalamazoo College 

Center for International Programs get no support from the 

college’s general fund. “We are self-funded, so I have to pay 

careful attention to the bottom line,” says Joseph L. Brock-

ington, associate provost for international programs. Up to 

250 students out of a student body of 1,200 study abroad in 

a given year, he reports. 

Most programs must have at least five students to cover 

costs but there are exceptions, when “we decide to just go 

ahead and bite the bullet and run it at a loss,” Brockington 

says. “I don’t have to balance each line. I just have to balance 

the bottom line,” he explains.

Education abroad also is self-supporting at Howard 

Community College in Maryland, which requires at least 

10 students to support a program, including the cost of a 

faculty member from Howard and airfare—a key compo-

nent. “If we don’t get 10 but we have students and a faculty 

member who want to go so badly, we usually sharpen 

our pencils and see if we can make it happen,” says George Barlos, 

director of international education. “If we’re lucky, we can get good 

flights. Or we work with the host institution or vendors of services 

and ask them to lower their prices. If it works out and the money 

coming in will pay for it, then we’ll go with it.”

Howard was one of five U.S. higher education institutions that 

were awarded the distinguished Senator Paul Simon Award for 

Campus Internationalization last year (see “Educating Citizens of 

the World,” in the March/April 2006 issue of IE).

Some programs are more expensive to operate than others so 

each has its break-even point, says Kathleen Sideli, associate dean 

for international programs at Indiana University-Bloomington. She 

canceled “a promising, exciting” program on the history of African-

Americans in the arts in Paris when only three students signed up. 

“We can’t run a program with just three students,” she says. Some 

programs might require up to a dozen students, she states.

Administrators at Penn have other concerns when only a handful 

of students sign up for a program. “We worry about what the experi-

ence is like for just four or five U.S. students to be in classrooms with 

each other. We’re not just talking about money. We’re talking about 

the quality of the overall experience for the students,” says Martin.

Penn sometimes juggles its schedule to offer a program in just 

one semester instead of two so that enough students enroll to make 

it worthwhile, Martin says.

Arcadia makes money from its programs and the surpluses after 

expenses become part of the university’s endowment, Larsen says. 

He insists that there is “no direct pressure” to send more students 

abroad but acknowledges that by sending large numbers of stu-

dents overseas every year, “the reputation of the university grows, 

and that’s a good thing.”

He acknowledges that “if you can’t attract students to a program, 

no matter how good it is, you can’t sustain it.” But he is reluctant to 

shut down a program just for that reason. “I’m Danish by heritage. 

That means I’m very stubborn,” he says.

He cites a program that Arcadia has operated in Athens for 15 

years. “I have run it with as few as eight students for a semester. Any-

body looking at it objectively would say I should shut that program 

down because it’s losing money and not worth it,” Larsen says.

“I was determined that we would make it succeed. We just kept 

on doing what we were doing. We were able to spread the word 

about the quality of the program and now the enrollments are aver-

aging about 40 a semester.” He concedes that the Athens experience 

was “a rare case.”

Howard Community College is working hard to build student 

interest in a program it offers in Turkey. “If they knew what I know, 

they would jump at the chance. It’s an amazing opportunity,” says 

Barlos. Through classroom presentations, Barlos and the faculty 
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member who would teach the program finally got enough stu-

dents—four. That’s all they needed because Howard worked out an 

arrangement with two other community colleges that also agreed 

to provide four students apiece to make the program work.

Barlos suspects that perhaps Turkey was “a little too exotic” for 

students who are more attracted to countries like Italy and the per-

ceived “fun factor” they offer. In Italy, Howard is developing a new 

multi-disciplinary program with a host institution in Siena. The 

program will include language study and students will live with host 

families. While they will take excursions, there will be less emphasis 

on travel and sightseeing, Barlos says.

BU doesn’t necessarily cut a program that doesn’t make money 

but “if it goes on for a long time, we have to look at it,” says Fink-

house. “It’s not just a question of breaking even financially. It’s also 

being able to sustain the critical mass in the program that allows us 

to have the kinds of classes and other activities that we want.”

