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ABSTRACT

Although student international exchange programs commonly claim to facilitate participants’ intercul-
tural competence, questions remain as to how this competence might be adequately and validly assessed. 
In this article, the notion of Cultural Responsiveness is used to assist in interpreting and categorizing 
students’ experiences and intercultural learning through study abroad programs. Data on the Australian 
undergraduate student participants’ unique backgrounds, experiences and perceptions was collected after 
they had completed an exchange program in Switzerland or France. Using the Cultural Responsiveness 
categorization developed through this study, three parameters of students’ intercultural experiences 
emerged: Awareness, Engagement and Bringing Knowledge Home. Using these three parameters, this 
article proposes that the notion of Cultural Responsiveness provides a useful method for identification 
of students’ responses to the experiences of study abroad programs.

INTRODUCTION

One aspect of internationalization in higher education has been the increasing numbers of students 
participating in exchange programs at institutions abroad. These exchange or study abroad experiences 
are valued, not just for the experience afforded students to live and study abroad but also as an attractive 
addition to the profile of graduates seeking work in increasingly globally connected workplaces. While 
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there are a wide range of study abroad models, they typically include the goal of providing students with 
international experiences to foster students’ interculturality. However, if interculturality is one objective 
of study abroad programs, then the question naturally arises of how this might be evaluated, particularly 
by higher education institutions charged with grading student performance. Researchers (for example: 
Byram, 1997; Cabau, 2015; Deardorff, 2009b; Fantini, 2009; Odağ, Wallin & Kedzior, 2015; Trede, 
Bowles & Bridges, 2013; Williams, 2009; Witte & Harden, 2011) continue to explore issues around 
teaching and assessing students in terms of their intercultural ‘competence’. However, there is a lack of 
consensus regarding the term ‘intercultural’ itself (Dunne, 2011; Fantini, 2009; Witte & Harden, 2011) 
while the appropriateness of the notion of intercultural competence has also been challenged with ar-
guments that it is not precisely measureable or assessable (Dervin, 2011a; Trede et al., 2013; Witte & 
Harden, 2011). The evaluation and assessment of student interculturality is therefore obviously not a 
straightforward endeavor.

The research findings reported in this paper grew from our experiences as educators of students who 
undertake study abroad program as part of their undergraduate studies. We sought to evaluate our own 
teaching and in particular to find an appropriate method for identifying the intercultural understandings 
of our students upon their return from year of exchange study at a partner university abroad. Our ap-
proach in interpreting our students’ intercultural learning focuses on their engagement with languages 
and cultures, acknowledging that these are influenced by continual experiences and are therefore dynamic 
and constantly shifting. The definition we have adopted acknowledges the importance of cumulative 
life experiences which are continually “reconsidered and re-articulated” (Scarino, 2009). Our definition 
also highlights the importance of encounters which allow students to compare and contrast cultures as 
proposed by Deardorff (2009b) and Fantini (2009). 

Through analysis of student narrative data, we have developed a framework for identifying aspects 
of our students’ intercultural experiences which we have termed ‘Cultural Responsiveness’. This term 
has been previously used in the fields of education and health to describe approaches to policy and 
professional practice which acknowledge the individual cultural diversity of groups of students or pa-
tients. However, we use the notion of Cultural Responsiveness in the international education context 
to identify the ways in which our students responded to the situations they experienced through study 
abroad and how this might frame evidence of their intercultural learning. We have chosen the concept 
of responsiveness as it implies a dynamic process and presupposes an action or a sense of responding 
to what has been experienced. In this article we therefore offer a way to identify and describe student 
interculturality in study abroad contexts in response to calls to re-consider how we construct and describe 
interculturality (Dervin, 2014).

OUR STUDENTS AND THE STUDY ABROAD PROGRAM

Our starting point for identifying how our students experience interculturality through study abroad, is 
the narratives of students completing Francophone studies at our large urban Australian university. The 
fifteen students participating in this research had completed one academic year of exchange study at a 
university in either France or Switzerland and the primary aim of this project was to find an appropriate 
method for identifying their intercultural understandings in their narrated experiences. The students’ 
program of study before they commenced their year abroad included subjects in French language and 
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