With new programs in particular, “we understand that we have to 

carry them for a while until they find their legs,” Finkhouse says. But 

money, he concedes, is a factor. BU mounts “a very big marketing and 

recruiting effort” to try to build enrollment for its programs but shuts 

them down if they fail to draw enough students, Finkhouse says.

That happened to an internship program 

that BU offered for many years in Moscow. 

“It was a great program. Students had won-

derful classes, great internships and all kinds 

of incredible cultural opportunities,” Fink-

house says.

Perhaps consistent with a shift in global 

interests, interest in the Moscow program 

waned. “There are not a lot of programs in 

Russia now. A lot of them are closing down 

because students are not studying Russian 

like they used to,” Finkhouse says.

The BU program also was expensive to 

operate and “we just couldn’t attract enough 

students every semester to keep it financial-

ly viable. Despite great efforts in recruiting 

and advertising, we were always coming up 

short,” Finkhouse says.

“There was a heartfelt discussion in our 

office about what we could do best for our 

students, and we had to remind ourselves 

that we can’t do everything for everybody,” 

Finkhouse states.

Popular programs that are easier to fill face 

a different kind of scrutiny. As increasing 

numbers of U.S. students want to study abroad, questions arise 

about whether the programs that attract them meet institutional 

expectations for academic quality, including the qualifications of 

the individuals who teach them. There also are questions about the 

qualifications of the students. 

“We constantly ask ourselves whether we are expecting the same 

level of work by students overseas that we would expect on their 

home campuses. That is the litmus test for us,” says Larsen.

“When I look at a program for quality,” adds Brockington,” I ask, 

are the academics defensible back here? Is the learning at least on a 

par with what students would learn on-campus at home?”

“We sometimes have circumstances where we offer popular pro-

grams and when we take a look at them, the academic challenge is 

not there,” says Larsen. In those cases, he works with the faculty or 

program directors “to make them aware of the standards we expect 

them to meet.” If programs do not improve, Arcadia ends them. “I 

have closed programs because we’ve been unable to deliver the kind 

of quality we expect,” Larsen says.

At Indiana, “all of our programs are under a quality control 

mechanism,” says Sideli. A faculty committee evaluates every pro-

posed program and approves only those worthy of academic credit 
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from Indiana whether they are provided by 

Indiana or other providers. Approved pro-

grams are reviewed annually.

Sometimes, if a program “doesn’t look 

appropriate for credit,” Indiana suggests that 

it be offered instead as a non-credit “cultural 

trip,” Sideli says. That doesn’t happen of-

ten, but even non-credit programs must go 

through her office, she says.

Other factors, like safety, also can impact program approvals. 

Indiana was running a program in Haiti but “it became a place not 

to send students,” Sideli says. So Indiana ended it and students went 

to Ecuador instead.

“We like to think that our programs are of high quality. We look 

at them with the same standards of rigor as the courses that are 

being taught on campus,” says Finkhouse at BU. 

Similarly, at Penn, faculty in the appropriate academic depart-

ments review the syllabi and instructors of all courses that students 

take abroad for credit. “There is a high level of oversight. It’s more 

than whether there are enough hours for credit,” says Martin.

Like many other institutions, BU usually hires faculty in host 

countries instead of sending its own faculty to teach abroad. But 

each program site has a resident director, a BU employee. Some 

directors are tenured members of academic departments on campus 

who have been living abroad for a while. “They are highly qualified 

people,” Finkhouse says.

The site directors identify potential faculty and help develop 

courses. The course syllabus and CV of a proposed faculty member 

go to the curriculum committee of the appropriate department on 

campus, then to the college curriculum committee, then to the pro-

vost. “It is the same procedure that new courses or faculty members 

have to go through here in Boston,” Finkhouse says. Once on board, 

the foreign instructors are considered adjunct BU faculty. 

He cites the new engineering program that BU offered first in 

Germany and now has extended to Mexico. BU engages faculty in 

the host countries to teach to the specifications of the College of En-

gineering in Boston, “so the labs and courses 

are the functional equivalents of what would 

be taught here on campus,” Finkhouse says.

Still, he continues, “we’re intent on doing 

that in a way that students are not just do-

ing in Germany what they would be doing 

in Boston.” So while their German instruc-

tors might teach in English, BU requires its 

students to study German while they are in 

the country and also take a course relating 

technology and culture in Germany. 

“We want to be very much about ‘place.’ 

We consider that to be a fundamental part 

of the quality of a program overseas,” Fink-

house says.

A vital key to a program’s academic qual-

ity is hiring high-quality faculty in a host 

country who understand what the students’ 

home institutions expect of them, says Lars-

en. “If they don’t understand, you either don’t 

hire them or you have to train them to teach 

for you,” he says.

“There are plenty of people out in the 

world who want to teach and teach well. 

Training them is a challenge, because 

you’re frequently dealing with people who 

were trained in different systems to work 
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with students in different ways from what we do in the U.S.,” 

Larsen says. 

Arcadia tries to achieve a balance between the host country’s edu-

cational practices and U.S. methods. “We don’t want to send students 

overseas to do exactly what they do in the U.S., but we also don’t want 

to send them into a system they are not prepared for or that is not 

prepared for them. It just sets them up for failure,” Larsen declares.

At Howard Community College, the college’s own faculty members 

accompany students abroad and teach the programs. “The academic 

content is very important to us and we work with faculty on that before 

they leave,” says Barlos. He also tries to visit all program sites to ensure 

that host institutions can provide “stability and services” to students 

and faculty. “That isn’t always the case,” Barlos says.

 Brockington maintains that the quality of programs should mean 

more for students than just taking classes on a foreign campus. “My 

definition of quality goes way beyond academics,” says Brockington. 

“If the only reason we’re sending these young people abroad is to take 

classes, we might as well forget it. We have missed the boat. They can 

take classes here at home and everybody can save a lot of money.” 

“There has to be attention to what happens outside the class-

room—students’ intercultural growth and development and their 

whole student life and development. It’s about quality of relationships, 

not just academics. We are very clear with parents that it’s more than 

an academic program and students will be doing more than just sit-

ting in class. It will affect the whole person, as it should.”

Sometimes that makes parents uncomfortable but “it’s something 

they need to know, because we know they will be on the phone to us 

if their offspring are uncomfortable,” Brockington adds.

At BU, says Finkhouse, “we’ve been working really hard not just 

to provide programs for the sake of having programs but also to have 

them conform to the things that are so important in study abroad, 

like cultural immersion. One thing we don’t want to do is replicate the 

Boston experience in foreign locations. We believe strongly that study 

abroad should be, in a significant way, about the places where students 

are.” Similarly, at Penn, “we’re looking for as high a level of integration 

as possible,” says Martin. A high-quality program means, she explains, 

that students study in the language of their host country, which most 

Penn students do in overseas programs, and also live with host students 

or families. They also explore the host culture through involvement in 

service programs, volunteer internships, and other activities.

Another quality factor in study abroad programs is the quality of 

the students who participate in them. For the most part, institutions 

require students to achieve defined academic levels before being 

allowed to enroll in foreign programs.

“Not just anyone can go. They have to be in good standing with 

a certain number of credits completed,” says Barlos.

 Indiana spells out its eligibility requirements on its Web site. 

To apply to a program that Indiana runs itself, students need a cu-

mulative grade point average (GPA) of 2.75 to 3.0. The university 

acknowledges, however, that while certain programs are rigid in 

adhering to the GPA requirement, others consider students whose 

GPAs “approximately” meet the requirement. 

Although there are exceptions, the norm for semester and aca-

demic year programs at Indiana is for students to complete two full 

years of on-campus study before going abroad. Faculty committees 

screen applications, which usually include a transcript, recommen-

dation letters from instructors, and a student’s personal statement. 

Students also are interviewed for most programs. Committees rec-

ommend students who not only meet the minimum eligibility criteria 

but also show “the type of intellectual curiosity, personal maturity, 

academic rationale and social flexibility necessary for a successful 

study abroad experience,” the university explains on its Web site.

“A student who is not ready for the experience either academically, 

emotionally or in terms of maturity could end up being a problem for 

the rest of the students,” says Sideli. “We would rather cancel a pro-

gram, or allow a program to go with one student less and lose some 

money, than send the wrong student and make some money.”

Many education abroad offices help students who want to enroll 

in programs offered through other schools or providers. Indiana 

offers more than 40 programs of its own and about as many more 

through other providers, reports Sideli. Of 1,500 study abroad stu-

dents, about 350 choose non-Indiana providers.



JU
L

+
A

U
G

.0
6

At BU, the international programs division helps students who 

enroll in other programs take a leave of absence from the univer-

sity, then transfer back in with the credits they have earned. About 

200 of the 1,500 students who go abroad do it through non-BU 

programs, Finkhouse says.

“We try to be open-minded about this. We have always func-

tioned in a kind of courtesy role for them as opposed to a formal 

advising role, and beyond that, students have been pretty much on 

their own,” Finkhouse says.

But the arrangement has raised “a lot of issues,” he says. “They 

are going all over the world and we do not consider all the programs 

that they do to be of adequate academic quality in terms of earning 

BU credits,” he says. There also are concerns about BU’s ability to 

keep track of its students and provide services that they need while 

they are abroad, he adds.

Now, BU is becoming more directly involved with students who 

want to study through non-BU programs. For the first time, it is 

hiring a staff member to create a policy for non-BU study abroad 

options, including a review and approval process. The new staffer 

also will advise students. “We’re going to try to work one-on-one 

with students to find the best programs for them,” Finkhouse says.

At Indiana, programs offered through other providers go through 

the same approval process as the university’s own programs. Approv-

al is based on faculty review of the coursework and the dossiers of 

foreign instructors, whether the curriculum of a program correlates 

with the requirements of academic majors at Indiana, and “whether 

we have student demand in that part of the world,” Sideli says.

Kalamazoo rarely sends its students abroad through programs 

offered by other schools or providers and “when we do, we make site 

visits. We want to know the people who are receiving our students,” 

says Brockington. The site visits are the same as Kalamazoo staffers 

make for the college’s own programs, he says.

For a program in Chile, Kalamazoo maintains a relationship with 

the Council on International Educational Exchange (CIEE). “We 

had a big enrollment and needed to expand capacity. We decided 

this would be the best way we could do it for the least amount of 

money,” Brockington says. To ensure the quality of the program and 

its instructors, he sent his associate director to Chile and went there 

himself the next year “because we want to know who is minding the 

store,” Brockington says.

Educators agree that the numbers of study 

abroad programs and students participating in 

them probably will continue to increase and will 

present new challenges. One, suggests Martin, 

is developing in some popular European cities 

that draw high concentrations of U.S. students. 

“How can you integrate them in the host culture when there are 

so many other Americans around?” she asks. 

But it’s also a challenge, she says, to encourage students to go 

“beyond doing the comfortable thing” and travel to less traditional 

locations. One problem, Martin says, is that international educators 

in the U.S. might not be qualified themselves to develop programs 

in certain locations. 

“It takes time to develop that expertise,” says Martin. “So it’s not 

just students who need to be introduced to these opportunities. Col-

leges and universities have to invest in the training and experiences 

that faculty and staff need to develop the opportunities. If you don’t 

change the perspectives of the people organizing the programs, the 

programs won’t change.”

Martin says she is a big believer that “if you build it, they will 

come; if you provide a good opportunity, students will consider it.” 

She cites a successful program that Penn developed in Senegal with 

“a lot of faculty support and encouragement” and in a consortium 

with nearby Bryn Mawr, Haverford and Swarthmore colleges. There 

was no problem getting students to sign up. 

However, Martin says, “it’s like the chicken and the egg. Do you 

wait for student interest to develop a program? Or do you develop 

programs based on where your faculty would like students to have 

opportunities?”

Brockington sees a time coming when costs and other factors will 

force more schools to collaborate on programs, as some already are 

doing, instead of offering only their own. “It’s getting very expensive 

to offer a high-quality program with low enrollment,” he says. “If I 

have one, the college down the street has one and another institution 

nearby has one and we each have three students, we ought to talk to 

each other about how we can get all nine students in the same place, 

doing it the same way. We still would be able to say that we have our 

own program and our own relationship with the host institution.”

Achieving collaboration like that might be easier said than done 

because of “institutional pride” by colleges and universities in main-

taining programs that are strictly their own, Brockington says. But 

“it’s one of the things that is really going to have to be decided in the 

next 10 years.” 




